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Executive Summary

This report examines the evolving role of youth and civil society in preventing and
countering violent extremism (P/CVE) in Kosovo, focusing on two case studies: the
municipalities of Ferizaj and Lipjan. It reflects a broader shift in Kosovo's approach to
violent extremism, from a centralized, reactive security response to a multi-stakeholder,
community-centered model. Youth-led organizations and grassroots civil society actors
are central to this transformation, who have emerged as key partners in building resilience,
fostering social cohesion, and addressing vulnerabilities to radicalization.

The research is based on a mixed-methods approach combining interviews, desk review,
and case study analysis. It draws heavily on the experiences of local organizations such as
Rin’ON, Vizioni Rinor i Shalés (VRSH), and YAHR, which provide trusted spaces for peer
engagement, critical thinking, civic education, and identity development. The report argues
that these actors are not auxiliary to state-led prevention efforts but are central to their
success. However, structural obstacles often hinder their work, including limited
institutional cooperation, unstable funding, and weak coordination mechanisms.

Kosovo’s P/CVE landscape is shaped by an experience of religious extremism and foreign
fighter phenomena, but contemporary risks are increasingly linked to far-right ideologies,
ethnic polarization, and digital dis/misinformation. The report identifies four good
practices for effective PVE: youth-led, context-sensitive initiatives; trust-based
cooperation between civil society and institutions; structured peer-learning and
coordination platforms; and the adoption of rights-based, inclusive approaches, including
gender-sensitive strategies. Through the cases of Ferizaj and Lipjan, the report shows how
youth organizations fill critical institutional gaps, serving as early warning actors,
mediators or facilitators of community dialogue, and bridges between young people and
municipal government. Programs led by Rin’ON and VRSH show that resilience is built
through awareness campaigns and long-term engagement that fosters dignity, agency, and
dialogue. Yet, the sustainability of these efforts is at risk. The report outlines three key
challenges: inconsistent institutional support, project-based funding models, and societal
discomfort in addressing radicalization. It also maps out emerging threats-hybrid
ideologies, disinformation, generational shifts, and gender-blind spots and offers
recommendations for how civil society can adapt and respond.

To ensure long-term impact, the report calls for greater institutional recognition of youth
organizations, formalized schemes for institutional funding from local and central
governments to municipal organizations, inclusion of civil society in municipal safety and
security mechanisms, core funding mechanisms, and the creation of cross-sector
coalitions.



This country-level research is part of the project “Strengthening the Multi-Stakeholder
Approach to Prevent Youth Violence and Build Resilience,” implemented by the Advocacy
Training and Resource Center (ATRC) in Kosovo, Counselling Line for Women and Girls
(CLWG) in Albania, and the Association for Active and Healthy Development of Women and
Children Pleiades in North Macedonia. The report was developed with the support of the
“SMART Balkans — Civil Society for a Shared Society in the Western Balkans” regional
project, carried out by the Centar za promociju civilnog drustva (CPCD), Center for
Research and Policy Making (CRPM), and Institute for Democracy and Mediation (IDM), and
financially supported by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (NMFA). The content of
the report is the sole responsibility of the project implementers and does not necessarily
reflect the views of the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (NMFA) or the SMART Balkans
consortium.



1. Introduction

Over the past decade, Kosovo has made significant progress in its response to violent
extremism and radicalization, making an essential transition from primarily a reactive
security response to the challenges posed by extremism and radicalization to the
development of more preventive, multi-stakeholder approaches. This shift is characterized in
both institutional and civil society approaches. Also, the shift is essential when considering
Kosovo's experience with foreign terrorist fighters and the broader influence of radical
ideologies in the post-war period. While initial efforts focused on introducing new legislative
measures to counter violent extremism and radicalization, and were centralized interventions, a
growing recognition of the limits of top-down approaches has catalyzed a reorientation toward
local-level actors, particularly civil society organizations (CSOs) and youth groups. Today, the
Ministry of Internal Affairs, as the key institution involved in preventing and countering violent
extremism, has a largely positive cooperation with civil society organizations related to CSOs.

This report discusses the evolving role of local actors in Kosovo’s prevention and countering of
violent extremism and radicalization, with a primarily civil society focus on two municipalities:
Ferizaj and Lipjan. These municipalities offer contrasting, yet complementary examples of
how civil society develops and implements local engagement approaches. The report
examines emerging promising practices, key challenges, and concrete opportunities for
strengthening local prevention capacities through case studies, interviews with NGO
representatives, and desk research.

Importantly, this report situates its analysis within the broader strategic framework laid out by
the Kosovo government and complementary regional and international guidelines, and the
foundational conceptual framework for the study is the understanding that a whole- of-society
approach is key to successful prevention and countering violent extremism efforts. The central
argument of this report is that youth and NGOs are not merely support actors in efforts to
prevent and counter violent extremism and radicalization, but they are essential agents of
resilience. Youth-led initiatives and community-rooted organizations are often better
positioned to detect early warning signs, mediate peer dynamics, and foster social inclusion in
ways that institutional actors alone cannot achieve. Yet, the potential of these actors is often
underutilized due to fragmented cooperation, insufficient institutional support, and limited
funding access. This report aims to address that gap.



How does the empowerment of local NGOs, youth and municipal officials, to prevent violent
extremism s fromthe perspective of the local organizations, through paraphrased quotes:

“Our strength is not just in projects but in consistency—weekly meetings, film nights,
community partnerships. But true empowerment requires recognition. When institutions
respond to our emails, open space for us, and include us in strategy—not just in events—that’s
when prevention becomes real.” Rin’ON.

