Joint Contribution of Bulgarian CSOs to the 2026 Rule of Law Report

The present contribution represents the joint opinion of leading Bulgarian civil society organizations
monitoring for years various aspects of the legal, social, economic and public areas in the country. The

organizations that contributed to the joint report are:

Access to Public Information Programme — www.aip-bg.org

Anticorruption Fund Foundation — www.acf.bg

Association of European Journalists, Bulgaria — www.aej-bulgaria.org

Bulgarian Center for Not-for-profit Law — www.bcnl.org

Bulgarian Donors Forum - www.dfbulgaria.org

Bulgarian Helsinki Committee — www.bghelsinki.org

Bulgarian Institute for Legal Initiatives — www.bili-bg.org

Center for the Study of Democracy — www.csd.eu

Deystvie organization — www.deystvie.org

Institute for Market Economics — www.ime.bg

The contribution is public.

Overview

Bulgaria's legal system and institutions are under pressure due to strategic corruption, state capture,
and political interference. Meanwhile, economic dependencies were being used as tools of coercion rather
than drivers of growth. Captured institutions pose a systemic threat to economic security and the integrity
of democratic bodies. It involves tactics associated with malicious foreign influence and the control of public

resources by local elites.

In 2025, the understanding that the rule of law is inextricably linked to economic security and

democratic resilience was reaffirmed.
The state of the rule of law in Bulgaria in 2025 was also on the European Union's agenda. Bulgaria
is among the four countries included in the annual "dialogue on the rule of law “, which is an expression of

the EU's ongoing commitment to strengthening legal standards in our country.

Legal experts and civil society organizations held public debates on judicial reform and RoL

challenges, which helps sustain awareness and reform momentum among key stakeholders.'?

Bulgaria was placed among countries with very low rule of law scores in Europe for 2025 by

1 https://www.bta.bg/en/news/bulgaria/827495-experts-magistrates-mps-discuss-issues-in-judicial-system-possible-
solutions#Bulgarian%20institute %20for%20legal%20initiatives

2 hitps://www.bta.bg/en/news/bulgaria/922786-judicial-reform-and-rule-of-law-in-bulgaria-debated-at-sofia-
university?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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independent indexes, which highlighted systemic weaknesses. E.g., according to the announced global
index of World Justice Project for 2025 on the rule of law, out of the 27 EU member states, Bulgaria and

Hungary have the lowest scores.?

Some positive trends:

Within the framework of Bulgaria's commitments under the Recovery and Resilience Plan, several
legislative changes were achieved, including additional amendments to legislation protecting

whistleblowers have been adopted and have already come into effect.

In 2025, important amendments were adopted to the Administrative Procedure Code, which came
into effect on 1 July 2026. These amendments allow for the further digitalisation of communications in
administrative proceedings, including the preparation of court documents in electronic form and their
signing with a qualified electronic signature. They also allow for the electronic submission of documents

and the conduct of remote court hearings.*

As of July 1, 2025, amendments to the Civil Procedure Code came into force, aimed at introducing
electronic order for warrant proceedings. They provide for the issuance of writs of execution in electronic
form, the conduct of order for warrant proceedings in electronic form, guarantees for the protection of the
rights of debtors in enforcement proceedings, and court referred mediation (mandatory information session

on mediation on certain types of civil and commercial cases).

Among the negative trends in the past period are the blocked judicial reforms, weak anti-
corruption enforcement, low public trust and civic perception.
- Low trust in the Judiciary and its independence
- The number of convictions in high-level corruption cases remains low, with prosecutions often ending
inconclusively. Significant gaps exist in the regulations concerning the integrity of individuals in senior
executive position.®
- The political independence and effective performance of the Anti-Corruption Commission has not
been guaranteed, and there have been no changes to its composition or leadership, as the election
procedure did not come to its end.
- There are clear violations in the area of media freedom and pluralism and funding as well as the
ongoing politicization of the media regulator.

- Some “independent” and regulating authorities continue to operate with an expired mandate,

3 WJP Rule of Law Index 2025 evaluates 143 countries and jurisdictions around the world. For the eighth year in a row, the
rule of law has declined in most countries. At the opposite end of the spectrum are eight EU countries. Among them, Germany,
Sweden, and Estonia are in the top 10 globally. Denmark is once again in the lead globally The overall index is based on Constraints
on Government Powers, Absence of Corruption, Open Government, Fundamental Rights, Order and Security, Regulatory
Enforcement, Civil Justice, Criminal Justice. https://worldjusticeproject.org/rule-of-law-
index/global/2025/Bulgaria/Constraints%200n%20Government%20Powers/

4 https://lex.bg/laws/Idoc/2135521015
5 https://www.bta.bg/en/news/world/1010191-brussels-notes-bulgaria-s-steps-in-rule-of-law-field-but-expects-more-
conviction?utm_source=chatgpt.com



https://worldjusticeproject.org/rule-of-law-index/global/2025/Bulgaria/Constraints%20on%20Government%20Powers/
https://worldjusticeproject.org/rule-of-law-index/global/2025/Bulgaria/Constraints%20on%20Government%20Powers/
https://lex.bg/laws/ldoc/2135521015
https://www.bta.bg/en/news/world/1010191-brussels-notes-bulgaria-s-steps-in-rule-of-law-field-but-expects-more-conviction?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bta.bg/en/news/world/1010191-brussels-notes-bulgaria-s-steps-in-rule-of-law-field-but-expects-more-conviction?utm_source=chatgpt.com

particularly sensitive regarding key bodies and figures in the judiciary — the Supreme Judicial Council, the
Inspectorate, and the acting prosecutor general. But even for those whose new members were elected (CPDP,
CPD, etc.), the election was highly politicized and contested due to a lack of the necessary qualifications and
professionalism (even the election of the CPDP chair was challenged before the Constitutional Court).

- The events that unfolded at the end of 2025 were characterised by protests and strong political
polarisation. Public discontent, particularly the protests at the end of the year started against the introduced
draft state budget, but swiftly focused on corruption and the judiciary's lack of accountability, reflecting
broader public engagement with challenges related to the rule of law. Debates on the rule of law often
intersect with broader political tensions in parliament and the EU, sometimes reducing consensus on the

effective implementation of reforms.

|. Justice System

Please provide information on measures taken to follow-up on the recommendations received
in the 2025 Report regarding the justice system (if applicable)

What struck in the 2025 RoL report in the chapter for Bulgaria is the dominance of wording like “no
progress”, “limited progress” and “lack of progress”. With regard to the repeating recommendations
concerning the judiciary and especially the election of the watchdog body — the Inspectorate and the
supreme administrative body — the Council, the situation is no different than from the last years’ report. In
fact, none of the 7 recommendations have been fulfiled. One can say that some steps have been
undertaken, however, they were not enough to lead to a change that can be considered strong enough to

be irreversible.

The sad truth about the current situation in Bulgaria is that the country is actually already losing quite
a bit of money from the failure to implement some of the recommendations in the report, which are also

objectified as a commitment in the RRP. This is especially relevant for the anti-corruption efforts.

A. Independence

Appointment and selection of judges, prosecutors and court presidents (incl. judicial review)

(The reference to ‘judges’ concerns judges at all level and types of courts as well as judges at
constitutional courts)

Bulgaria’s judiciary entered 2025 amid an institutional deadlock, following a turbulent 2024 that saw
attempted judicial reform struck down. Last year’s developments confirm and deepen the negative trends
identified in the previous reporting cycle. If 2024 marked a rollback of reform, 2025 consolidated a model
of institutional entrenchment without mandate. The most salient feature was the normalisation of “acting”
governance and mandate overruns across key bodies and leadership positions, combined with continued

weaknesses in prosecutorial accountability and persistent opacity in judicial self-governance. The
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cumulative effect has been a measurable erosion of institutional legitimacy and public trust, with direct

implications for judicial independence.

Throughout 2025, key governance bodies of the judiciary continued to operate with expired terms-
of-office, most notably the Supreme Judicial Council (SJC), the Inspectorate to the SJC, the Prosecutor
General and the President of the Supreme Administrative Court. Rather than being treated as an
exceptional and temporary situation, this state of affairs became normalized. Decisions with long-term
structural, career and budgetary consequences were adopted by bodies whose democratic and

constitutional legitimacy is sabotaged.

This prolonged “acting” governance weakens the safeguards inherent in fixed mandates. They are
designed to ensure that no individual or body can hold public authority indefinitely. Power that is not time-
limited tends to become self-referential, resistant to scrutiny, and detached from its original mandate.
Terms-of-office introduce inevitability of exit, which is one of the strongest constraints on abuse of power.
In the judiciary, this is especially important for governance bodies (judicial councils, inspectors, court
presidents), whose influence over careers, discipline, and budgets can otherwise become permanent. In
Bulgaria, this renewal regarding the above-mentioned judicial bodies does not occur, thus authority
continues de facto, but legitimacy erodes de jure and de facto. The absence of any credible political
roadmap for renewal further entrenched the perception that mandate expiry has lost its constraining

function altogether.

Appointment and selection processes continued to be perceived as politicised and dependent on
informal alignments, rather than grounded in robust integrity safeguards and predictable institutional rules.
Against this backdrop, the process to appoint a new Prosecutor General became a flashpoint. In a bid to
safeguard judicial integrity, Parliament intervened: on 15 January 2025, it urgently amended the Judicial
System Act to forbid any SJC with an expired mandate from appointing a Prosecutor General or supreme
court presidents and terminated all open or pending procedures for election of these positions unless
finalized by presidential decree before the law took effect. The interim Prosecutor General challenged the
new amendments, and the Supreme Administrative Court referred the case to the Constitutional Court, but

in December 2025 Sarafov himself withdrew his challenge.

Currently, Bulgaria has an illegitimate acting Prosecutor General — in July 2025, Sarafov’s acting
mandate expired. In October 2025, the Supreme Court of Cassation ruled that Sarafov’s authority had
lapsed on 21 July 2025, leaving Bulgaria de jure without a legitimate Prosecutor General. Sarafov
continues to serve de facto despite the court ruling which leads to a governance vacuum in the prosecution

service. This certainly enhances the concentration of prosecutorial power and erodes accountability.

Beyond the prosecutor general issue, judicial appointments and promotions in 2025 remained
problematic. The trend of non-transparent, opaque appointments persisted, fueling perceptions of

politicization and nepotism. For instance, there were instances of favored candidates whose names were



known in advance and/or were politically involved before becoming magistrates®. In addition, there were

cases of appointments of relatives of high-ranking judicial officials’.

One of the important elections that took place in the beginning of 2025 was for a president of the
Sofia City Court — the court that hears cases against political figures and people with immunity. The election
was pending since 2023 with two candidates — the acting president Trifonov and one of his deputies — Rusi
Aleksiev. Shortly before the public hearing Trifonov withdraw his application and requested that the SJC
returns him to the Sofia Appellate court. Despite stating “personal reasons” for this, doubts remain that he
was asked to do this and free space for his deputy, who at the end was elected as the new president of
the SCC8.

Another one was for the position of president of the Appellate court in Plovdiv. It showed a trend that
already became something like a tradition for the SJC — to elect people on leadership positions who are
not coming from the same court they apply for. The case with AC Plovdiv is that for president was elected
a person that is known as being “for eternity” on leadership positions in the judiciary — judge Meglena
Tyankova, president of the District court of Haskovo®. Because of the rather negative personnel selection
practices of this SJC, it is said that judges and prosecutors with integrity are genuinely not willing to apply

for leadership positions in the judiciary, as they will never be elected.

Furthermore, the term-of-office of the ad hoc prosecutor investigating the Prosecutor General expired
and at the end of December, the Prosecutorial College of the SJC appointed Anton Urumov as the new
one. He was selected at random through the Unified Information System of the Courts, after having
previously been included on the list approved by a decision of the General Assembly of the Criminal
Chamber of the Supreme Court of Cassation. A day earlier, the Facebook page “Legal Madness” published
a post that read: “Let’s bet it will be Anton Urumov.” Such practices continue to undermine merit-based

judicial competitions and pluralism.

In addition to the issue concerning the prosecutor tasked with investigating the Prosecutor General,
it is noteworthy that, upon the expiration of her mandate, Taleva provided no account of her work or
achievements during her two-year term. She completed the latter without a single indictment being brought.
In a rare public appearance'®, she tried to explain the legal deficiencies that are hindering her work,
however, the complete lack of any outcomes from her position as an ad hoc prosecutor are leaving the

bitter feeling that there might have been other factors that have influenced it.

No meaningful progress was observed in addressing the structural dominance of the Prosecutor

General within the prosecution service. The failure of the investigative mechanism for the Prosecutor

6 https://www.segabg.com/hot/category-bulgaria/vidniyat-kadur-na-gerb-dani-kanazireva-uspya-da-stane-administrativen-sudiya
7 https://www.segabg.com/category-observer/sudebnata-sistema-teche-operaciya-plyusheno-zayche
8 https://bili-bg.org/12/1317/news_item.htm|
9 https://bili-bg.org/12/1328/news_item.htm|
10 P. 41 at https://bili-bg.org/cdir/bili-
bg.org/files/%D0%9E%D1%82%D1%82%D1%83%D0%BA %D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%BA%D1%8A%D0%B4%D0%B5 %D1%81
%D1%8A%D1%81 %D1%81%D1%8A%D0%B4%D0%B5%D0%B1%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B0_%D0%B2%D0%BB%
D0%B0%D1%81%D1%82.pdf
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General, already evident in previous years, remained unaddressed in practice. In 2025, this mechanism
existed largely as a formal construct devoid of operational independence, reinforcing the conclusion that

prosecutorial accountability remains illusory.

