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► Foreword

This report was prepared by Maha Elhayek (The Canopy Lab) and Artan Loxha (external collabo-
rator), under the guidance of Rania Bikhazi, Senior Technical Specialist on Sustainable Enterprises, 
Productivity and Just Transition at the ILO Decent Work Technical Support Team and Country Office 
for Central and Eastern Europe (DWT/CO-Budapest), and Blerim Murtezi, Senior Programme Officer 
at the Pristina duty station of ILO DWT/CO-Budapest. Editorial support was provided by Zana Sherifi, 
Senior Communication and Information Management Assistant, ILO Pristina duty station. The report 
was prepared within the framework of the project “Labour Inspectorate Efficiency”, supported by the 
Government of Sweden.

The report presents the findings of a diagnostic and prioritization study aimed at identifying the most 
promising sectors in Kosovo1 where targeted interventions can most effectively enhance productivity, 
occupational safety and health practices, and working conditions. It examines key sectoral dynam-
ics, constraints and opportunities of relevance to the growth of small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), employment creation and decent work, and offers evidence-based recommendations on fea-
sible entry points for interventions.

As the first phase of implementation of an ILO project launched in March 2025 on labour legislation 
compliance and SME growth in Kosovo, this analysis provides a basis for in-depth diagnostics, the 
design of relevant interventions and collaboration with key stakeholders, including government in-
stitutions, employers’ and workers’ organizations, and non-governmental organizations. The findings 
are informed by desk research and extensive stakeholder consultations.

We hope that this report will support ongoing efforts to strengthen enterprise performance and pro-
mote decent work in Kosovo.

1     All references to Kosovo should be understood to be in the context of United Nations Security Council resolution 1244 (1999).
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► Executive summary

The ILO is implementing a three-year development cooperation project in Kosovo that is being funded 
by Sweden. The project follows a dual approach to the improvement of working conditions, based on 
(a) strengthening the capacities of the labour inspectorate and the social partners to address labour 
legislation compliance; and (b) providing guidance and support to enterprises in applying better work-
place practices and processes, while training their staff to enhance productivity.

This report presents the findings of a study intended to pinpoint the sectors in which the aforemen-
tioned project can generate the strongest and most immediate improvements in occupational safety 
and health (OSH) and productivity in Kosovo. Four candidate sectors (food processing, apparel manu-
facturing, furniture and wood processing, and construction) were assessed against the project’s eval-
uation criteria, namely relevance to target groups, opportunity for inclusive growth and feasibility to 
drive early change. The analysis reveals a clear strategic advantage in starting with food processing 
and furniture and wood processing.

Food processing stands out with the highest overall score, driven by its economic footprint, the dom-
inance of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and the readiness of firms to adopt improve-
ments. Furniture and wood processing also ranks high: its export orientation, persistent skills short-
ages and the need to retain trained workers are all strong incentives for firms in that sector to pilot 
OSH and productivity interventions. The other two sectors showed potential, but lacked either the 
opportunity or feasibility factors needed for the project’s initial phase. Construction, despite being 
the highest-risk sector, is constrained by complex subcontracting structures, widespread informality 
and regulatory gaps that require legal and system-level reforms before firm-level change is feasible. 
Apparel manufacturing, while characterized by significant participation of women and inclusiveness, 
is marked by high informality and low SME readiness.

Now that food processing and furniture and wood processing have been identified as priority sectors, 
the project’s next steps should focus on creating tangible, evidence-backed examples of how saf-
er, better-organized workplaces directly support competitiveness. The most effective starting point 
is at the firm level, where structured diagnostics, baseline measurements and targeted upgrades 
can quickly demonstrate real gains, such as lower absenteeism, more stable staffing, improved prod-
uct quality and smoother workflows. Selecting a diverse group of pilot SMEs and supporting them 
through tailored improvement plans will allow the project to build a compelling business case that 
resonates with employers and workers alike. The project will consider providing the pilot SMEs with 
training under the ILO’s Sustaining Competitive and Responsible Enterprises (SCORE) programme, to 
be delivered through the enhanced capacities of local consultants and service providers. In parallel, 
a sector-level productivity and ecosystem analysis will be undertaken to identify system-wide con-
straints and opportunities that can inform longer-term improvements.
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Engagement at the worker level is equally important. Many workers still see OSH as an employer ob-
ligation rather than a shared responsibility. Practical, hands-on training and well-designed awareness 
initiatives, especially those that actively involve women and young workers, can shift perceptions and 
foster behaviour that reinforces safer, more productive routines on the shop floor.