“There are young people in our schools who openly promote extreme views, pressuring others
about how they dress or act. Our role is to create spaces for dialogue and prevention—but we
need institutions to take these warning signs seriously and coordinate with us before it
escalates” Youth Council of Ferizaj (KRF).

“We see youth as the solution, not the problem. By giving them tools to lead peer discussions,
recognize online propaganda, and build community narratives, we strengthen resilience from
within. Our biggest challenges are stigma and the lack of sustainable funding. Communities
hesitate to talk about extremism, and without long-term support, impactful programs struggle
to continue” Vizioni Rinor i Shalés (Lipjan).

“Mental health is where we need to invest more. Our non-formal sessions with youth and
psychologists create trust—and that’s the foundation for real prevention.”YAHR Lipjan.

"From our experience, local youth, informal youth groups, and NGOs are not just partners but
key actors in recognizing the risks of violent extremism and co-designing local responses. Their
involvement in planning and implementing community initiatives demonstrates a shared
concern and an evolving awareness, and with more resources and inclusion, their role could be
even more impactful." Senior Official from the Municipality of Ferizaj.



2. Methodology

This report is based on a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative data collection
through interviews, desk review of key documents, and the comparative analysis of two
municipal case studies: Ferizaj and Lipjan. The research process consisted of five semi-
structured interviews conducted with key representatives of youth organizations and local
institutions. These included Rin’ON, VRSH, YAHR Lipjan, and two local experts in Ferizaj and
Lipjan. Interview questions focused on actors’ experiences in PVE, perceptions of youth
vulnerability, successful interventions, institutional cooperation, and challenges in
implementation. The interviews provided nuanced insights into both programmatic activities
and strategic perspectives at the local level.

A comprehensive desk review was undertaken, examining relevant policy documents, project
reports, and academic literature. Due to the nature of this report, it draws a lot from the report
“Mapping stakeholders in Kosovo: Addressingviolent extremism at central and local levels”, but
the report also analyzes other reports and analyses about local and civil society approaches to
dealing with violent extremism and radicalization. This approach enables triangulation across
different data types and allows the analysis to reflect both more macro-level analysis and
grassroots dimensions of prevention, violent extremism, and radicalization.

This report also includes, to some degree, case study analysis. Two municipalities were
selected as case studies due to their demographic, institutional, and civic diversity, but also
because the report builds on the previous research on mapping local actors. Municipality
Ferizaj/UroSevac represents a municipality with an active civil society, visible youth
engagement, and recorded instances of community concern regarding religious radicalization.
It hosts several community-based initiatives and youth-led projects with cross-sector
collaboration. Municipality of Lipjan/Lipljan provides a contrasting context, considered
stable and largely unaffected by overt manifestations of extremism, yet exhibiting a proactive
civil society ecosystem that has engaged in preventive education, mental health support, and
social inclusion programming. These case studies allow the report to explore local dynamics
of resilience, institutional coordination, and community-driven prevention from multiple
vantage points.

In addition to interviews with civil society actors, the research incorporated input from local
government officials to better understand institutional perspectives on prevention efforts.
Notably, awritteninterviewwas conducted with the adviser to the Mayor of Ferizaj, interview was
conducted with the adviser to the Mayor of Ferizaj, former municipal coordinator on PVE in
Ferizaj, providing insight into municipal coordination mechanisms, the role of the Municipal
Council for Safety in Communities, and partnerships with NGOs and schools. Furthermore, the

analysis draws on secondary sources, including official statements and local media coverage
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of municipal activities, such as the support expressed by the Mayor of Lipjan for youth-led
initiatives, and public documentation of past central-local coordination efforts led by the
Ministry of Internal Affairs. These sources offer complementary evidence on the evolving role
of local institutions in Kosovo’s PVE landscape and their engagement with youth and civil
society.

The quality ofinformation and data constrained the research from interviews. While efforts were
made to ensure a balanced representation of perspectives, the sample size of interviews
remains limited. Additionally, while the report references secondary data on national trends
and comparative practices, it does not include primary quantitative data collection.
Nevertheless, the qualitative approach enables a context-rich analysis and provides grounded
recommendations forenhancinglocal prevention of violent extremism in Kosovo.



3. Contextual Analysis

Kosovo’s experience with violent extremism is multifaceted, shaped by a complex interplay of
socio-political, ideological, and geopolitical factors. The emergence of peak religious
extremism, particularly during the largely 2012-2015 period, was marked by the departure of
around 400 Kosovo citizens who joined armed groups in Syria and Iraq. This phenomenon
unearthed the deep-seated vulnerabilities in the Kosovar society to radicalization and violent
extremism, including socio-economic challenges, as well as the influences of transnational
ideological networks. Although this wave has since subsided, new patterns of radicalization
have emerged, particularly along ethno-political lines. While religion will, to some degree,
remain a challenge for the potential for radicalization, the new, more pressing challenges for
Kosovo concerning radicalization and extremism are related to far-right or ethno-political
extremism and political radicalization. This is also reflected in recent research, which reveals
a perceptible shift in the Kosovar public security concerns from religious extremism to ethno-
political radicalization1.