Irremovability of judges, including transfers, (incl. as part of judicial map reform), dismissal
and retirement regime of judges, court presidents and prosecutors (incl. judicial review)

Secondment practices continued to function as an informal career development instrument,
particularly through the transfer of magistrates to higher or more influential judicial structures, without
transparent and objective criteria. This blurs the line between temporary necessity and de facto promotion,

creating incentives incompatible with judicial independence and equality of career opportunities.

Available data indicate that the number of seconded judges has increased steadily over the past two
years, almost approaching the peak levels observed in 2022, while the number of seconded prosecutors
has declined over the same period''. The motives for choosing to second one magistrate and not another

remain unclear.

No legislative amendments in that regard took place last year. It seems that the problem with long-
term secondment of judges and prosecutors (among other issues) would not be resolved effectively. The
draft bill of the Judicial System Act prepared by a previous Ministry of Justice has not been further advance
and continues to “collect dust”. Although the draft tackles deep-rooted and long-standing problems
regarding Bulgarian judiciary'?, the current Minister of Justice leaves the impression he is oblivious of its

existence.

The extensive reliance on secondment, combined with the mechanical opening and closing of
positions, reinforced the impression of career management driven by institutional convenience or hidden

agenda rather than systemic reform.

Last year set a new record regarding one of the challenges to judicial independence, namely judicial
self-recusals. A total of 37,782 self-recusals from cases were recorded' — an extraordinary figure given
that there are approximately 2000-2,200 judges adjudicating nationwide. While the activity of vexatious
litigants may account for part of this number, it cannot plausibly explain it in full. This highlights a disturbing
pattern where judges withdraw from cases due to potential perceptions of bias rather than actual conflicts
of interest. Many withdrawals occur without detailed motives, citing only generic legal grounds, none at all
or ridiculous ones. One such example is the panel of judges who withdrew from hearing the case about
the pre-trial measure of restrain of the high-profile case of the Varna mayor Blagomir Kotzev. The reasons

pointed out by the judges were “an unprecedented negative campaign waged by internet websites”. Public

" See IME's Judiciary in Numbers Dashboard (secondment): https://infogram.com/page-14-1hmr6g8ijzldrz2n,
https://infogram.com/page-15-1h9j6q75k8vn54q, https://infogram.com/page-16-1hxj48mgenppg2v and

here: https://www.tiktok.com/@ime.bulgaria/video/7532860672103746838

2 The draft has been developed with a very broad professional and public participation (relevant CSOs and professional
organizations of magistrates), thus ensuring high acceptance of the suggested changes and amendments.

13 See IME's Judiciary in Numbers Dashboard (self-recusals): https://infogram.com/page-13-1hOr6rzw5ridw4e
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criticism regarding the work of the courts is not and cannot be a ground for recusals. This case is not an

exception.

The recusal mechanism is meant as a safeguard for impartial justice, but its excessive use in Bulgaria
has seemingly transformed it into a tool that can undermine justice. It creates a public perception that the
random case assignment system can be played or bypassed. More disturbingly, judges may preemptively
recuse themselves in high-profile or sensitive cases due to anticipated controversy or informal pressure,
rather than any true conflict of interest. This delays justice, inflates costs, raises serious questions about
internal and external pressures on the judiciary, and may lead to enabling forum shopping by parties. It
also signals that some judges feel insufficiently protected from potential repercussions, if they handle

politically fraught cases.

The requests for recusals could be used as a tool for exerting undue pressure. In a high-profile
procedural move, the so-called acting Prosecutor General Borislav Sarafov sought the recusal of Judge
Miroslava Todorova, invoking alleged doubts as to her impartiality. The request attracted significant public
and professional attention, given Judge Todorova’s long-standing profile as a former head of the Bulgarian
Judges’ Association, as well as her history of public positions on judicial independence’®. Considering this,
the attempt (she did not recuse and adjudicated) to secure her recusal carries institutional significance
beyond the individual case. It raises concerns about the use of procedural instruments by the prosecutor’s
office in cases with heightened sensitivity, particularly where such requests may be perceived as exerting
pressure on individual judges. While recusal mechanisms are a legitimate safeguard within judicial
proceedings, their deployment by the prosecution against prominent judicial figures risks undermining

perceptions of judicial independence if not grounded in clear, objective, and verifiable circumstances.

The judiciary’s leadership has yet to craft a robust response — by in-depth analysis, addressing root
causes and if need be, propose legislative amendments. Until that happens, this phenomenon will continue
to undermine the appearance of independence, giving the impression in some instances that justice is

being deliberately avoided.

Promotion of judges and prosecutors (incl. judicial review)

No positive developments were observed in 2025. Like the secondments it is a tool that could be

used for rewarding loyal judges and prosecutors.

Independence (including composition and nomination and dismissal of its members), and
powers of the body tasked with safeguarding the independence of the judiciary (e.g. Council for
the Judiciary)

As described in the previous contribution, the negative trend continues and all counter-independence

14 As former chair of the BJA, Todorova was subjected in the early 2010s to disciplinary proceedings and sanctions formally linked
to delays in adjudication but widely interpreted both by domestic and international observers as retaliation for her outspoken
criticism of systemic deficiencies in the judiciary.



circumstances also continue to be relevant: no progress was made regarding the composition of the
Supreme Judicial Council and the Inspectorate to the Supreme Judicial Council; the so-called acting
prosecutor general remains omnipotent, and the mechanism for his investigation proved to be fruitless.
There is still lack of investigations, prosecutions and final judgments in high-level corruption cases. Despite
a regular government operating for almost a year and a parliament in place, the reach of a majority of 160

MPs to perform elections of 11 SC members, 10 inspectors and 1 Chief inspector, seems impossible.

Back in January 2025, the parliament managed to adopt a text in the JSA banning the current SJC
to elect a new prosecutor general (PG) and new presidents of the two supreme courts and providing for a
period of 6 months for occupation of the interim position. Despite that fact, the interim PG is at the end of
his second 6 months granted to him by the Prosecutors College at the SC. As the term of the president of
the Supreme Administrative court is also expired, the Judges College at the SJC acted in conformity with
the texts in the law and voted for a new interim president, different from the one whose mandate has

expired (a positive development, but too small to have a greater impact on the judiciary overall).

Independence/autonomy of the prosecution service

No significant developments

Significant developments capable of affecting the perception that the general public has of the
independence of the judiciary

In the beginning of 2025 BILI published a representative study about public assessment of judicial
reform. '® According to public opinion, the main reasons for the failure to implement judicial reform are the
interests of various social circles working against its implementation, as well as the political crisis and the
lack of political will for reforms in this sector. Around one third of the respondents also tend to point to a
lack of will among magistrates, which shows that, from the point of view of public opinion, there are no
"innocents" for the failure to implement judicial reform. As a counterpoint to these assessments, the view
that there is no public support for the reform is shared by only 9% of the respondents. There is a broad
consensus on the importance of judicial reform. Almost everyone is of this opinion: 75% consider it very
important and 20% - rather important. Bulgarian citizens set a wide range of priorities for judicial reform in
the next few years, the most important of which they consider to be: a real and effective fight against
corruption at the highest levels of power, independence of the courts, a speedy trial, a fight against

domestic crime, an accountable and effective prosecution service, and a fight against domestic violence.

On April 30, 2025, the Court of the EU ruled on joined Cases C-313/23, C-316/23 and C-332/23
related to the expired mandate of the Inspectorate to the SJC and the further execution of its rights in full
volume.'® The decision is important to the Bulgarian authorities, as it states explicitly that EU law does not

allow a national legal framework under which such an important body as the Inspectorate to the Supreme

15 See here in English - https://bili-bg.org/cdir/bili-bg.org/files/Public_Assessment _of Judicial Reform.pdf

https://infocuria.curia.europa.eu/tabs/document?source=document&text=&docid=298695&pagelndex=0&doclang=en&mode=Ist&di

r=&occ=first&part=1&cid=19417703
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Judicial Council whose mandate has expired, continue to monitor the activities and integrity of judges and
prosecutors, as well as to make suggestions for disciplinary sanctions. The fact that the parliament has not
elected new members of the Inspectorate does not legalize its activities without an explicitly stated legal

basis for this. The reverse infringes the principle of judicial independence.

The outcome of this well argumented decision in Bulgaria was that the Inspectorate basically stopped
performing its main activities (but its members and the chief inspector did not resign) and the SJC took the

stand that the decision of the CEU is not relevant to it.

In October 2025, Bulgarian prosecutor Ivo lliev, a senior member of the Sofia City Prosecutor’s Office
and former Deputy City Prosecutor, was seriously assaulted by a masked assailant wielding a hammer in
the underground car park of his residential building in Sofia. lliev was struck multiple times and admitted to
hospital in critical condition, with Bulgarian authorities opening a pre-trial investigation on suspicion of
attempted murder. What was disturbing though was the response of the Association of Prosecutors in
Bulgaria - inadequate, and the institutional silence that followed. Only after couple of CSOs publicly urged
for such'’, there was some mediocre statement made by the Prosecutorial College at the SJC. By

subsequent reports the prosecutors’ condition was described as stable but still serious.

Against a backdrop of political instability, public protests, and heightened scrutiny of state institutions,
the judiciary in 2025 appeared less as an anchor of stability and more as a closed system resistant to
renewal. The cumulative effect of expired mandates, opaque career practices, ineffective accountability

mechanisms, and unchecked budgetary growth further eroded public confidence in the justice system.

Resources of the judiciary (human/financial/material), remuneration/bonuses/rewards for
judges and prosecutors, including observed changes (significant and targeted increase or
decrease over the past year)

(Material resources refer e.g. to court buildings and other facilities. Financial resources include
salaries of staff in courts and prosecution offices.)

Against the background described above, the judiciary's budget is setting yet new record according
to the SJC’s proposed draft budget — it envisages nearly €1 billion in expenditure for the judicial system in
2026, which is €285 million more (over 40%) than the approved 2025 budget of approximately €707 million.
Almost imperceptibly, the system has doubled its budget over the four years following 2022, when total

expenditure amounted to 950 million not euro, but leva.

The increase in costs is occurring against the backdrop of declining work of both the courts and the
prosecutor's office over the past 10 years'®. However, this does not prevent the Supreme Judicial Council
from unreasonably appointing new judges, prosecutors and staff. The draft budget proposes the creation

of 152 new positions. The year was marked by continued reactive career/personnel decisions, including

17 See the Open letter in English - https:/bili-bg.org/cdir/bili-bg.org/files/LETTER _SJC 241025 _en.pdf
18 See IME's Judiciary in Numbers Dashboard: budget - https://infogram.com/page-7-1h984wv1dn3od2p and
workload: https://infogram.com/page-4-1hng410opzx7vk23 and https://infogram.com/page-6-1hxj48mgen55g2v



https://bili-bg.org/cdir/bili-bg.org/files/LETTER_SJC_241025_en.pdf
https://infogram.com/page-7-1h984wv1dn3od2p
https://infogram.com/page-4-1hnq41opzx7vk23
https://infogram.com/page-6-1hxj48mqen55q2v

the creation of posts without a coherent, data-driven assessment of workload, complexity, or strategy.
Inflating staff numbers is easier than confronting the obvious problems: uneven workloads, an archaic

judicial map, abuses of secondment, and the systematic waste of public resources.

It is noteworthy that the judiciary is finally and at least formally operating under a programme-based
budgeting framework. Following the end of 2025, attention will therefore focus on the reporting phase,
which should demonstrate performance against the established target indicators, including through the

quantitative measurement of outputs delivered.

At the same time, the SJC faces significant tasks in order to ensure the effective implementation of
genuine programme budgeting, understood as a policy instrument for the formulation, execution, and
evaluation of public policy. In this respect, the proposed indicators must be coherently aligned with the
stated objectives of each programme, and a clear causal link between activities and expected results must
be established. Moreover, the definition of objectives cannot be detached from the broader systemic
context; objectives should be explicitly linked to the resolution of identified structural challenges, which
presupposes robust analytical foundations, including comprehensive workload analysis and an updated

judicial map.

Any discussion of judicial independence is inseparable from accountability, as independence cannot
be sustained without effective counterbalancing mechanisms. In this context, programme-based budgeting
constitutes an important instrument of accountability, insofar as it links public resources to clearly defined
objectives, measurable indicators, and reported results. When properly implemented, it enhances
transparency and enables scrutiny of whether institutional independence is exercised in a manner that
delivers tangible outcomes, thereby reinforcing public trust rather than weakening judicial autonomy. While
adequate funding is essential for independence, the absence of meaningful accountability mechanisms
transforms budgetary autonomy into insulation from scrutiny. Independence without accountability
increasingly resembles institutional self-preservation rather than a constitutional guarantee serving the

public interest.

. Anti-Corruption Framework

Where previous specific reports, published in the framework of the review under the UN Convention
against Corruption, of GRECO, and of the OECD address the issues below, please make a reference to
the points you wish to bring to the Commission’s attention in these documents, indicating any relevant
updates, changes or measures introduced that have occurred since these documents were published.