While extremist religious ideologies continue to pose localized challenges, especially in rural
pockets of municipalities like Ferizaj, the broader threat landscape increasingly features
divisive nationalist rhetoric, historical revisionism, and hate speech targeting ethnic
communities.2 This trend is particularly salient among youth who engage with polarizing
online content or who feel disconnected from formal civic structures.3 Moreover, there is
evidence that extremist narratives continue to circulate in certain educational and community
settings. In Ferizaj, for instance, concerns have been raised about the passive stance of some
school officials toward students expressing intolerant views or engaging in disruptive behavior
motivated by extremist beliefs.4 While these incidents do not always escalate into violence,
they represent a visible manifestation of radicalized attitudes among youth, a reminder that
the drivers of extremism are persistent and evolving.

3.1 Understanding Good Practices on PVE efforts
This analysis draws on an in-depth review of studies on preventing and countering violent
extremism (P/CVE), particularly emphasizing youth engagement and state—civil society
cooperation. It synthesizes insights from the EU-UN Compendium of Good Practices for
Measuring Results in Counter-Terrorism and P/CVE (2023), which underscores the importance
of inclusive, rights-based approaches and participatory evaluation mechanisms; the RAN
report on National and Regional Networks Focusing on P/CVE across the EU (2024), which
highlights the value of coordinated multi-stakeholder platforms and youth-informed policy;
the Global Counterterrorism Forum’s Good Practices on Women and CVE, which emphasizes
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gender-responsive and community- rooted strategies; and the Norwegian Refugee Council’s
position paper Countering Violent Extremism and Humanitarian Action, which warns against
the securitization of development and the erosion of humanitarian principles. These sources
provide a foundation for identifying effective, ethical, and scalable practices in engaging youth
as key partners in local and national P/CVE ecosystems. Accordingly, four key findings
emerge:

First, youth-centered prevention is most effective when anchored in recognizing young
people as credible messengers, not just at-risk individuals. Successful initiatives like those
documented in the GCTF and RAN framework prioritize youth leadership, peer-to-peer
learning, and grassroots mobilization. Empowering youth through media literacy, volunteerism,
and civic engagement builds resilience and agency. Gender-sensitive programming is crucial:
boys and girls experience radicalization pressures differently, and programming must address
identity, marginalization, and social norms in context. As highlighted by the GCTF, integrating
young women'’s perspectives and agency into P/CVE efforts expands these initiatives' reach,
legitimacy, and community resonance.

Secondly, trust-based cooperation between civil society and governments is essential to
scale youth-led prevention approaches and activities. RAN’s mapping of national networks
emphasizes that government support should be enabling, not directive, by providing stable
funding streams, access to institutional mechanisms (like local safety councils), and
platforms for youth-CSO dialogue. Key to this cooperation is the principle of complementarity:
while governments offer infrastructure and legitimacy, youth groups bring contextual
intelligence and credibility among peers. As the EU-UN Compendium recommends,
partnerships work best when embedded in co-designed monitoring and evaluation systems,
with youth and CSOs actively participatingin defining success metrics and feedback loops.
Third, good practices emphasize the importance of structured knowledge exchange and
coordination mechanisms to professionalize and amplify youth civil society
contributions. As the RAN study notes, while many youth-led efforts show strong local
results, they often remain isolated, under-evaluated, and vulnerable to donor fatigue. National
platforms that unite youth organizations, government actors, researchers, and international
partners can consolidate learning, promote peer mentoring, and align efforts with broader
national strategies. Importantly, these platforms should institutionalize pathways for bottom-
up feedback, ensuring that lived experience and frontline insights shape policy direction, not
justimplementation.

Fourth, advancing cooperation between youth civil society and government demands a
commitment to the “do no harm” principle and rights-based frameworks. As highlighted by
the NRC and GCTF, instrumentalizing youth actors solely as tools of state security can
undermine their legitimacy and expose them to risk. Governments must avoid securitizing
youth engagement and instead focus on holistic development: education, employment,

political inclusion, and psychosocial support. Promoting meaningful participation over
11



tokenism, protecting civic space, and ensuring safe environments for activism are
foundational for a sustainable P/CVE ecosystem. Where youth-led initiatives are treated as
equal partners—not subcontractors—they generate trust and foster resilient communities.

As noted by Albion Sherifi, adviser to the Mayor of Ferizaj, local government mechanisms like
the Municipal Community Safety Councils (KKSB) play a central role in bringing together
diverse stakeholders from the security sector, ethnic and religious communities, and youth, for

an effort to have coordinated responses to potential challenges of violent extremism nature.®
Sherifi emphasizes that municipalities like Ferizaj coordinate through institutional forums and
engage directly with communities via trainings, awareness campaigns, and targeted outreach
in schools and neighborhoods. He also argues that civil society organizations and informal
youth groups are essential partners in this work, contributing contextual expertise and
grassroots legitimacy. According to Sherifi, empowering specialized NGOs and securing
sustainable local funding are necessary conditions for institutionalizing long-term PVE efforts
and ensuring that local actors, including young people, have meaningful roles in prevention.
Based on this, arguably, a good practice in preventing violent extremism (PVE) is a context-
sensitive, evidence-informed approach, method, or intervention that has demonstrated
effectiveness in reducing vulnerabilities to radicalization, strengthening individual and
community resilience, and promoting inclusive, rights-based prevention. Having these criteria
in mind, the following section discusses the approaches to PVE of municipal civil society
organizations, with a focus on Ferizaj and Lipjan.

3.2 Approachesto PVE of Civil Society in Kosovo Municipalities

In parallel to these challenges, Kosovo’s civil society sector has demonstrated resilience and
innovation in responding to radicalization risks. NGOs such as Rin’ON in Ferizaj and Vizioni
Rinor i Shalés (VRSH) in Lipjan implement youth-centered approaches combining informal
education, peer mentorship, and civic engagement. These organizations serve as trusted, and
sometimes only platforms for young people, especially for those in rural areas, offering them
both a sense of belonging and structured pathways for leadership and expression.

Rin’ON is a youth-led civil society organization based in Ferizaj, that works to empower young
people, focusing on rural and marginalized communities. Founded in 2013 and formally
registered in 2017, Rin’ON emerged from a grassroots initiative focused on civic activism and
community service. Today, the organization provides a structured platform for youth
engagement through peer-to-peer learning, volunteerism, and leadership development. With a
strong emphasis on inclusivity, Rin’ON offers a “safe space” for young people to express
themselves, develop their skills, and participate in local decision- making. The organization’s
Theory of Change rests on the belief that youth are willing to engage but lack the tools,
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confidence, and opportunities to do so meaningfully, especially in rural areas. Rin’ON’s
portfolio of activities spans civic education, social inclusion, countering violent extremism,
and youth-led community development. In 2024, the organization led initiatives such as the
“Inclusive and Resilient Communities” project, high school and village council empowerment
programs, media education workshops, and anti-hate speech campaigns like
#soshtveckoment. Through creative formats—ranging from movie nights and art activism to
public health campaigns and environmental projects—Rin’ON bridges gaps between
institutions and youth, while fostering interethnic cooperation and critical digital literacy. Their
partnerships with school’s place Rin’On in a unique situation to mobilize youth.

Likewise, Vizioni Rinor i Shalés (VRSH) is a youth organization based in the municipality of
Lipjan that focuses on fostering social cohesion, civic engagement, and the prevention of
violent extremism (PVE) through community-rooted and youth-driven approaches. The
organization combines informal education, creative programming, and interfaith dialogue to
empower young people as active contributors to a safer, more inclusive society. VRSH focuses
on building youth capacity to critically engage with sensitive issues such as online
radicalization, hate speech, and discrimination, often working in close partnership with
schools, municipal institutions, and local communities. Its initiatives are guided by the belief
that youth are vulnerable to extremist influences and central to the solution if they have the
right tools, values, and are trusted with responsibilities.

Through projects like “Empowering Youth to Prevent Violent Extremism,” VRSH has trained
students in digital literacy, counter-narrative development, and social advocacy. Its programs
range from forums and workshops to arts-based activities and sports competitions
designed to channel youth energy into constructive civic action. The organization also uses
innovative formats like reading circles, film screenings, and volunteer camps to create safe
spaces for dialogue and leadership development. One of VRSH’s flagship efforts, “Rini
Europiane [European Youth],” worked with over 250 young people in EU-themed educational
campaigns. At the same time, the large-scale “Mérgata Fest and Sports 2024” event attracted
thousands of participants through a weeklong cultural and recreational program. Despite its
impact, VRSH faces what can be seen as structural challenges, including limited funding and
the absence of formal coordination mechanisms. Nevertheless, its success in community
engagement and youth mobilization positions it as a vital local actor in Kosovo’s broader PVE
landscape.

In Lipjan, while the municipality has not recorded significant incidents of violent extremism,
youth organizations like Youth Association for Human Rights (YAHR) continue to engage in
preventive work through non-formal education, mental health awareness, and coordination
with municipal institutions. Their efforts underline a key principle of PVE: prevention is not only

13



about responding to risks but about cultivating environments that make radicalization less
likely to occur in the first place.

These examples align with the best regional practices promoted by the OSCE and RAN
(Radicalization Awareness Network), which emphasize local partnerships, participatory
methodologies, and the centrality of youth voices in resilience-building. However, the
scalability and sustainability of such practices depend on the extent to which institutional
mechanisms, policy coherence, and reliable funding streams support them. The following
section discusses the current roles of NGOs and Youth in PVE and growth opportunities.

4. Analysis and discussion of the findings

This section starts with a conceptual discussion of the importance of youth in preventing
violent extremism, then moves to a discussion of civil society's approaches to involving youth
in Ferizaj and Lipjan, and then to a discussion of potential for growth.

4.1 Why youth matters for prevention of violent extremism?

Based on the analysis of several studies, such as RAND’s What Factors Cause Youth to Reject
Violent Extremism, Davydov’s Causes of Youth Extremism, RAN’s NMBL Approach, Youth
Engagement and Resilience Against Violent Extremism, and Pastuovic & Wylie’s critique on
youth assumptions in P/CVE, four key arguments emerge on why youth are central to PVE
efforts:

First, youth are at a critical developmental stage where identity, belonging, and purpose are
actively being shaped which makes them both vulnerable to and resilient against extremist
narratives. Existing research shows that adolescence is marked by a desire for purpose, which
extremist ideologies can exploit if institutions fail to provide meaningful alternatives. RAND’s
findings echo this by highlighting that rejecting extremism is a complex, multi-stage process
involving moral reasoning and identity affirmation, often influenced by family and social
networks rather than ideological clarity alone.6

Second, despite common stereotypes, youth are not inherently a threat; they are
powerful agents of resilience, particularly when empowered as peer educators, civic
actors, and content creators. The RAN NMBL paper emphasizes that young people are
essential not just because they are targets for recruitment from extremist networks, but
because peer-to-peer engagement is uniquely effective in countering extremist influence
within their generation.7

Initiatives that treat youth as leaders rather than passive recipients, through a more
participatory school environment, digital literacy training, and community-based activism,
have proven more sustainable and impactful.