Please provide information on measures taken to follow-up on the recommendations received
in the 2025 Report regarding the anti-corruption framework (if applicable):

19 For more see: https://ime.bg/articles/kolkoto-poveche-tolkova-poveche-ili-za-neprozrachnoto-razduvane-na-shhata-v-
pravosdieto/
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In a captured state like Bulgaria the anti-corruption framework is not there for combating corruption,
but to serve as a tool against political and business opponents of the state institutions’ de facto owners.
There was a significant increase in these types of institutional attacks in 2024, a trend that further deepened
in 2025. The anti-corruption institutions initiated arbitrary criminal proceedings against several political

figures with the explicit intention of altering the political landscape through the means of criminal justice.

The recommendation to “ensure a robust track record of investigations, prosecutions and final
judgments in high-level corruption cases and take further steps to ensure the effective performance of the
Anti-Corruption Commission” is not applicable to a country like Bulgaria, which has serious systemic
problems with the rule of law in its very core. If there was a “robust track record of final judgments in high-
level corruption cases”, initiated by the captured anti-corruption institutions against the political and
business opponents of their de facto owners, this would not mean an improvement in the rule of law, but a
further decline. In its current state, if the Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) becomes more effective, this

would mean even more arbitrary actions.

The recommendation to “improve the integrity of top executive functions, taking into account
European standards, in particular by ensuring that clear integrity standards for the Government as well as
an appropriate sanctioning mechanism are in place” is not important for improving the situation in the
country?®. The Commission sees this recommendation as a technical issue and cites that there are no
formal rules on integrity checks and on incompatibilities of persons hired as advisers to senior political
officials; no comprehensive code of conduct and enforcement mechanism for persons in top executive
functions; fragmented Integrity provisions for top executive functions; lack of clear rules for declaration of
gifts to persons on top executive functions. The integrity of top-level public officials in Bulgaria is a political
and cultural issue — even if these technical criteria were met, there would be no change in the very way the

institutions in Bulgaria operate under oligarchical control.

Robust track record of investigations, prosecutions and final judgments in high-level corruption cases
as well as effective performance of the Anti-Corruption Commission are completely absent. On the
contrary, the Anti-Corruption Commission is still operating with its old management, as the parliament is
failing in carrying out the election and appointment of the new one according to the new law. The
prosecution office under the management of an interim prosecutor general is operating more or less in a
very selective way, targeting leaders of opposition parties thus leaving the impression of a partisan

behavior.

After a period of relative calm, there has been a significant increase in these types of institutional
attacks. Recommended successful investigations, prosecutions and final judgments in high-level

corruption cases and effective performance of the Anti-Corruption Commission are not possible in the

20|t is relevant for the current governing establishment to the extent that it is a requirement of OECD and when fulfilled, it will advance
Bulgarias’ membership in the organization. Therefore, in 2025 a working group (under the auspices of the Council of Ministers)
formed back in 2024 has finalized changes and amendments to the Civil Servants Act and drafted a new Code of Conduct for High
Public Officials. However, these two pieces of legislation were not put for public consultations and did not advance further in the
legislative process.

11



current situation, because the anti-corruption institutions are used as an instrument for pressure and
gaining of political and economic benefits. In this environment the lack of final convictions in high-profile
corruption cases is actually a good thing. The overall rule of law situation would be dramatically worse
if people were going to prison for years due to politically motivated and selectively used criminal

investigation and prosecution, instead of just several months in pre-trial custody.

To achieve the goal of real anti-corruption efforts which would eventually lead to success in the
activities of the criminal justice system and Anti-Corruption Commission, there has to be a fundamental
change through evolution of professional ethos and political culture in the very way public authority is
exercised in Bulgaria. Then, comprehensive reform of the criminal justice system regarding in particular:
1) the structure of the Supreme Judicial Council and enforced in practice better selection criteria for its
members; 2) the Prosecutor’s Office including its leadership, structure and forms of external control; 3)
the rules of criminal procedure and substantive criminal law; and comprehensive reform of the Anti-

corruption Commission including its leadership, powers and forms of external control.

A. The institutional framework capacity to fight against corruption (prevention and
investigation / prosecution)

List any changes as regards relevant authorities (e.g. national agencies, bodies) in charge of
prevention, detection, investigation and prosecution of corruption and the resources allocated to
each of these authorities (the human, financial, legal, and technical resources as relevant),
including the cooperation among domestic and with foreign authorities. Indicate any relevant
measures taken to effectively and timely cooperate with OLAF and EPPO

The real picture of high-level corruption in Bulgaria remains hidden. The most high-profile criminal
proceedings for alleged corruption are initiated by the Prosecutor's Office and Anti-Corruption
Commission in an arbitrary manner and do not reflect the actual level of corrupt behavior among high-
ranking public officials. At the same time, a lot of information about alleged corruption published by
independent media and civil society organisations is completely ignored by the institutions, if it concerns
the political actors (or their political or business partners) who exercise the behind-the-scenes control over
the independent on paper state anti-corruption bodies. For example, in 2025 ACF published a major three-
part investigation on one of the best-kept secrets of Bulgaria’s energy sector: an informal energy cartel
named “Orion” of over 150 companies with seemingly unrelated owners from several jurisdictions. lllegal
financial incentives for public officials, six-figure loans for politicians, multi-million tax and social security
fraud, carbon quota fraud, and leaks of information about upcoming European Public Prosecutor’s Office
investigations — these were just some of the revelations made public by ACF?'. So far, no adequate
actions have been taken by the institutions to verify the information and to hold those involved

accountable.

This leads to low levels of public trust in the work of the anti-corruption institutions that receive

21 Mr. Grass Head’s Holding Company: ACF Reveals Best-Kept Secret of Bulgaria’s Energy Sector, ACF, 2025
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significant funding from the state budget, i.e. the taxpayers’ money?.

It does not help that the new bodies after the Commission for Anti-Corruption and the Forfeiture of
lllegally Acquired Property was split into two in 2023 - the Commission for the Forfeiture of lllegally Acquired
Property and the Commission for the Counteracting of Corruption (Anti-Corruption Commission), are yet
to be constituted although the deadline for electing new leadership expired in January 2024. For the sake
of correctness, it has to be mentioned that back in August 2025, the parliament finally carried out the first
phase of the election procedure for the new members of the Anti-corruption commission. The so-called
nominating committee was formed and performed a public hearing of the 4 nominees with BILI being the
only organization to ask questions, structuring the hearing.® Its work ended with a report submitted to the
permanent parliamentary anti-corruption committee.?* As of today (January 2026), the parliament resp. the
parliamentary anti-corruption committee did not do anything to finalize the procedure and elect the
members of the new Anti-corruption Commission. As a result, Bulgaria is losing millions of Euro from the
payments under the RRP, because the composition of an independently operating Anti-corruption

Commission is one of the major engagements the country took.

Meanwhile, under the leadership of its former deputy chair (now acting chair) Anton Slavchev, the
Anti-Corruption Commission exercises its expanded powers?S, joining the Prosecutor's Office in the

selective application of repressive measures.

Even more disturbing is the fact that the current acting prosecutor general Borislav Sarafov retains

his factual power despite the explicit legal prohibition.2®

Safeguards for the functional independence of the authorities tasked with the prevention and
detection of corruption

The most important and at the same time obvious issue related to the rule of law and the fight against
corruption in Bulgaria is that the judicial/anti-corruption institutions operate in in an environment of a
“captured state”. The key judicial/anti-corruption institutions (or at least key parts of them) are controlled
behind the scenes by major political figures (who also hold significant economic power) and do not act in
public, but in private interests. Any Rule of Law Report which does not name this kind of “elephant in the
room” problem cannot fulfill its purpose of identifying the shortcomings in achieving a functioning democracy

in the country.

The Commission’s recommendations are mainly of technical nature and are made on the assumption

that Bulgaria is a functioning democracy with some flaws that can be addressed through technical measures

22 public attitudes towards corruption in Bulgaria and the anti-corruption actions of the Bulgarian Government. Results of a public
perceptions survey 2024, Basel Institute of Governance, 2024

23 https://bili-bg.org/12/1370/news_item.html

24 More information on the work of the nominating committee can be found at https://www.parliament.bg/bg/theme-site/ID/84

25 For further details, see “ACF Analyzes New Act on Preventing and Fighting Corruption: Creation of New Investigative Bodies
Cannot Compensate Lack of Vision for Comprehensive Criminal Justice Reform”, ACF, 2023; ,HoB/ST 3aKOH 38 NPOTUBOAENCTBUE
Ha KOpynuuaTa: KakBa NpoMsiHa a 0YakBame B JENHOCTUTE MO pas3KkpuBaHe M pascrieBaHe Ha KOPYMNUMOHHM NPEeCTbIeHns”,
ACF, 2023

26 Supreme Court of Cassation removes Borislav Sarafov as acting chief prosecutor, Bulgarian National Radio, 2025
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such as the introduction of new laws, amendments to existing ones, strengthening the capacity of current

institutions, etc.

For example, the Commission sees the clear evidence that there are virtually no positive results, i.e.
final convictions, from the investigation and prosecution of high-level corruption?” and recommends that
Bulgaria ensures a solid track record of investigations, prosecutions and final judgments in high-level
corruption cases. What the Commission fails to see are the real reasons behind this lack of results. To
achieve final convictions has actually not been the aim of the anti-corruption institutions up to now. High-
profile criminal investigations for alleged corruption are being used as smokescreen for politically motivated
attacks. The criminal investigation itself and/or Information obtained during the investigation has been used
selectively and temporarily for public shaming and political pressure towards the investigated individual and
chilling effect towards others. When these paralegal goals are reached, no one cares what happens to the

criminal investigation itself.

If the high-profile criminal investigations for high-level corruption continue to be directed only against
the political and business opponents of the de facto owners of the institutions, while at the same time they
and their political and business partners enjoy virtually immunity from criminal prosecution, and these
investigations begin to result in final convictions, then the technical criterion “final convictions” will be met,

but this will not mean that the rule of law has improved — on the contrary, quite the opposite.

B. Prevention

Measures to enhance integrity in the public sector (including as regards incompatibility
rules, revolving doors, codes of conduct, ethics)

As already mentioned in the previous contribution and here in a footnote, in the beginning of 2024
an interinstitutional working group was established at the Council of Ministers to work on changes in the
Law on the Administration and a draft of a Code of conduct for the public positions in the executive power.
The establishment of the working group was a response to the GRECO recommendations from the fifth
round of evaluations, as well the recommendations in the 2023 RoL report and PACE’s preliminary report
on the post-monitoring dialogue with Bulgaria. The group included also CSOs. Its work was renewed by
the regular government and culminated in finalizing the amendments and the new Code of conduct.

However, no further developments were made and as of today the drafts are most likely still in the Council

27 ACF has closely examined the development of these criminal proceedings in six consecutive annual monitoring reports.
According to the organisation's methodology for identifying the most significant criminal cases of alleged corruption in Bulgaria out
of 66 cases reviewed since 2014, of which 39 have been concluded, final convictions have been achieved in only 4. Of these, an
actual prison sentence has been imposed in only 1 of the analysed cases - A. Yankulov, A. Slavov, Anti-Corruption Institutions:
Activity without Visible Results, ACF, 2020: https://acf.bg/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/ACF_ENG 2020-1.pdf; A. Yankulov, N.
Kiselova, Anti-Corruption Institutions: Escalating Problems, Sofia: ACF, 2021: https://acf.bg/wp-
content/uploads/2021/07/ACE_ENG Online Jul15-1.pdf; A. Yankulov, A. Kashumov, Anti-Corruption Institutions: a Zero Year,
ACF, 2022: https://acf.bg/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/ACF_Report ENG 2022 interactive2.pdf; A. Yankulov, D. Peneva, Anti-
Corruption Institutions: Eyes Wide-shut. ACF, 2023: https://acf.bg/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/ACF_Report2023 EN_web.pdf; A.
Yankulov, D. Peneva, Anti-Corruption Institutions: A Freezing Point. ACF, 2024: https://acf.bg/wp-
content/uploads/2024/06/ACF_Report2024 EN_web.pdf A. Yankulov, D. Peneva, Anti-Corruption Institutions: A “New” Beginning.
ACF, 2025: https://acf.bg/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/ACF Report2025 EN web.pdf
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of Ministers.

Measures to enhance general transparency of public decision-making (including rules on
lobbying, asset and interest disclosure rules, gifts policy, transparency of political party,
financing)

In 2025, the authorities continued their attempts to develop and adopt legislative regulation of
lobbying activities, which have been particularly active since 2023 (such regulation is also part of Bulgaria’s
RRP). Accordingly, civil society organizations continued to actively participate in this process - firstly as
part of the working group for drafting a concept for the regulation of lobbying activities and subsequently,
in 2025, for drafting a separate law on Transparency and Integrity in government. The aim of this
engagement is to prevent the undermining of civil society interests under the pretext of implementing the
recommendations of European institutions, as well as to avoid the reproduction of certain restrictions and

burdens from the unsuccessful draft legislation on foreign agents.

To conduct a comprehensive preliminary impact assessment of the draft Law on Transparency and
Integrity in Government, the Minister of Justice published a consultation document and an impact

assessment questionnaire for public consultation on 25 July 2025. The actual draft law was not published.