Third, structural exclusion, not age alone, creates conditions for radicalization and extremism;

thus, meaningful youth participation in local decision-making processes, education, and civic
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life is a PVE strategy. The Youth Engagement and Resilience paper outlines how exclusion from
political processes and lack of economic opportunity exacerbate youth vulnerability,
particularly in contexts of weak governance or intergenerational trauma.8 Conversely,
initiatives that place youth in decision-making roles—as civil society leaders or municipal
partners—contribute to resilience and trust- building between institutions and communities.

Fourth, over-securitizing youth undermines PVE goals by fostering distrust,
stigmatization, and disengagement. As Pasutovic and Wylie argue, youth-centric P/CVE
strategies often problematize adolescence itself and overlook the roles of older extremists or

broader political dynamics.9 This age bias can distort resource allocation, overly police youth
spaces, and fail to address the systemic grievances that drive radicalization. A more effective
approach acknowledges youth as part of intergenerational ecosystems, emphasizing inclusion,
agency, and dignity.

What does this mean for Kosovo? For Kosovo, these findings point to the need to reframe
youth from being merely “at risk” to being partners in resilience building. Municipalities,
government ministries, and civil society actors should invest in co-creating platforms where
youth contribute to policy, design and lead peer programs, and shape local safety initiatives.
Programs that equip youth with critical thinking, media literacy, and economic opportunity
must be matched by institutional trust and access to decision- making spaces. Avoiding
tokenism and securitized approaches is key for Kosovo to build a PVE model rooted in youth
empowerment.

4.2 Local perspectives on youth and PVE in Kosovo

In Kosovo, young people are often at the forefront of both the risks and opportunities linked to
violent extremism and radicalization. Their vulnerability stems from developmental factors,
such as the search for identity and belonging, and institutional and socio-economic deficits.
Yet, youth are among the most effective prevention agents, particularly when engaged through
peer-led, community-rooted approaches. The experiences of youth-led and youth-focused
organizations in Ferizaj and Lipjan demonstrate how civil society can transform the narrative
around youth fromthat of a"risk group" to "resilience builders."
In Ferizaj, Rin’ON has become a pivotal actor in shaping a proactive, community-based model
of youth empowerment through informal education, volunteering, and dialogue. “We’ve
created safe spaces through weekly volunteer meetings, peer-led discussions, and creative
forums like ‘Movie Night’ to explore themes of identity, tolerance, and social inclusion,” Granit
Sadiku of Rin’ON explains. Their work is not always framed explicitly as counter-extremism, but
it directly impacts building critical thinking, mutual respect, and trust. Through initiatives like
the Unity Month, Rin’ON, and the #SoshtVecKoment campaign, Rin’ON counters hate
speech and polarization with youth-generated narratives of cooperation and civic
engagement. However, what is missing in Rin’ON work is an assessment of the actual
impact ofthese activities and alessons learned study.
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The Youth Council of Ferizaj (KRF), while not formally focused on PVE, has become
increasingly aware of radicalization trends among youth. Its president, Laureta Osmani, noted
a concerning pattern: “We’ve seen some students openly express extreme religious views,
disrupt classes, and even pressure their peers on how to behave or dress. There’s a real need
for better coordination between civil society, schools, and security institutions to monitor and
respond to these signals”.10 KRF has responded with peacebuilding forums, public
lectures, and interfaith roundtables involving over 700 youth and religious leaders, filling
an institutional gap in early awareness and community response. This institutional gap
that KRF is filling needs to be recognized by the Municipality of Ferizaj, in order to
increase support.

In Lipjan, although violent extremism has not visibly manifested, at least from the perception
of the civil society, local organizations are still taking proactive steps to strengthen community
resilience. Vizioni Rinor i Shalés (VRSH) stands out for its innovative use of nonformal
education and creative engagement. According to the VRSH team: “We use everything from
film screenings and youth forums to essay contests and interfaith events to build awareness
and empower youth to recognize and reject extremist narratives.”11. Their project
"Empowering Youth to Prevent Violent Extremism" has reached over 100 students and
demonstrates the value of addressing radicalization indirectly through identity formation,
critical media literacy, and cultural participation.

Another key actor in Lipjan is YAHR, which operates within the municipal safety and youth
policy implementation framework. While Lipjan is generally perceived as calm, with “no
incidents of religious or interethnic tension,” as director Bekim Krasniqgi emphasizes, YAHR
promotes mental health, civic education, and violence prevention through partnerships with
schools and the police. 12 “We’ve seen the impact of peer dialogue and nonformal education,
especially through sessions with psychologists where youth felt safe sharing their concerns. We
need to work on mental health much more,” Krasniqi emphasized. Across both municipalities,
a recurring theme is the mismatch between youth-led innovation and institutional
responsiveness. As Shkélzen Marevci, an expert based in Ferizaj, observed: “We need to move
from passive declarations to structured and proactive partnerships. Otherwise, we risk
allowing the roots of radicalization to deepen unchecked”. NGOs repeatedly highlight the
need for more formal cooperation mechanisms, sustainable funding, and political will to
integrate youth perspectives into municipal safety planning and education reform.