The Centre for the Study of Democracy, the Bulgarian Institute for Legal Initiatives Foundation and
the Access to Information Program Foundation participated in the consultation process by submitting a
joint statement on August 25, 2025.28 Since then, there has been no feedback or further developments on

the matter.

Measures to ensure whistleblower protection and encourage reporting of corruption, including
their application (i.e. number of reports received, and the follow-up given)

The Whistleblowing Act underwent three amendments in its first year of enactment in 2023. These
amendments introduced editorial changes to ensure consistency with the Directive and other national
legislation. Some general provisions and exceptions to the scope of the Act were clarified, as were the
procedural powers of the CPDP as an external whistleblowing authority. In terms of improving protection
for whistleblowers, it is important to note the new provisions introducing corrective and interim measures

to prevent or stop retaliation against whistleblowers.

The fourth set of amendments was adopted in 2025 to address some of the remaining gaps in the
full transposition of Directive (EU) 2019/1937. These amendments were made in response to criticism from
the European Commission (EC) and form part of the implementation of the National Recovery and
Resilience Plan. They provide more effective protection for a wider range of whistleblowers, including those
about to start work and those who report abuses after leaving a job. The two-year deadline for reporting
violations has also been removed. Some of the main changes include:

. Narrowing the cases in which the law doesn't apply on the grounds of professional secrecy (with

regard to persons practicing a legal profession, the exception covers only the confidentiality of

28 https://csd.eu/blog/blogpost/2024/02/13/178/
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conversations and correspondence between lawyers and their clients)

o Extending protection to people who are about to start work or who report abuse after their
employment relationship has ended.

o Removal of the two-year statute of limitations for whistleblowing cases, which was unjustified and
seen as politically motivated.

o An explicit obligation is introduced for the external reporting channel to confirm receipt of a report
immediately and in all cases within seven days of receipt. There is also an obligation for the employees
of the CPDP to promptly forward the information to the relevant competent institutions, but in any case,
within seven days of receiving the report.

o Differentiating some of the penalties for failing to comply with the law

The amendments, however, do not ease restrictions on anonymous whistleblowing, a measure that could

improve reporting and safety for whistleblowers.

Although Bulgaria has made progress in terms of its whistleblower protection legislation, the system
is still evolving. Several obstacles remain, including a lack of awareness among institutions and the general
public, limited confidence in reporting mechanisms, a reluctance to report due to fear of retaliation and
inadequate penalties for violations. A culture of silence continues to prevail over a culture of whistleblowing.
The low number of reports filed and decisions made indicates that whistleblowing in Bulgaria is underutilised,

with employees showing limited trust in or interest in the system.

Public disclosure of information about irregularities is still not regulated in detail. At the same time,
there has been an increase in the number of SLAPP lawsuits—usually unfounded and disproportionately

large claims, mainly for defamation, against journalists, media outlets, activists, and CSOs.

The similarities between protection against Anti-SLAPP- Directive and protection under
Whistleblowing Directive require linking the protection of freedom of speech and defamation cases

(SLAPP) with the protection of whistleblowers.

Cases concerning Directive 2019/1937 and SLAPPs (Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation)
before the EU Court of Justice are still in their early stages. The focus is on interpreting the scope of
protection, particularly for the media and civil society, and on the effectiveness of measures against
malicious lawsuits and similar cases. The aim is to strike a balance between freedom of expression and
the protection of whistleblowers, and to oblige member states to provide legal remedies and compensation
for SLAPPs.

Stronger protections and an improved culture of trust and transparency are still needed.

Information on the number of whistleblowing reports submitted and reviewed is contained in the
National Authority's (CPDP) communication to the EC, submitted midway through each calendar year for
the previous year, and in the Ombudsman's annual report, based on conducted audits. For this reason,

data for 2025 is not yet available.
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An important element of the development of the whistleblower culture in the country is the election of
new leadership of the CPDP that was among the bodies operating outside its mandate as many others
back in 2025. there was no competition at all for the composition of this collective institution. 3 out of the 5
candidates for the 5-member-commission were previously working either in the Ministry of Interior, or in
the State Agency for National Security, confirming the clearly visible trend of placing exclusively people
with such background on high level positions in the regulators. The nominees’ professional experience,
however, do not comply with the requirements of EU Regulation (EU) 2016/679 on the Protection of Natural
Persons with Regard to the Processing of Personal Data. On these premises, BILI appealed the decision
of the Council of Ministers, that nominated these people, before the Supreme Administrative Court (SAC),
arguing that the proposed candidates lack the required experience, thus the Council of Ministers had
breached the procedural and substantive rules. Initially SAC had scheduled a hearing before a three-
member panel, however, two days before the trial, the same judicial panel of the SAC miraculously ruled,
that this request by BILI was inadmissible, and all data indicating that the case has been scheduled initially,
was removed from the official internet site of the court. Couple of hours later, the nominees were confirmed
by the parliament. BILI appealed this unlawful regulation before a five-member panel of the SAC. The case
was not reopened, but it is surprising that the court did not mention BILI’'s demand for a preliminary ruling
to be requested from the Court of Justice of the EU. It was as if such a request had never been part of the
complaint. One must bear in mind that according to the Bulgarian procedural codes, the five-member
panels of the SAC are obliged to proceed all the requests for preliminary rulings before the CEU, if asked

SO.

The election of new members of CCPD was widely debated in the National Assembly, as well as in
media, and on July 17, 2025, 58 members of the parliament filled a request before the Constitutional Court
seeking a declaration of unconstitutionality of the decision of the National Assembly, regarding the
appointment of the chairperson and members of the named commission. The case which has the potential
to shape precedent around how far the parliament may go in the appointments of independent regulatory
bodies, without paying attention to existing procedural regulations and imperative EU law, was admitted

for substantive consideration on September 16, 2025. Decision pending.

C. Repression

The legal framework on the criminalisation and sanctions for corruption and related offences,
including foreign bribery
Official data on the number of investigations, prosecutions, final judgments and the application of

sanctions for corruption offences (differentiated by offence if possible).

In 2025 we witnessed a further deepened trend of arbitrary and politically motivated actions of the
most important anti-corruption institutions in Bulgaria — the Public Prosecutor’'s Office and the Anti-
Corruption Commission. As it was the case also in 2024, in 2025 all high-profile criminal investigations for
corruption or related crimes were directed against political figures who happen to be political opponents or

connected to political opponents of Delyan Peevski — political leader of the party MRF NB (Movement for
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Rights and Freedoms New Beginning). Peevski was sanctioned for corruption by the United States in 2021
under the Global Magnitsky Act?® and by the United Kingdom in 2023 under the Global Anti-Corruption
Regime®, but was never investigated for corruption by the Bulgarian authorities in an official criminal

proceeding.

At the same time no high-profile investigations for alleged corruption were initiated in 2025 against
any political figures from the current ruling majority. Although Peevski’'s party is not official partner in the

formal 4-party coalition that forms the government, it supports the government in all major decisions.

In May 2025 Ivan Demerdziev®', former minister of interior in a caretaker government appointed by
president Rumen Radev, was charged for alleged mismanagement of public funds. In October he was
indicted, but in December Sofia City Court referred the case back to Sofia City Prosecutor’s Office due to

procedural infringements.

In June 2025 Nikola Barbutov®?, deputy-mayor of capital Sofia from the party CC/DB (Continue the
Change/ Democratic Bulgaria), was charged with alleged participation in an organised criminal group, a
general abuse of office and bribery, and was detained (together with other public officials) during criminal
proceedings initiated by the Anti-Corruption Commission under the supervision of Sofia City Prosecutor’s

Office. In November, an indictment was filed.

In July 2025 Blagomir Kotsev3®, mayor of the third largest city in Bulgaria - Varna from the party

CC/DB (Continue the Change/ Democratic Bulgaria), was charged with alleged participation in an organised

criminal group and influence peddling and was detained (together with other public officials) during criminal

proceedings initiated by the Anti-Corruption Commission under the supervision of Sofia City Prosecutor’s

Office. In November, an indictment was filed.

Both remained in pre-trial custody for several months before being released near the end of the year;

the mayor of Varna being released only after being transferred back to Varna.

The criminal proceedings against them match at least several indicators used by European Court of

Human Rights case-law®* to identify criminal proceedings used as smokescreen for achieving paralegal

goals (in countries like Russia, Turkey, Georgia, Azerbaijan). These markers/indicators include:

disproportionately long detention given the nature of the charges and the accused persons’ profiles.
selective evidence gathering — ignoring key witnesses, one-sided collection of evidence.

use of media and institutional pressure, public statements of guilt.

29 Treasury Sanctions Influential Bulgarian Individuals and Their Expansive Networks for Engaging in Corruption, US Department
of the Treasury, 2021

30 UK sanctions high profile Bulgarian figures involved in corruption, gov.uk, 2023

31 Ex-Caretaker Interior Minister Demerdzhiev Charged with Mismanagement, BTA, 2025

32 Newly Dismissed Sofia Deputy Mayor Barbutov Charged with Participating in Organized Crime Group and Bribery, BTA, 2025
33 Bulgaria's arrest of liberal, pro-EU mayor sparks protests, DW, 2025

34 For example: Merabishvili v. Georgia, ECHR, 2017; Selahattin Demirtas v. Turkey (No. 2), ECHR, 2018; Kavala v. Tiirkiye,
ECHR, 2022; Navalnyy v. Russia, ECHR, 2018; llgar Mammadov v. Azerbaijan, ECHR, 2014; Rasul Jafarov v. Azerbaijan, ECHR,
2016
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- procedural anomalies — e.g. evidence of forum shopping; long periods of inactiveness of the
investigation followed by short periods of rapid procedural action; leaks of obtained during the investigation

evidence to certain media outlets.

- strong political context — the criminal proceedings can be directly linked to political events.

Potential obstacles identified in law or in practice to the investigation and prosecution of high-level
and complex corruption cases (e.g. political immunity regulation, procedural rules, statute of

limitations, cross-border cooperation, pardoning)

In 2025 the model of using in particular pre-trial detention during investigations for alleged corruption
of high-level public officials as a tool for pressure against political opponents with the aim of reshaping the

political landscape was established even further.

The clearest example is the case against Varna mayor Blagomir Kotsev. He was deprived of his
liberty for nearly five months during a pre-trial investigation with numerous procedural anomalies started by
the Anti-Corruption Commission and supervised by Sofia City Prosecutor’s Office. In addition to the
procedural anomalies, it should also be considered that Kotsev is a public figure, with no prior criminal record,
a father of two young children, one of whom is a baby. He was not accused of committing violent crimes, but
of corruption-related ones, which were essentially either some forms of preparatory criminal activity or

unsuccessful attempts, i.e. without actual harm occurring for anyone or anyone’s enrichment.

The almost five-month lengthy pre-trial detention in such a case was legally and practically

incomprehensible.

Some examples of procedural anomalies: the criminal proceedings were initiated by the Anti-
Corruption Commission on 19.11.2024 with the interrogation of a witness. After that, there was extremely
low procedural activity - in January 2025 traffic data was requested (denied by the court), and in June 2025
the same witness was interrogated again. Nearly eight months after the start of the investigation and with
almost no investigative actions taken, the so-called 'realisation' was carried out, during which Kotsev was
detained on 08.07.2025. Another main witness, former deputy mayor, was questioned for the first time on
the evening of 08.07.2025, after the arrest. Information that he had been given incriminating testimony
against the mayor leaked earlier that day from the Anti-Corruption Commission to the media. On 16.07.2025,
the witness made a public statement that the incriminating testimony was given under pressure from Anti-
Corruption Commission officers and submitted a written statement to this effect to Sofia City Prosecutor’s

Office. He was questioned about these statements only on 02.10.2025.

After he was released from detention, Kotsev said in a TV interview that before his arrest he had received

persistent messages to join the party of the “new sheriff in town” MRF NB (Movement for Rights and
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Freedoms New Beginning) led by Delyan Peevski®®. In 2025, many mayors and other local leaders from
other parties and fractions joined Peevski’'s camp and took pictures with him in his office as a display of
loyalty to him.3® A Varna elected MP from GERB (Citizens for European Development of Bulgaria), the main
party in the current ruling coalition, said in a radio interview that Kotsev did not listen to him to resign as

mayor of Varna and this led to his arrest.®”

Any other developments related to the anti-corruption framework - please specify

In the beginning of February 2025 BILI organized a big conference on the RoL at which took part the
Bulgarian European Prosecutor Mrs. Georgieva. At the forum she stated that the EPPO has had a case “...
in which the indictment and the investigation were conducted, completed, not thanks to, but despite the
efforts of the Ministry of Interior authorities, who refused to execute a court order”.® Later in February 2025,
the weekly outlet Capital published an interview®® with her where she is quoted as saying that she
encountered institutional pushback on cases involving influential individuals and the lack of willingness of
the police to assist with investigations into suspected corruption, including the expansion of the Chiren

natural gas storage facility*°.

In March 2025, a letter and two videos were disseminated to the media from an anonymous account
claiming to represent Petyo Petrov “The Euro”, a former investigator featured in ACF’s investigation The
Eight Dwarfs — a criminal network for influencing the judiciary.*' The letter referred to a report sent from
the person claiming to be Petrov to the public institutions. The report allegedly provided information about
illegal actions (including corruption) by Bulgarian magistrates, including the Bulgarian European Prosecutor
Teodora Georgieva. The source of the leak claimed that the videos were filmed with a hidden camera in
The Eight Dwarfs restaurant. They showed Petrov and another person — allegedly Teodora Georgieva.
The videos showed the parties discussing what appears to be Georgieva’s appointment to the European
Public Prosecutor’s Office (EPPO) in 2020 with Petrov saying: “Anyway, we consider it as an important

position. We have decided. You take it and so be it”.

So far, Georgieva has not denied the claims in the leaked videos.

In March 2025, EPPO released an unprecedented announcement that the European Chief
Prosecutor had informed the European Parliament, the Council of the EU and the European Commission

of the initiation of an administrative inquiry into possible wrongdoing by the Bulgarian European Prosecutor

35 Bnaromump Koues nonyyasan ynoputu MOCNaHWs 4a ce NpucheamnHn KbM "Hosus wepud”, dnevnik.bg, 2025

36 Te cmeHuxa rocnogaps: kmetosete Ha OensH MNeescku, DW, 2025

37 Nenytar ot [EPB: Bnaromup Kolies He Me nocnylia aa nofane ocTaBka, 3aToBa e B apecra, dnevnik.bg, 2025

38 The full speech of Mrs. Georgieva is available at https:/bili-bg.org/cdir/bili-
bg.org/files/%D0%9E%D1%82%D1%82%D1%83%D0%BA %D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%BA%D1%8A%D0%B4%D0%B5 %D1%81
%D1%8A%D1%81_%D1%81%D1%8A%D0%B4%D0%B5%D0%B1%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B0_%D0%B2%D0%BB%
D0%B0%D1%81%D1%82.pdf , P. 30

39 EBponpokypopsT Teogopa eopruesa: Ob6uiecTeeHnTe NopbykM ca oTpaboTeHa cxema 3a 13ToYBaHe Ha cpefcTea, capital.bg,
2025

40 The issues surrounding this project have been described extensively in ACF’s investigation Chiren: Tenders with Convenient
Incline, ACF, 2024

41 For further details on the “Eight Dwarfs” criminal network, see "The Eight Dwarfs" - The facts, a legal analysis,
conclusions, and an appeal to the institutions, ACF, 2020; Yavor ZlatanoV’s interview for ACF confirmed the “Eight Dwarfs” story,
ACF, 2021
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and announced Georgieva’s temporary suspension.*? Georgieva did not make a statement. However, in
interviews with several Bulgarian media outlets, she said she had withdrawn from the Chiren investigation
because she felt threatened by Delyan Peevski. Apparently, a subcontractor who was removed from the
project named Peevski as the individual who had been pressuring them. Georgieva was quoted as saying

that she had received threats of the release of compromising materials.

Despite the fact that their main goal is to undermine the credibility of the Bulgarian European
Prosecutor, the leaked recordings — which the implicated person has so far not denied — show the ugly
truth about high-level appointments, in the Bulgarian criminal justice system and beyond, which appear to
have been secured with the help of the criminal organisation of Petyo Petrov “The Euro”. The level of
certainty regarding Petrov’s involvement is so high because the subjects of discussion in the leaked videos
coincide with events that did occur — for example, the reshuffling in the list of the candidates for the position

of Bulgarian European Prosecutor which took place after a decision by the Bulgarian government in 2020.4

If a criminal structure holds significant influence in determining the individual taking up such a key
position, the most logical question is how this individual will then return the favour to the criminals and the
people behind/above them (As Petrov is recorded as saying: “WE have decided it”.) The answer to this
question requires a thorough audit of the work of the Bulgarian EPPO office since its establishment.
Bulgarian authorities were never able (or willing) to properly investigate Petyo Petrov and his criminal
network due to the network’s high levels of infiltration within those same institutions. The question now is
what the structures of the EU will do after it has emerged that this criminal network likely influenced
processes within EU institutions, too. What is clearly necessary is a full, transparent inquiry concerning the
following issues: 1/ The institutional actions that led to Georgieva’s appointment; 2/ The overall work of the
Bulgarian EPPO office since its establishment - how it is organised, how work is allocated, etc; 3/ Actions
pertaining to cases of high public interest such as the investigation into the expansion of the Chiren
Underground Gas Storage: how many high-level cases have been investigated since the establishment of
the Bulgarian office, who were the prosecutors leading those investigations, what actions have been taken,
what was the reaction of the Bulgarian office when faced with attempts by national law enforcement
institutions to obstruct the investigations, etc; 4/ Georgieva’s claims she had been threatened by Delyan
Peevski, an individual with significant political and economic influence in Bulgaria, because of her work as
a European Prosecutor. What is known about these threats, was the EPPO leadership informed, are the

threats being investigated?

In the beginning of the winter session of the current parliament — January 2026, a group of MPs from
GERB submitted a draft law for changes and amendments to the Law on the National Audit Office**. The
draft law suggests transferring all rights and obligations related to the prevention of corruption, conflicts of

interests and asset declarations to the Audit Office, thus, making it the key anti-corruption body in Bulgaria.

42 European Prosecutor suspends its Bulgarian member, EURACTIV, 2025

43 In 2021, a scandal erupted in the European Parliament in connection with the election of some European Prosecutors. MEPs
requested all documentation concerning the nominations of the candidates from Belgium, Bulgaria and Portugal. According to
Euractiv, “in the case of Belgium, Bulgaria and Portugal, the selection committee’s decisions were overruled by the member states
in the Council of Ministers, which ultimately selected candidates from the list who were not the first choice” - MEPs threaten to sue
over European Prosecutors' appointments, EURACTIV, 2021

44 https://www.parliament.bg/bills/51/51-654-01-2.pdf
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The investigating activities will be transferred to the Ministry of Interior — the Directorate for fight against
the organized crime. The current law will be revoked. This basically replicates the model used back in 2017
when the big Anti-corruption commission was established. There are no expectations that the Audit Office,
by law and Constitution tasked with completely different rights, will perform effectively such vast area of
anti-corruption activities. At the time of the submission of this contribution, the draft law has to be voted at

a second reading in the committee and at some point in the plenary. BILI has submitted an opinion on it*.

[1l. Media pluralism and media freedom

Please provide information on measures taken to follow-up on the recommendations received
in the 2025 Report regarding media pluralism and media freedom (if applicable)

In 2025, an increasingly hostile environment against journalists and fact-checkers was observed.
Following Meta’s decision to halt its funding to fact-checking operations in the US, fact-checking

organizations in Bulgaria, namely Factcheck.bg, became a target of smear campaigns, threats and

harassment.

In a number of cases politicians directly attacked journalists for asking questions. In fact, abusive

attitudes against journalists have become a regular practice in the Bulgarian Parliament, which led to AEJ

calling for sanctions against MPs for offensive treatment of journalists. A number of the reported incidents

throughout the year were linked to Delyan Peevski, a politician and business figure who has been

sanctioned under the US anti-corruption Magnitski act and member of his party - MRF New Beginning.

The sharp return of political pressure over the media that we have been witnessing during the cycle
of political instability, marked by a series of seven parliamentary elections until October 2024, has

continued throughout 2025. It resulted in the sacking of high-profile TV anchor Maria Tsantsarova from the

morning show of BTV - one of Bulgaria largest private TV channels. Tsantsarova’s removal from air right
before Christmas provoked_two protests of journalists and citizens against the decision of the media
company BTV which is part of the Czech-owned investment group PPF and the resignation of Stoyan

Georgiev - a top investigative reporter from the TV channel.

In 2025, the problem with the proper access of parliamentary reporters to the National Assembly and
the MPs not only did not find a resolution but worsened.
In the recent years, including 2025, journalists working for popular online platforms have been denied

access to the National Assembly. These cases fit into the broader context in which for years the parliament

has been implementing a policy that has led to limiting the transparency and access of journalists to its
work. Since moving to the current building - the former Party House, journalists have been deprived of the
conditions they had in the authentic building of the Bulgarian parliament — the one on "Narodno sabranie”
Square. In 2023, 85 parliamentary reporters sent an open letter to the leadership of the National Assembly,

demanding that they be provided with better working conditions. However, the problem remains and has

45 In English - https://bili-bg.org/cdir/bili-bg.org/files/BILI_ STATEMENT _ENG_CPC-logo_.pdf
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even worsened.

Delays in the implementation of EMFA - According to a_report by The International Press Institute

(IPI) and the Media and Journalism Research Center, Bulgaria has made no tangible progress since the

European Media Freedom Act (EMFA) came into force in August 2025. Although a cross-ministerial and
institutional working group was previously established, its suspension stalled much needed reforms. The
Ministry of Culture, which is a key player in charge of the implementation of the regulation, has been
criticised for a lack of political will to introduce the required amendments to the Radio and Television Act ,
Public Procurement Act and other key legislative acts that would align the Bulgarian legislation with EMFA.
The fall of the Bulgarian government in December 2025 raises concerns about further delays in the efforts
needed to guarantee a free and pluralistic media environment in Bulgaria, leading to another round of

parliamentary elections.

A. Media authorities and bodies

(Cf. Article 30 of Directive 2018/1808)

Measures taken to ensure the independence, enforcement powers and adequacy of resources
(financial, human and technical) of media regulatory authorities and bodies

Conditions and procedures for the appointment and dismissal of the head / members of the
collegiate body of media regulatory authorities and bodies

Existence and functions of media councils or other self-regulatory bodies

Controversies over the appointment of a new DG of the public TV broadcaster BNT - Two
elections by the CEM have failed to reach a majority on appointing a new Director General of the public
broadcaster, most recently in July 2025. As a result, by law the incumbent, Emil Koshlukov, has remained
in the role three years past his original mandate, meaning he has now served the equivalent of a second
mandate. In both votes by the CEM, none of the candidates received the required three out of five votes to
secure a majority, resulting in a deadlock. The situation has been complicated by numerous appeals from
certain candidates and subsequent suspensions of the process by the courts. In the autumn of 2025, the
Sofia District Administrative Court suspended the newest procedure for the election of a Director General,

which had originally been planned for 16 October 2025.

Tensions between CEM and Emil Koshlukov further escalated in September 2025, when the
regulator issued a statement regarding a letter the DG of BNT had sent about the legal appeal. Koshlukov
threatened to involve the police, the prosecution, and even a private bailiff to enforce sanctions and fines
if CEM did not comply with recent court decisions. CEM and some observers criticized his actions, while
Koshlukov dismissed the statement as "arrogant" and labeled the regulator as "obsolete, useless, and

dangerous."

The ongoing dispute between the public broadcaster and the media regulator and the failure for a

new director of BNT to be appointed according to the law has further damaged the reputation of the media
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regulator as well as the public broadcaster. A number of small-scale civil protests were held in front of the
BNT in December 2025, accusing the broadcaster of political bias and demanding the resignation of Mr.

Koshlukov.

B. Safeguards against government or political interference and transparency and
concentration of media ownership

Measures taken to ensure the fair and transparent allocation of state advertising
Safeguards against state / political interference, in particular:

* safeguards to ensure editorial independence of media (private and public)

* specific safeguards for the independence of heads of management and members of the governing
boards of public service media (e.g. related to appointment, dismissal), safeguards for their financial and
operational independence (e.g. related to reporting obligations and the allocation of resources) and

safeguards for plurality of information and opinions

No progress has been made in 2025 in regard to the particular recommendation. In order
to fully address the existing challenges that the Bulgarian media environment faces in terms of
access to state and EU funding for advertising, the measures should cover not only the need for
more transparency, but also for legal and procedural guarantees that taxpayer's money are not
used for buying media comfort (especially on local level) and funding outlets that disseminate anti-
democratic propaganda narratives. It has been noted multiple times that media that spread anti-
EU and anti-democratic disinformation have access to state and EU public funding for
communication, which is a consistent bad practice. At present, Bulgaria does not have a national

regulatory body to oversee the allocation of state advertising funds to the media.

Transparency of media ownership and public availability of media ownership information,
including on direct, indirect and beneficial owners

Under Bulgarian law, media service providers must disclose their ownership structure, and recent
reforms have improved transparency. However, implementation is inconsistent, with many media outlets
not revealing their beneficial owners, raising concerns about private business and political interests
dominating the media landscape. A particular worry is the influence of the sanctioned oligarch Deylan
Peevski, leader of the MRF NB party. Although Peevski’'s media assets were officially sold in 2021,
stakeholders believe his influence over the media remains substantial, negatively impacting editorial

independence.

C. Framework for journalists' protection, transparency and access to documents

Rules and practices guaranteeing journalists' independence and safety, including as regards
protection of journalistic sources and communications, referring also, if applicable, to follow-up
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given to alerts lodged with the Council of Europe’s Platform to promote the protection of
journalism and safety of journalists

In September 2025, a fact-finding mission, organised by the Council of Europe’s Safety of Journalists

Platform and the_Media Freedom Rapid Response (MFRR) with the participation of AEJ-Bulgaria,

highlighted the following issues in regards to safety of journalists in Bulgaria:

The climate for the safety of journalists in Bulgaria has seen an improvement in recent years, though
concerns remain over political pressures and online harassment. Serious physical attacks on journalists
and media workers remain relatively uncommon and no life-threatening attacks have been documented in
recent years. The Council of Europe’s Platform for the Safety of Journalists currently has 34 active alerts
involving attacks on journalists or threats against media freedom. Physical attacks account for one third of
the cases, although their number has also dropped compared to previous years, confirming the overall
downward trend in attacks on the press. The Mapping Media Freedom platform has so far documented

eight press freedom violations in Bulgaria in 2025.