The cases of Ferizaj and Lipjan suggest that Kosovo's potential for resilience in countering and
preventing extremism and radicalization lies in institutionalizing youth as equal partners in the
prevention ecosystem. This requires more than ad hoc projects. It demands recognition of the
legitimacy and expertise of youth actors, the integration of informal educational on
radicalization into schools, and sustained municipal support for youth spaces and peer
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leadership. This also requires much more resources and support in funding from both
municipality and donor community to municipal actors. Youth organizations in Kosovo are
not only engaging creatively, but they are also leading. They now need structural backing to
sustain theirwork and expand its reach. Accordingly, four key themes emerge:

One, community-rooted youth initiatives are the cornerstone of sustainable prevention of
extremism in Kosovo. In Kosovo some of the most promising PVE interventions originate not
from state institutions, but from youth-led and community- based organizations. Initiatives
like Rin’ON’s “Unity Month” and VRSH’s “Empowering Youth to Prevent Violent Extremism” do
not rely on securitized language or top-down mandates. Instead, they invest in identity
formation, peer leadership, and inclusive narratives, meeting young people where they are—
emotionally, culturally, and socially. These efforts work precisely because they are hyper-
local, culturally aware, and rooted in lived experience. In Lipjan, for instance, YAHR’s
consistent engagement in mental health and school-based education provides a low-barrier
entry point for vulnerable youth to access support and mentoring. These organizations also
serve as trusted actors in communities that may view state institutions skeptically. By
integrating volunteerism, art, sports, and digital literacy, youth organizations offer protection
from radicalization and cultivate belonging, purpose, and civic agency. These interventions
offer a scalable model: prevention built not on fear, but on participation.

Second, youth and civil society actors address institutions' blind spots in ways no formal
mechanism can replicate. In both Ferizaj and Lipjan, youth-focused NGOs act as informal
early warning systems, educators, and conveners of community and youth, roles that public
institutions are structurally ill-equipped in Kosovo to fulfill alone. Municipalities sometimes
may lack the flexibility, trust, or contextual huance needed to identify and respond to early
signs of radicalization, especially when they emerge in peer groups or digital spaces. Civil
society actors fill these gaps by being present, accessible, and embedded. For instance,
Rin’ON’s weekly “Movie Night” discussions and volunteer circles are safe spaces where
tensions surface and can be constructively addressed. VRSH's peer-led activities in Lipjan
similarly build trust networks that allow difficult conversations about identity, ideology, and
exclusion without stigma. These organizations also compensate for the lack of municipal PVE
strategies or designated focal points by mediating between schools, families, and authorities.
More importantly, the municipalities can utilize these platforms and activities as opportunities
to reach outto the youth. Rin’ON and VRSH, should also make efforts to reach out to municipal
leadership to participate in these events with some remarks, promoting affirmative messages
on the empowerment of youth. Without systemic coordination mechanisms between
institutions on PVE, which is an issue, civil society becomes the connective platform of
prevention. The result is a prevention infrastructure that is more resilient than formal
policy, precisely because it is relational, informal, and built on credibility earned over
time.

17



Third, youth-led efforts foster resilience by creating spaces of dignity, purpose, and
expression in the context of marginalization. The appeal of extremist ideologies often
thrives where young people feel invisible, voiceless, or trapped in socio-economic stagnation.
Youth organizations may or can provide not just project-based programming of interventions
on PVE, but they also offer some meaning. Initiatives like Rin’ON’s work in rural Ferizaj, or
VRSH’s interfaith and intercultural camps in Lipjan, give young people more than skills; they
help develop a stronger sense of belonging, critical thinking, and agency values. These
projects help young people reclaim public space and social legitimacy, from essay
competitions to volunteer festivals. They also directly address the drivers of radicalization,
such as alienation, distrust, and anger, through community- building and emotional
intelligence. The emphasis on mental health, especially in programs led by YAHR, further
positions civil society as a critical entry point for addressing invisible wounds that
institutions rarely acknowledge. Importantly, these initiatives do not sanitize the youth voice
but make space for it to be heard and respected. In doing so, they challenge the assumption
that resilience means compliance, which is often how institutions might understand
resilience. Instead, they promote critical thinking through dialogue and social connectedness
as pathways out of extremism. When youth are given the room to express frustration without
fear of marginalization, and lead with authenticity, they become not only harder to radicalize
but also agents of transformation.

Fourth, cases of Ferizaj and Lipjan illustrate how youth can lead. Still, institutions must
follow, recognizing this with some structured approach and concrete support with
resources and funding, as in some cases it has. Across Ferizajand Lipjan, youth actors do not
seem interested in waiting for some mandate; they are actively engaging in preventing
extremism, but the persistence of ad hoc partnerships and fragmented or perception of the
unsustainability of donor support limits the scale of these efforts.

Rin’ON’s experience with municipal departments, where education authorities were
supportive but youth and culture offices were absent or obstructive, is emblematic of a
broader pattern. Similarly, VRSH notes that their most significant obstacle is not community
resistance, but the lack of inter-institutional coordination and stable funding. This disconnect
wastes potential and risks burnout and disillusionment among the very actors doing the most
challenging work. For PVE in Kosovo to succeed, institutions must create a sustainable
scheme for funding and supporting youth-led civil society to thrive. This means embedding
youth groups in municipal safety structures, offering core funding, not just project grants,
and training public officials to engage with youth as partners, not beneficiaries. As one
local youth leader put it, “We have the energy, the ideas, and the trust. We need a system that

doesn’tjust applaud us fromthe sidelines but walks beside us.” 13
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4.3 The Underappreciated Role of Mayors in PVE

While youth and civil society are rightly recognized as vital actors in Kosovo’s prevention
ecosystem, local government, particularly mayors and municipal safety structures, remains
an underutilized pillar of PVE. Interviews and local examples show that some municipalities
have demonstrated genuine ownership over the prevention agenda, establishing inter-
institutional coordination mechanisms and engaging with diverse communities.