Political pressures including intimidation and insults against journalists by different politicians and
public figures remain a cause of concern. In a polarised political climate, reports from protests have posed
challenges to reporters and media crews. On 31 August 2025, journalist Blagoy Bekriev and camera
operator Kaloyan Kalchev from NOVA TV were spat on, kicked and beaten by demonstrators while

reporting on a protest in Sopot, during the visit of the European Commission President.

Bulgarian journalists continue to face online harassment and abuse on social media platforms, with
a particular focus on women journalists. A September 2024 case involving the publication online of a
deepfake image of Nova TV investigative journalist Marieta Nikolaeva was cited as a toxic example of the
gender-based harassment faced by women journalists. Law enforcement authorities took action on this

occasion to remove the image, despite its continued online sharing and circulation on social media.

No system is in place to allow the tracking of data on attacks on journalists or the number of
prosecutions and convictions. Bulgaria is yet to join the Council of Europe’s Journalists Matter Campaign,
an initiative aiming to promote media freedom and protect journalists from violence, threats, and

harassment while performing their duties.

Access to information and public documents by public at large and journalists (incl. transparency
authorities where they exist, procedures, costs/fees, timeframes, administrative/judicial review of
decisions, execution of decisions by public authorities, possible obstacles related to the

classification of information)

Initiative to amend the Access to Public Information Act - In July and August 2025, a draft
amendment to the Access to Public Information Act (APIA) was submitted for public consultation. The

changes proposed by the Ministry of Electronic Governance aimed to transpose the European Union's
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Data Governance Act into national legislation, but some of the provisions raised concerns that they could
lead to restrictive application of the APIA. A questionable provision was proposed that would introduce only
some of the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) provisions but Art. 86 referring to the balance
with access to official documents. Furthermore, repeal of one of the obligations for mandatory online
publication by public bodies was proposed, and new definitions introduced, thus limiting the scope of
available information, such as what does "access" mean. The Access to Information Programme (AIP)
submitted a critical opinion on the draft amendments in August 2025. The ministry's leadership accepted
the criticism and agreed to amend the texts. The transposition of DPA was mandatory, but despite the rush
in mid-summer, a recent check (January 10, 2026) shows that the Council of Ministers has not yet

submitted a bill to parliament to amend APIA.

Blocking court cases under the Access to Public Information Act - In August 2025, a draft
amendment to the Administrative Procedure Code (APC) was quietly voted on. The general bill was a
compilation of a legislative initiative by the Council of Ministers from June 2025 and another one submitted
by three GERB MPs six days later. Along with some positive changes such as the extension of the time-
frame for administrative silent refusal appeal from one to two months, the MPs also proposed a new
provision regulating legal bases for suspending administrative court proceedings. So far, this issue has
been regulated by the Civil Procedure Code (CPC), to which the APC refers. The new proposed text in the
APC (Article 154a) was almost a copy-paste of the CPC provision, but two new grounds for suspension
were added. One of them was legitimate and concerns cases where court makes a reference for a
preliminary ruling to the Court of Justice of the European Union. The other ground related to cases "where
an interpretative case has been brought before the Supreme Court of Cassation or the Supreme
Administrative Court on a matter relevant to the dispute." Actually, this ground for suspension of a case is
limited only to administrative court cases under APC and does not extend to civil court cases under the
Civil Procedure Code (CPC).

It is not by coincidence that the amendment to the APC came in time to serve the suspension of
some number of court cases under APIA where investigative journalists request information about the
findings of the Special Public Prosecutor Ms. Taleva as regards the acting Prosecutor General Mr. Borislav
Sarafov. The prehistory is that in December 2024 Mr. Sarafov asked the Supreme Administrative Court
(SAC) to deliver an interpretative decision on the application of APIA. The six questions he submitted
suggest that important categories of documents held by the Public Prosecution in the course of criminal
investigations and inspections of non-criminal nature should be declared outside the scope of APIA. The
questions also cover all matters related to the potential inquiries and investigations of the Special Public

Prosecutor, which are obviously of high public interest.

Some administrative courts suspended in the 15t half of 2025 APIA cases where information held by
public prosecution bodies was requested including documents referring to circumstances around Mr.
Sarafov. The courts invoked the argument that they should wait until the interpretative case initiated by Mr.
Sarafov before SAC would be decided. As seen by reviewing some interpretative cases in recent past this
would take 3-4 years. However, some panels of SAC repealed the administrative courts’ decisions to

suspend the case on appeal of the applicants.
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Most probably this development of the court practice was the true reason for the three MPs legislative
initiative. Now the amendments opened the door for suspending APIA courts cases involving access to

public prosecution deeds and activities as well as Prosecutor General’s affairs.

Proposal for Imprisonment in cases of publishing information about private life - In early
October 2025, a grim initiative by the smallest party within the governing coalition, There Is Such a People
to amend the Penal Code attracted public attention. The proposal was to penalize one who disseminates
by print or mass media, or by E-Systems " information about the private life of another person without their
consent."® The proposal was supplemented with suggested amendment to allow the use of “special
investigative means’, i.e., wiretapping in such cases, potentially against journalists. This legislative initiative
was a precedent as prison sentence for publishing true information even about alleged “private life” has

never been in place even at the time of communist Bulgaria.

The bill was introduced on 7 October 2025 and already approved by the leading parliamentary
committee just two days later, without any public debate. The idea of punishing a journalist with
imprisonment for disclosing true, rather than false, information about someone on the pretext that it is
"information about private life" has no parallel even in the darkest decades of communist rule. After a harsh

debate with the participation of experts, CSOs and media the proposal was withdrawn.

Restricting access of journalists and citizens to the property register - In August 2025, the
Ministry of Justice (MoJ) announced a discussion of its proposal to restrict public access to the content of
notary deeds through amendments to the Registration Regulation. The sharp reaction of professional
organizations and the media led to the extension of the public discussion period until November 2025. AIP
also presented a critical opinion on the draft, as well as the Supreme Bar Councill. The critical statements
pointed that the restricted access will contribute to fraud rather than preventing it, and will help covering

corruption and wrongdoings.

There was practically no explanation of factual reasons for the legal change. The Ministry only
vaguely referred to unspecified cases of fraud without citing specific cases and without making it clear how
the ModJ came to the conclusion that access to copies of notary deeds has led to specific fraudulent
practices. The AIP's opinion emphasizes that "this is not the first attempt to restrict access to documents
related to real estate transactions under the pretext of property security. In 2007-2008, such an attempt
was made as a "counter-strike" to the journalistic investigation "Concrete Gardens." Similar considerations
were used to attempt to restrict access to the Company Register back in 2010. "In fact, copies of notary
deeds were always provided upon payment of a fee for the service, which establishes the identity of the

person receiving access, which is a sufficient guarantee for the protection of individuals.

Despite the criticism, the amendment restricting public access was adopted and published in the end
of 2025. It comes in force on January 15, 2026.

Lawsuits (incl. SLAPPs - strategic lawsuits against public participation) and convictions against
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journalists (incl. defamation cases) and measures taken to safeguard against manifestly
unfounded and abusive lawsuits

Measures for the transposition of the Anti-SLAPP Directive of the European Union - In 2025
the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) continued its work to transpose the Directive (EU) 2024/1069 of the European
Parliament and of the Council of 11 April 2024 on protecting persons who engage in public participation
from manifestly unfounded or abusive court proceedings (“Strategic lawsuits against public participation”).
Due to a lack of political stability and change in government in 2023-2025 the work on the draft
amendments did not go speedily. The working group at the MoJ acting in the period between December
2023 and February 2024 had prepared a draft to amend the Civil Procedure Code by adding a separate
new chapter. The government formed in the beginning of 2025 continued efforts after the previous technical
government did not reach much. The new working group in MoJ was composed of almost the same
members which helped the continuity of its work. Nevertheless, key stakeholders such as CSOs
representing the interests of journalists are not included. Moreover, the safeguards set out in the European
Parliament’s Recommendation (EU) 2022/758 on the protection of journalists and human rights defenders
against manifestly unfounded or abusive legal proceedings remain unimplemented. As a result, neither
state authorities nor the judiciary provide data on the number of cases or the legal characteristics of SLAPP

proceedings.

In the second half of 2025 the Working group revised and updated the proposal. The new chapter in
the Code of Civil Procedure (CCP) provided a special procedure for handling SLAPP civil cases. The
proposal provided for a definition and criteria for identifying SLAPP cases, the possibility of early dismissal,
securing the legal costs and expenses of the defendant and other. However, its last version failed to limit
the possibilities for imposing injunction by blocking the respondent's bank accounts. This proved to be a
major problem as can be seen in the case of judge Svetlin Mihaylov v. Mediapool where respondent’s

account stayed blocked for 5 years.

SLAPP cases against journalists, media and activists and reactions

Venelina Popova

In 2025, the administrative and legal pressure against the prominent reporter from Stara Zagora
Venelina Popova continued. She was forced to pay 511 Euro in legal costs just because she requested
information under the Access to Public Information Act. Enforcement was assigned to private bailiff
Gergana licheva, who increased the amount to 1015.80 Euro, and on top of that imposed a seizure on the

journalist's bank accounts and scheduled an inventory of her property.

The decision contradicts the APIA as well as the new provision in the law from 2023, according to which,
when awarding costs, data on abuse of rights are taken into account. In the journalist’s case, such abuse
is obvious, especially since in November 2024, verbal attacks by the mayor of the municipality of Galabovo

towards Venelina Popova became publicly known.
Boris Mitov and Mediapool
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In July 2025, the The Supreme Court of Cassation’s (SCC) ruled against the Mediapool website and

journalist Boris Mitov_in a case filed by Judge Svetlin Mihaylov. Mediapool and Mitov were convicted of

reporting well-known facts about the former president of the Sofia City Court (SCC) and current appellate
judge Svetlin Mihaylov. The media outlet and the journalist were ordered to jointly pay the magistrate

compensation of 10 225,83 Euro, which together with interest increases to about 18 406,50 Euro.

The entire process, which lasted over 5 years, is a clear example of a SLAPP (“slap in the face case”)

aimed at limiting the work of journalists and civic participation.
The sum for the compensation was collected in less than 2 days by citizens’ donations.

BIRD.bg

In December 2025, the investigative outlet bird.bg revealed that it is the subject of 20 SLAPP cases

for over half a million leva.

V. Other institutional issues related to checks and balances

Please provide information on measures taken to follow-up on the recommendations received in the 2025
Report regarding the system of checks and balances (if applicable)

A. The process for preparing and enacting laws

Framework, policy and use of impact assessments and evidence based policy-making,
stakeholders'[1]/public consultations (including rules and practices on the transparent participation of civil
society to policy development and decision-making processes), and transparency and quality of the
legislative process both in the preparatory and the parliamentary phase

[1] This includes also the consultation of social partners

The urgency of Bulgaria's commitments under the Recovery and Resilience Plan, coupled with delays
in implementation, has accelerated the legislative process, particularly over the last six months of the year.

This is closely linked to the receipt of EU funds.

The practical application of the rules for creating laws continues to encounter difficulties, and there
are still serious concerns about the quality of the legislative process. It is possible that attempts to introduce

legislation requiring the registration of organizations receiving foreign funding will continue.

A study on the legislative activity of the 515t National Assembly, delivered by the Library, Information
and Research Center of the National Assembly in the period 11 November 2024 — 11 August 2025 covers
263 bills registered in the public register of the National Assembly and marks continuous deteriorating
practices, implemented by the legislature*’. Only 24,3% of the bills were introduced by the Council of

Ministers, whilst the remaining 75,7% are introduced by MPs. The procedure for public consultations and
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impact assessment of bills, introduced by the MPs, is significantly lower and takes less time, which enables
the parliamentarians to bypass the good practices in terms of preparing and enacting laws. 81,4% of
proposed bills do not have any references to research and scientific expertise in the process of justifying
the bill. In 92% of the cases there is not any information about public consultations or discussions organized
by the submitter to identify the problems and reasons necessitating the adoption of the bill, which means
that the Bulgarian legislative process is virtually excluded from consultations with stakeholders. 69,2% of
bills do not have analysis of compliance with European Union law, thus creating risks for potential
disparities. As a result, lawmaking in Bulgaria is increasingly reduced to a formal parliamentary exercise
rather than a substantiated, evidence-based policy process. This systematic neglect of analysis,
consultation, and compliance undermines legislative quality, erodes legal certainty, and weakens public

trust in the National Assembly’s capacity to govern responsibly.

In the light of the above, Bulgaria has a formal legal framework that supports public participation in
decision-making, including the Law on Normative Act, which requires public consultation for draft legislation
of the government, and the Access to Public Information Act, that provides citizens and CSOs with tools to
obtain information needed to participate in policy discussions. Municipalities also have consultation rules
embedded in local governance acts. The government promptly publishes its legislative and policy
proposals on the portal, with 1,080 public consultations announced in 2025. Data shows that approximately
one-third of the consultations received input from the public; however, authorities are inconsistent in their
feedback on the consultations. A major issue remains the inconsistencies in the parliamentary legislative

process and the absence of rules obliging legislative proposals by MPs to undergo public consultations.