In Ferizaj, the Municipality, through the Municipal Council for Safety in Communities (MCSC),
maintains structured collaboration with security institutions, school officials, and community
actors. As noted by the adviser to the Mayor of Ferizaj, Albion Sherifi, this coordination
extends to targeted educational initiatives, direct engagement with youth,and awareness

campaigns implemented through local schools and neighborhoods.14 Sherifi emphasizes
that beyond project participation, municipalities act as conveners and enablers, fostering trust
between institutional actors and communities and ensuring localized responses are timely
and culturally attuned.In Lipjan, Mayor Imri Ahmeti has consistently supported initiatives that

empower youth to lead preventative action.’® At a public roundtable on the role of local
institutions in preventing radicalization, Mayor Ahmeti emphasized that institutions share
equal responsibility with society in confronting extremism and pledged ongoing institutional
support for youth-led and civil society efforts. This kind of public commitment strengthens
legitimacy and encourages broader community engagement. Importantly, Kosovo has
precedent for a more systematic and centralized local government engagement in PVE. A
2016-2018 initiative by the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA) actively involved mayors in counter-
extremism efforts, holding high-level meetings to ensure municipal alignment with national

s.trategies.1 6

However, the frequency and depth of such engagements have diminished over time, leaving a
gap in vertical coordination. Renewing this practice—by institutionalizing regular consultations
between MIA and mayors—could reinforce local capacities and signal stronger political
commitment from central authorities.
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4.4 Challenges

While youth organizations in Kosovo, taking into account the cases of Ferizaj and Lipjan, play
an essential role in preventing violent extremism, their efforts are consistently undermined by
three systemic challenges: lack of institutional cooperation, unsustainable funding, and
political and social barriers to engagement.

First, cooperation between youth-led non-government organizations and municipal
institutions remains informal and inconsistent. Often, a major incentive for municipalities to
cooperate with NGOs is if they have a project supported by a donor, as they also want to show
the donor community that they are cooperative. This is especially the case when, for instance,
a donor is someone like the US Embassy or any EU embassy. Despite individual support from
education directorates or mayoral offices, broader institutional commitment is weak or absent
locally. Rin’ON’s experience reflects this imbalance, when cooperation with the Directorate of
Education and the Mayor’s Office is relatively well established, but other offices, such as the
Directorate of Culture, Youth and Sports, may be more passive, if not obstructive in some
cases.17 Such administrative inaction slows momentum and signals a lack of serioushess in
institutional responses to local PVE efforts.

Second, youth organizations struggle with chronic funding insecurity. Most rely on short-term
project grants from international donors, with little to no core support from municipalities.
VRSH emphasized that a significant obstacle is the lack of sustainable funding and a
coordinated municipal strategy for sustainable support for civil society. Without institutional
grants or embedded municipal support, the continuity and growth of successful initiatives are
constantly at risk.

Third, political dynamics and public stigma create additional barriers. Discussions of
extremism remain sensitive, and local actors often avoid engagement for fear of reputational
damage: “People hesitate to talk about extremism,” one VRSH representative explained, “and
that silence can make communities more vulnerable.” 18 Partisan dynamics at the municipal
level sometimes limit access to funding or cooperation opportunities for politically unaffiliated
organizations. Together, these challenges point to a need for some institutional reform, where
the government takes a more proactive role in providing institutional grants to youth NGOs and
has a political commitment to supporting youth as long-term partners in PVE. The next section
discusses new emerging issues in preventing violent extremism and how youth and local
organizations can adapt and integrate these issues into their work.

20



5. Emergingissues in PVE and how municipal and youth organizations

can adapt

The threat landscape stemming from violent extremism is constantly evolving, and several new
challenges are making an impact. While traditional concerns such as religious -inspired
radicalization, remain relevant, but recent trends point to the increasing significance of far-right
extremism, digital manipulation, and hybrid ideological movements. For Kosovo youth and civil
society actors, these shifts demand a flexible adaptation of approaches that go beyond
ideological typologies and focus on structural vulnerabilities and digital ecosystems. Accordingly,
four key emerging issues shout be noted. First, one emerging issue is the convergence of multiple
ideological narratives-religious, nationalist, anti-establishment-into hybrid forms of
radicalization. The SMIDGE report emphasizes how far-right narratives in Southeastern Europe
increasingly merge with ethnic grievances, conspiracy theories, and nostalgia for
authoritarianism.19 For Kosovo, this means that radicalization no longer stems from singular
sources but from overlapping social, political, and geopolitical issues. Civil society actors must
move beyond narrow risk profiles and instead adopt broad-spectrum prevention approaches,
engaging with a wider array of ideological cues and grievances.

A second critical development is the weaponization of misinformation and conspiracy theories.
The SMIDGE findings show that disinformation is no longer a peripheral threat but central to
radicalization processes, especially among digitally active populations. Extremist actors exploit

platforms like Telegram, YouTube, and gaming forums to cultivate distrust and polarize opinion.20
This presents both a challenge and an opportunity: youth organizations must embed digital
literacy and critical thinking in all programming, while also working with media watchdogs and
tech platforms to detect and debunk harmful narratives early. Initiatives such as Kosovo-based
#SoshtVecKoment are positive examples but need to scale.

Another significant shift is the changing demographic of radicalization. While youth remain at risk,
existing research also shows that middle-aged individuals, especially those aged 45-65, are
increasingly vulnerable due to economic precarity, cultural dislocation, and low digital literacy.
This has implications for youth civil society in Kosovo: PVE interventions must not be categorized
by age. Youth-led initiatives can take on intergenerational engagement by educating parents
and older community members, facilitating cross-age dialogue, and co-designing awareness
campaigns that reflect the lived experiences of multi-generational households.

A fourth issue, underscored by Jessica White’s ICCT report, is the limited integration of gender-
sensitive analysis in PVE work.21 Programs often treat youth as a monolithic group, ignoring how
masculinity and femininity intersect differently with radicalization. In Kosovo, where traditional
gender roles remain influential, civil society must elevate young women as participants and as
leaders in resilience-building. This involves challenging gendered assumptions in PVE narratives,
engaging girls in peacebuilding curricula, and building alliances with feminist and LGBTQ+ actors
who can surface overlooked dimensions of vulnerability and resistance.
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6. Conclusions

This report has explored the role of youth and civil society in preventing and countering violent
extremism in Kosovo, using the municipalities of Ferizaj and Lipjan as case studies. It
demonstrates that Kosovo's shift from a top-down, securitized approach to a more inclusive
and community-driven model is both necessary and underway. Central to this shift are youth-
led organizations that offer innovative, context-sensitive approaches that institutional actors
alone cannot replicate. Four key takeaways emerge:

First, youth organizations are often the only actors consistently present and active within
vulnerable communities, making them essential partners for early detection of radicalization
risks. In Ferizaj and Lipjan, these organizations act as informal early warning mechanisms,
dialogue conveners, and civic education facilitators. Their community embeddedness and
often credibility allow them to engage with at-risk youth in ways that institutions frequently
cannot.

Second, while community-rooted interventions show strong potential for long-term impact,
they remain under-supported. Programs such as Rin’ON’s outreach in rural areas or VRSH’s
intercultural youth forums depend heavily on short-term project funding and volunteer work.
Without reliable municipal or institutional backing, these efforts risk burnout and
discontinuity, despite their proven value.

Third, multi-stakeholder cooperation is vital but uneven across municipalities. In both Ferizaj
and Lipjan, formal coordination structures, limited municipal capacities, and sometimes weak
political will, inhibit collaboration among schools, youth NGOs, and local governance bodies.
Where partnerships do exist, they are often ad hoc or driven by donor influence, not local
ownership.

Fourth, the evolving nature of radicalization—characterized by disinformation, gendered
recruitment, and hybrid ideologies—demands adaptable, anticipatory approaches and
projects. Civil society actors must receive support to innovate, including training in digital
literacy, gender-responsive programming, and cross-community outreach.

The following steps include deeper investment in civil society infrastructure, targeted research
on emerging radicalization patterns at local level, better understanding through assessment of
what is working and the institutionalization of youth participation in municipal PVE efforts.
Further studies should explore the long-term impact of youth-led interventions and identify
scalable practices for replication across Kosovo and the Western Balkans. Preventing violent
extremism in Kosovo is not solely a question of policy but one of empowerment. With new or
innovative ideas, political will, and sustainable funding support, youth and civil society can
build communitiesresilientto hatred, polarization, and violence.
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7.Recommendations
For policymakers and municipalities:
. Institutionalize youth participation in local safety structures, such as Municipal
Community Safety Councils (MCSC), ensuring youth voices are formally included in
prevention planning.
. Create a dedicated municipal funding scheme for youth-led and community-based
PVE initiatives. Move beyond project-based support and offer core, multi-year funding for
trusted civil society actors.

. Enhance inter-directorate coordination between education, youth, culture, and
security directorates at the local level to prevent siloed responses.
o Integrate non-formal education on PVE and media literacy into secondary school

curricula in cooperation with youth CSOs.

For NGOs and youth groups:

o Investinimpact measurement, by documenting and assessing program outcomes to
build an evidence base on good and bad PVE practices and strengthen credibility with
donors and public institutions.

. Strengthen inter-municipal cooperation to exchange good practices and build peer-
to-peer support networks across youth organizations.

o Expand intergenerational programming, recognhizing emerging trends in
radicalization beyond youth and promoting cross-age dialogue.

. Adopt gender-sensitive approaches in all programming, ensuring the participation
and leadership of young women and marginalized groups.

o Increase visibility and engagement by proactively ensuring municipal

representatives attend events, promote success stories, and position youth work as
aligned with local governance goals.

o Try to utilize the law on local government administration, such as Article 73 on
Consultative Committees, and initiate a consultative committee on youth and engagement
or preventing extremism.

For Frontline Workers (Educators, Psychologists, Community Leaders)

o Explore options for creating a rapid response team or mechanism with the
necessary resources to respond to instances of radicalization or extremism.

. There should be a forum for mutual support and a regular network for frontline
workers.

. Develop capacities on digital or cyber safety approaches, as the digital space and
disinformation is a major emerging threat to violent extremism.
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