In 2025, an updated version of the government Public Consultation Portal was launched
(strategy.bg). The central government (and local governments if they choose to) publish legislative and
other policy proposals for public consultations on the portal, according to a procedure set out in the Law
on Normative Acts. The updated portal also provides a new participatory mechanism which allows citizens
to make legislative proposals and to vote on each other’s proposals which as of January 2026 has not

been used and there is no information what is the commitment of the authorities to this mechanism.

There are no rules on how the government chooses to invite or not invite CSOs to working groups
on policy and legislative acts. This leads to inconsistent practices in the inclusion of civil society in the early
stages of the decision-making process. In 2025, 197 working groups were created by the Council of
Ministers, of which only 24 CSOs took part (information provided after access to public information request).
The government also engages civil society organizations in policymaking and institutional dialogue through
the creation of consultative councils, some of which are granted limited decision-making authority. As of
2025, 32 such councils had been established by the Council of Ministers under the Law on Administration,
with CSOs represented in 14 of them. Additional consultative bodies exist under other legal frameworks.
In practice, however, many of these structures are inactive or operate only intermittently. For example, civil
society representatives on the National Council for the Prevention of Domestic Violence reported holding

only a single meeting in 2025, despite repeated requests for more regular engagement.
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The Civil Society Development Council (CSDC) to the Council of Ministers—mandated by the Non-
Profit Legal Persons Act to play a key role in shaping and implementing state policy toward the CSO
sector—also experienced significant delays. Although 14 new civil society members were elected in April
2025, the Council convened for the first time only in September. Since then, its work has resumed on a

regular basis, including efforts to develop a new Strategy for the Support of Civil Society Development.

Similar delays affected the establishment of the civil society consultative council to the Parliamentary
Commission for Direct Citizen Participation, Complaints, and Interaction with Civil Society, with the
selection procedure completed only in late November—over a year after the Parliament was elected. Other
bodies, such as the National Council for Cooperation on Ethnic and Integration Issues and the Children’s
Rights Council, continued to be largely ineffective, meeting rarely and exerting little influence on policy
decisions. The resignation of the Public Council on the National Children’s Hospital in November 2025

illustrates growing dissatisfaction with the lack of substantive participation.

In October 2024, the Bulgarian government started consultations on its fifth National Plan within the
Open Government Partnership (OGP), following the process applied during the previous National Plan
(2022-2024) which was praised for its inclusivity of civil society in the drafting process. By the end of 2025,
however, there was no follow up of the consultations and no signals that the new National Plan was being
drafted.*®

Unlike legislative initiatives introduced by the Council of Ministers, draft laws submitted by Members
of Parliament are not subject to mandatory public consultation. While civil society actors formally have the
opportunity to engage in parliamentary decision-making - by submitting legal opinions or taking part in
committee hearings—in practice their participation is often constrained. Short timeframes, accelerated
legislative procedures, the introduction of substantial amendments between the first and second readings,

and the use of transitional provisions frequently prevent meaningful involvement.

A clear illustration of these shortcomings in 2025 was the removal of the second-instance appeal for
environmental impact assessments, an important instrument for strategic litigation by environmental
organisations.*® This highly contentious change to the Environmental Protection Act was introduced
through amendments to the Public Property Act, submitted on the final day for proposals before the second
reading. The amendment was adopted just three days later, leaving no realistic opportunity for consultation

or debate.

The process of adopting the 2026 state budget further highlighted systemic weaknesses in public
participation. The Ministry of Finance released the main budget documents for only one day of public
consultation, in breach of the Law on Normative Acts, and without prior agreement in the National Tripartite
Cooperation Council (an absolute precedent in Bulgarias’ newest history). Parliamentary consideration of

the budget was likewise expedited, with the Budget Committee’s meeting for the second reading
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rescheduled at the last moment, only hours before it was due to take place. The absence of substantive
dialogue and consultation around the widely contested budget prompted a large-scale protest in Sofia,

after which the legislative procedure was halted.

Regime for constitutional review of laws

On 07 August 2024 Bulgaria's National Assembly has voted on a bill to amend and supplement the
Preschool and School Education Act (PSEA). This bill conceptually amends and expands the prohibitions
in the system of pre-school and school education, which currently in Article 11 par. (2) and (3) of the PSEA
affirms it as secular (para. 1), "preventing the imposition of ideological and/or religious doctrines and
prohibiting the implementation of political and partisan activities." The following prohibition has been added
to Article 11(2), p. (3) of the PSEA "the carrying out of propaganda, promotion and incitement in any way,
directly or indirectly, of ideas and views related to non-traditional homosexual orientation and/or the

determination of gender identity other than biological."

In Bulgaria, individuals cannot file direct complaints to the Constitutional Court. The following
administrative bodies can do so: % of the Members of the National Assembly, the Council of Ministers,
Supreme Court of Cassation, Supreme Administrative Court, Prosecutor General. The Ombudsman may
approach the Constitutional Court with a request to declare as unconstitutional any law that violates rights
and freedoms of citizens. This is a constitutional prerogative outlined in Article 150 of the Counstitution and
related provisions. The Supreme Bar Council can also submit constitutional requests concerning laws that

purportedly violate citizens’ rights and freedoms.

In July 2025, the parliament finally managed to elect an Ombudsman. Immediately after Mrs. Delcheva
was elected and started her work, Deystvie’s team has submitted requests to her and the Supreme Bar
Council for the unconstitutionality of the Pre-school and School Education Act. However, to this date

(January 2026) no further actions and communication have been taken by these bodies.

B. Independent authorities

Independence, resources, capacity and powers of national human rights institutions (‘NHRIs’),
of ombudsman institutions if different from NHRIs, of equality bodies if different from NHRIs
and of supreme audit institutions

(Cf. the website of the European Court of Auditors:
https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/SupremeAuditinstitutions.aspxi#)

LGBTI Deystvie is leading a series of cases on behalf of LGBTI individuals seeking international
protection in Bulgaria. In all cases submitted to the State Agency for Refugees, the applicants have been
refused protection and have been required to provide opinions from psychologists and psychiatrists

regarding their sexual orientation, a practice that is incompatible with international human rights standards.

Although these cases have been successfully litigated before the Supreme Administrative Court, and
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despite the Court’s clear and detailed reasoning on how the State Agency for Refugees should rule, the
Agency has repeatedly issued new refusals. In doing so, it has entirely disregarded the binding decisions

and guidance of the highest judicial authority.

The Supreme Administrative Court disregarded the judgement of the Court of Justice of the EU on

C-490/2020 V.M.A. v. Pancharevo municipality, Bulgaria case on the recognition of birth certificates of

children born in same-sex families and SAC left Baby Sara stateless. Bulgarian Courts and municipalities
continue to ignore and refuse to implement the C-490/2020 ruling. This can be confirmed by the complaints
submitted to the EC for breach of EU law — Complaints with reference numbers: Ne CPLT(2023)02909,
CPLT(2023)02910, CPLT(2023)02911, CPLT(2023)02912, CPLT(2023)02913, CPLT(2023)01724 which
specifically concerns the case of V.M.A. Additionally, there is a pending case before the Administrative
Court of Sofia city which concerns the issuance of birth certificate between the same parties as the V.M.A.
case — adm.court case Ne 20247010708156/2024.

Even though there is a CJEU ruling on C-4/24, Mirin, and C-247/23 - Deldits which provides specific
requests to Member States Bulgarian courts refuse to recognize and subscribe the gender identity of
people obtained in other Member States. All cases pending before the Supreme Court of Cassation are

stopped for now.

C. The enabling framework for civil society

Measures regarding the framework for civil society organisations and human rights defenders
(e.g. legal framework and its application in practice incl. registration, transparency and
dissolution rules)

In 2025, the legal framework for civil society organizations in Bulgaria formally remained aligned with
European standards, but the actual environment was tense: restrictive legislative initiatives, political attacks
against non-profit organizations, minority communities, independent media and journalists, an

unpredictable financial context, and undermining cooperation between state institutions and the civil sector.

Until early 2025, Bulgaria experienced prolonged political instability. During this period, far-right
groups gained influence, anti-LGBTQ+ initiatives emerged, independent journalists were attacked, and

disproportionate pressure was applied on minority communities.

Parliamentary debates on many topics revealed that discussions were not grounded in democratic
principles and values, but often devolved into inter-party conflicts. In this atmosphere, many minority groups
were left without genuine representation, and there was a widespread sense that any partnership or

agreement could be easily overturned.

Despite the pressure, 2025 saw exceptionally high levels of civic engagement, solidarity, and
resilience. This is an important sign of resistance against attempts to shrink civic space:
o The waste management crisis in Sofia demonstrated a new form of self-organization — citizens
mobilized rapidly to find alternative solutions independent of oligarch-controlled companies. Crowdfunding
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campaigns were launched and raised funds to purchase garbage collection trucks in order to increase the
capacity of the local authorities and help them respond independently to the attempts at coercion. Dozens
of volunteers also took part in waste-removal actions. These initiatives were not organized by the municipal

administration but rather emerged as grassroots citizen-led efforts.

. Significant funds were raised within hours to support independent journalists and media facing

anti-SLAPP lawsuits, in a clear act of defending freedom of expression.

. Citizens contributed money to cover the bail of an unlawfully detained mayor of Varna, demonstrating

readiness to protect institutions from abuses of power.

This reflects a strong degree of democratic resilience that continues to support civic space despite
systemic risks. It is no coincidence that the mass protests against the abuses of power in late 2025 led to
concrete results — the resignation of the government and the withdrawal of the arrogant draft State Budget
Act for 2026.

Rules and practices having an impact on the effective operation and safety of civil society
organisations and human rights defenders. This includes measures to protect them from attacks —
verbal, physical or on- line —, intimidation, legal threats incl. SLAPPs, negative narratives or smear
campaigns, measures capable of affecting the public perception of civil society organisations, etc.
It also includes measures to monitor threats or attacks and dedicated support services, as well as
available remedies

At the beginning of 2025, a Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) - type bill, closely resembling
Russian legislation, was once again placed on the parliamentary agenda.®® The draft law proposed a series
of bans and limitations targeting civil society organisations and independent media. Under its provisions,
“foreign agents”—defined as individuals or entities receiving foreign funding, goods, or services exceeding
a cumulative amount of EUR 500 within a twelve-month period - and those associated with them would be
barred from carrying out activities in public institutions, including schools, kindergartens, public and private

universities, the Ministries of Interior and Defence, and the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences.

The proposal further restricted political rights and freedom of expression by prohibiting persons
labelled as “agents” from engaging in political activities or actions deemed capable of influencing the
country’s domestic or foreign policy. Once designated, individuals or organisations would retain the “agent”
status for a period of five years, even if foreign support had ceased. The Bulgarian version of this FARA-
style legislation was clearly intended to constrain civil society participation and to marginalise those
branded as “agents” from public life. It mirrors core elements of Hungary’s Transparency Act, which the
Court of Justice of the European Union found to violate the free movement of capital and to infringe
fundamental rights protected by the EU Charter, including freedom of association, respect for private life,
and data protection. Since 2024, the bill has been introduced on four occasions and rejected twice in
plenary—once in 2024, when most parliamentary groups boycotted the session, and again in 2025, when

all groups were present.

50 https://www.parliament.bg/bg/bills/ID/165804

34


https://www.parliament.bg/bg/bills/ID/165804

Later in 2025, the Revival Party—also the author of the FARA-type proposal—put forward additional
amendments envisaging fines ranging from EUR 5,000 to EUR 10,000 for foreign CSOs, or for
organisations receiving at least 50% of their funding from abroad, if they carried out activities involving
students or school staff. These measures, introduced ahead of the second reading of a major government-
initiated reform of the Pre-School and School Education Act, would likely breach EU guarantees on
freedom of movement and fundamental rights. If adopted, the proposal would further restrict freedom of

association and contribute to a broader stigmatisation of foreign funding for civil society.

The same education reform also proposed the introduction of a compulsory school subject on “virtues
and religion”, sparking intense public debate. During this process, CSOs were frequently targeted by
supporters of the initiative. At the first reading of the reform in the parliamentary Education Committee, the
committee chair and other MPs dismissed and questioned the legitimacy of student council representatives
opposing the new subject, undermining young people’s right to participate in decision-making and their

freedom of association.

In November 2025, the parliament, upon initiative MRF NB established an ad hoc committee®’ tasked
with “establishing facts and circumstances regarding the activities of George Soros and Alexander Soros
and their foundations in the Republic of Bulgaria, including the financing of Bulgarian individuals, legal
entities and non-governmental organisations, as well as their links to political parties, magistrates,
educational institutions, media, business structures and state authorities.” The committee was formed after
several unsuccessful attempts earlier in the year and represents yet another use of parliamentary
mechanisms to exert pressure on civil society. Attempts to establish this commission intensified in parallel
with shifts in U.S. governance, and its narrative closely echoed core talking points of far-right conservative
politicians in the U.S. and the EU. It is expected to summon citizens and CSO representatives and to issue
a report on activities related to Soros. As of December 2025, the committee had one failed attempt to hold

a meeting due to the absence of a quorum.

As already mentioned Bulgaria has committed to regulating lobbying as part of its EU Recovery and
Resilience Plan and the OECD, within the scope of its accession process. The initial draft law presented
by the Ministry of Justice within the working group on the act, in late 2024, was met with harsh criticism by
civil society.%? It envisaged disproportionate accountability obligations for CSOs and proposed to regulate
indirect lobbying — public statements or interviews calling on the public to influence decision makers. In
March, the newly appointed Minister of Justice withdrew the controversial draft and committed to a dialogue
with civil society and to address concerns.>® However, by the end of 2025, no draft legislation had been

presented for public consultation.

Organisation of financial support for civil society organisations and human rights defenders (e.g.
framework to ensure access to funding, and for financial viability, taxation/incentive/donation

51 https://www.parliament.bg/bg/parliamentarycommittees/3758
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systems, measures to ensure a fair distribution of funding)

Funding for CSOs remained fragmented, short-term, and predominantly project-based. The
envisaged in the Non-for-Profit Legal Persons Act financial mechanism to support projects in public benefit
has not been launched yet despite the fact that the legal basis for it is in force since 2018. The majority of
the public funding for CSOs remains the financing of social services. The EU funding for CSOs managed
by the Bulgarian state also remains largely ineffective. The state authorities apply the de minimis rule to
the programs for non-profit activities for CSOs and require bank guarantees for the applicants. Thus, this

funding remains practically inaccessible for small or grassroot organizations.

The lack of sustainable state mechanism for operational and/or institutional support is a key indicator
that the role of civil society organizations is not sufficiently recognized, nor is their development actively
encouraged. For yet another year, the Council for the Development of Civil Society (a consultative body to
the Council of Ministers) was unable to fulfill one of its main legal functions: to design and launch a
mechanism for providing financial support for public benefit CSOs. Although 1 million BGN was allocated
in the national budget for CSO public benefit projects through the Council, inconsistencies in the regulatory
framework — identified by the administration of the Council of Ministers — made the implementation of
this fund impossible. Changes in government and the replacement of civil servants further delayed the

process.

In the 2025 State Budget Act, within its transitional and final provisions, a measure was introduced
allowing companies to make “voluntary private contributions” in support of the state. This measure does
not comply with core principles of voluntary and independent philanthropy and poses a risk of pressure on
businesses to participate. These contributions can be recognized as expenses by companies over a period
of three consecutive years; however, they do not follow the tax relief rules for donations under the
Corporate Income Tax Act, creating ambiguity and a separate regime from standard charitable giving.
There is no public information on how much money was collected through this mechanism or which national

policies were supported. Importantly, this measure was not included in the draft 2026 state budget.

Any other developments related to the system of checks and balances - please specify

Bulgaria continues to experience a deep and systemic problem in the organization of public
appointments, related to the widespread functioning of bodies with expired or terminated mandates. In the
period 2021-2024, the National Assembly has consistently failed to fulfill its constitutional obligations to
elect members of independent regulatory, control, and supervisory bodies, leading to an avalanche of
vacant positions. By the beginning of 2025, their number reached 86 positions in 17 bodies. The 51st
National Assembly was faced with the task of filling a total of 115 positions without a sustainable institutional

framework or long-term vision for this process.

The analysis shows that appointment procedures are highly politicized and depend almost entirely

on the current parliamentary majorities. Appointments are perceived as a right of the ruling majority to exert
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influence over personnel, which blocks consensus and leads to a prolonged "out-of-mandate" situation for
a number of bodies®*. In 2025, although there is an acceleration in the filling of regulatory positions, this is
happening with low competition. In over 60% of cases, there is only one candidate for the position, and the
actual participation of the opposition and civil society in the final selection is minimal. In the same time,
appointments that need to be carried out with a qualified majority (160 MPs) for members of the Supreme
Judicial Council and its Inspectorate were impossible due to lack of political dialogue in the parliament.

This urgent issue must receive its resolve after the elections in 2026 if a new government is appointed.

Formal compliance with procedures does not guarantee either meritocratic selection nor institutional
independence. Public participation remains limited and concentrated in a small number of procedures, with
exceptions such as the selection of the ombudsman. The lack of real competition, the dominance of party
nominations, and the frequent interruption or non-completion of procedures undermine the legitimacy of

appointments and increase the risk of "regulatory capture" rather than the promotion of the public interest.

In 2025, the Bulgarian Parliament openly defied European oversight by adopting legislation aimed at
obstructing the execution of a judgment of the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR), namely
Bulgarian Orthodox OId Calendar Church and Others v. Bulgaria (no. 56751/13). In this case, the
ECtHR found that Bulgaria had violated Article 9, read in conjunction with Article 11, and Article 13 of the
European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) by refusing to register an Orthodox religious denomination
separate and distinct from the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. In implementation of the ECtHR judgment, in
2024 the Bulgarian Supreme Court of Cassation (SAC) reopened the domestic proceedings and set aside
the April 2012 judgment of the Sofia Appellate Court, which had upheld the refusal to register the applicant
church. The SAC ruled that the circumstances of the case did not trigger the constitutional or statutory
limitations related to the protection of national security, public order, public health or morals, or the rights
and freedoms of others, as provided for in the Constitution and the Religious Denominations Act. The Court
also found no evidence that religious communities or institutions had been instrumentalized for political
purposes. Following media coverage of the SAC’s judgment, and notwithstanding the binding ECtHR
ruling, a draft bill amending the Religious Denominations Act was tabled in Parliament on 14 January
2025%. The bill introduced provisions explicitly designed to prevent the registration of the Bulgarian
Orthodox Old Calendar Church. It declared that freedom of religion may not be exercised in a manner that
undermines “the structure and organisation of the traditional religion under Article 13(3) of the Constitution”.
The bill further prohibited any legal entity other than the Bulgarian Orthodox Church — the Bulgarian
Patriarchate from using the term “Orthodox” or any “similar’ designation in its name, as well as from
combining the words “Bulgarian”, “Orthodox” and “Church”. It asserted that the Bulgarian Orthodox Church
— the Bulgarian Patriarchate is the sole Orthodox Church and the exclusive representative of Eastern
Orthodoxy in Bulgaria and provided for the deregistration of any already registered religious denominations
deemed to be in contradiction with these provisions, as well as the termination of pending registration
proceedings. On 31 January 2025, the National Assembly adopted the amendments to the Religious

Denominations Act, with the bill receiving near-unanimous support from Members of Parliament. On 17

54 https://appointmentsboard.bg/
55 https://www.parliament.bg/bg/bills/ID/165951
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April 2025, the Religious Denominations Directorate and the Sofia City Prosecutor’s Office applied to the
Sofia City Court for the deregistration of the Bulgarian Orthodox Old Calendar Church, citing its failure to
amend its name and statutes within the prescribed period and to remove the adjective “Orthodox” from its
name. In a judgment of 10 July 2025 (PeweHue Ne 52 om 10.07.2025 2. no ¢b.8. Ne 25/2022 2. Ha CIC,
m.o., VI-7 c-8), the Sofia City Court dismissed the applications. The decision was subsequently appealed
by the Prosecutor’s Office. On 10 October 2025, the Sofia Appellate Court reversed the first-instance
judgment and ordered the commencement of liquidation and deregistration proceedings (PeweHue Ne 5
om 10.10.2025 e. no ¢p. 8. Ne 5/2025 e. Ha CAC, 13. mbpa. c-8).

The year 2025 will be remembered for one of the most severe instances of an unlawful eviction
campaign targeting Roma in Bulgaria: the forced eviction of a Roma community from a segregated
settlement of informal housing in the Zaharna Fabrika district of Sofia. On 11 April 2025, following weeks
of verbal harassment by officials from the district municipality—who repeatedly warned residents that their
homes would be demolished within days—the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) granted interim
measures ordering the authorities to refrain from carrying out the demolitions. Despite this, and after
publicly stating to the media that the ECtHR’s letter should be ignored because it was written in French,
which he stressed is not an official language in Bulgaria, the district mayor, Emil Branchevsky, ordered the
demolitions to proceed on 15 April 2025. The operation was carried out with substantial government
assistance. Police forces facilitated the demolitions by deploying a water cannon and powerful spotlights
to illuminate the site at approximately 6:00 a.m., forcing residents to vacate their homes within a matter of
hours. This took place despite the fact that the Ministry of Justice had also received the ECtHR’s
communication regarding the interim measures. The demolitions were completed within a single day,
leaving more than 100 people homeless, without any alternative accommodation having been provided in
advance, despite repeated calls to that effect from civil society organisations. The demolitions were carried
out on the basis of a municipal order issued in 2016. When the affected residents sought to challenge this
order, the domestic administrative courts denied them legal standing. The courts held that the inhabitants
were not entitled to appeal because they were not explicitly named in the 2016 order and were therefore
not considered to be directly affected by it, as the order did not identify the users of the demolished
structures. Moreover, while dismissing the appeals as inadmissible without holding hearings or allowing
the production of evidence, the courts simultaneously found that the applicants had failed to “prove” that
the buildings constituted their homes—an evidentiary burden that could not be discharged without access
to the evidentiary phase of the proceedings. The conduct of the domestic authorities in this case is currently

under examination by the ECtHR in llieva and Others v. Bulgaria (no. 11201/25), which is pending.

The cases outlined above illustrate deepening systemic problems with respect to compliance with
European oversight and the implementation of judgments and decisions of supranational courts, notably
the ECtHR and the CJEU. With regard to the execution of ECtHR judgments, Bulgaria generally complies
with individual measures, most commonly in the form of monetary compensation, which are typically paid
without delay. However, the country consistently fails to implement the general measures required to
prevent similar violations in the future, particularly in areas deemed “controversial” by the authorities. These

include the legal recognition of same-sex families, the registration of CSOs representing persons with
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Macedonian ethnic identity, the registration of Orthodox Christian denominations other than the Bulgarian
Orthodox Church, and the restoration of voting rights for prisoners in general elections, among others.
Bulgaria’s procedural law constitutes the only legally binding domestic framework for the execution of
ECtHR judgments. It allows for the reopening of judicial proceedings following a judgment of the ECtHR.
However, situations in which compliance requires legislative action, changes to administrative practice, or
other measures falling within the discretion of the legislative or executive branches, as well as of the local
authorities, remain largely unregulated. Bulgarian law contains no effective mechanisms capable of
compelling the legislature or the executive to adopt specific measures necessary to remedy violations
rooted in legislation or entrenched administrative practices. Moreover, the institutional framework for
supervising the execution of ECtHR judgments raises serious concerns. The authority responsible for
monitoring and promoting their execution is the same department of the Ministry of Justice that represents
Bulgaria before the ECtHR. This structural overlap undermines effective oversight and highlights broader
rule-of-law deficiencies, particularly in cases involving serious or systemic violations of human rights or EU

law.

Election process — developments related to the submitted claim to the Constitutional Court

Appealing the election results to the Constitutional Court

With Ruling #1/2025 from 13 March 2025 the Constitutional Court of Bulgaria has annulled the
election of 16 MPs from the current 51st National Assembly (NA) in a case, concerning the legality of the

parliamentary elections. Thus, political party “Greatness” managed to enter the parliament.

There are two very important developments, regarding this case. The first one, being the President
of the Constitutional Court, Judge Pavlina Panova, who made an unprecedented public (on the national
television) appeal to the people on 10 March 2025 saying that other state bodies (Central Election
Commission, Information Service Agency and indirectly the prosecution) have been preventing the work
of the Court on ruling on the case. She added that: “/ consider it necessary to emphasize that the only body
competent under the Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria to assess the legality of elections for members
of parliament is the Constitutional Court. All state bodies are obliged to cooperate fully with it and not to
obstruct its activities. It is unacceptable for the activities of the Constitutional Court to be made dependent
on the actions or inactions of other state bodies.*®” This is indicative for the level of damaging the rule of

law and the separation of powers in the country, albeit the CC managed to keep its independence.

The other disturbing fact are the conclusions that the constitutional judges made in their ruling, based
on formidable work on recounting the results and independent expertise gathered. The Constitutional Court
considers that the parliamentary elections in October 2024 suffer from serious defects that alter the results.
Among others they showcase the problems, related to incorrect recording of results in the protocols of the

polling station election commissions in certain polling stations, illegal interference with paper ballots and

56 https://bntnews.bg/news/predsedatelyat-na-ks-vazprepyatstva-se-deinostta-na-sada-da-priklyuchi-deloto-za-izborite-
1330244 news.html
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lack of or inadequate video surveillance during the counting of votes, irregularities in the creation of polling
stations and lists (including mobile stations) and replacement of polling station commission members at
critical moments, problems with machine voting, including discrepancies between data from paper
protocols and flash memory from the machines, allegations of vote rigging and vote buying in specific
polling stations, low levels of real-time video surveillance, making it difficult to verify election activities and
vote counting®’. Against this backdrop, there has been a lack of convincing results from the prosecution
and police in investigating, uncovering, and prosecuting those guilty of violating citizens' electoral rights,

which reinforces the perception that the prosecution is politicized.

57 https://www.constcourt.bg/bg/act-10083?fbclid=lwY2xjawl_u-
BleHRuUA2FIbQIXMAABHbxgXKe4 E3tmvbZgXD2nIfZmkjJIANWisOA95pn2goXmwDqy2Lh68Skbdw _aem T8Z4wHfCm7MkluaXm
XQOxQ
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