To ensure that these firm-level successes take root and are propagated, the project should also help to 
strengthen the wider institutional environment. Better coordination between the Central Labour In-
spectorate, the Ministry of Finance, Labour and Transfers, and sectoral associations, along with more 
consistent data-sharing, will allow OSH and productivity improvements to be scaled up and sustained. 
Revitalizing existing coordination bodies and integrating OSH indicators into inspection and reporting 
systems will further anchor the project’s work in central structures.

On the whole, the analysis points to a clear pathway: by starting with food processing and furniture and 
wood processing and by combining firm-level demonstrations, worker engagement and system-level 
support, the project can build up momentum, generate credible evidence of impact and pave the way 
for broader improvements in workplace conditions across Kosovo’s enterprise landscape.
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►  1. Introduction

► 1.1.  Project overview
This report was prepared as part of the ILO development cooperation project entitled “Labour Inspec-
torate Efficiency”. The project is aimed at supporting small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in 
Kosovo to become safer, more productive and more competitive, while promoting decent work and 
compliance with international labour standards.

The project follows a dual approach to the improvement of working conditions, based on (a) strength-
ening the capacities of the labour inspectorate and the social partners to address labour legislation 
compliance; and (b) providing guidance and support to enterprises in applying better workplace prac-
tices and processes, while training their staff to enhance productivity. This approach seeks to ensure 
the effective protection of workers, and at the same time to improve productivity, competitiveness 
and the ability of SMEs to access new markets and global supply chains.

To achieve its objectives, the project promotes development within selected sectors where SMEs can 
drive systemic change. Efforts are guided by a market systems approach, strengthening collabora-
tion between private enterprises, public institutions and the social partners to enhance both enter-
prise performance and worker well-being.

► 1.2.  Purpose and scope of the study
This report presents the findings of a diagnostic and prioritization study aimed at identifying the most 
promising sectors in Kosovo where targeted interventions can most effectively enhance productivity, 
occupational safety and health (OSH) practices, and working conditions.

The analysis focuses on understanding sectoral dynamics, constraints and opportunities influencing 
SME growth, employment creation and decent work outcomes. Based on the insights thus gained, the 
report provides evidence-based recommendations on feasible entry points for interventions that can 
enhance enterprise competitiveness and worker well-being.

The work carried out for this study constitutes the first phase of the “Labour Inspectorate Efficiency” 
project’s implementation, establishing an analytical foundation for subsequent in-depth diagnostics, 
the design of interventions and the building of partnerships with key stakeholders, including trade 
unions, business associations and government institutions. The study draws on desk research and 
stakeholder consultations, including interviews with representatives of the government, employers’ 
and workers’ organizations, business associations, enterprises and donor-funded programmes.

► 1.3.  Methodology
The study was conducted in accordance with the methodological framework outlined in Chapter 2 of the most 
recent edition of the ILO’s “Value Chain Development for Decent Work” guide (ILO 2021a). The research and 
analysis process applied is illustrated in the figure below and further described in the subsequent sections.
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► 1.3.1.  Setting the sector selection criteria

The criteria for selecting the priority sectors for the project were developed on the basis of the ILO’s 
methodology and are structured around three overarching dimensions: (a) the relevance of a sector 
to the target groups, including its employment potential and alignment with project objectives relat-
ed to the improvement of OSH practices and working conditions; (b) the opportunity for inclusive 
sectoral growth and the potential to demonstrate tangible links between productivity and improved 
working conditions; and (c) the feasibility for the project to drive change in the light of a sector’s cur-
rent structure, the regulatory framework, the available resources and the project’s time frame. These 
three main criteria were further broken down into specific subcriteria, as detailed in table 1 below.

Table 1. Criteria for the selection of priority sectors

Main criterion 
and subcriteria Details

Relevance

1. Presence of 
target group

►	 What is the sector’s contribution to employment, and what 
proportion of workers are women, young people and members of 
other vulnerable groups?

►	 What roles do these target groups hold within the sector?

►	 To what extent do SMEs dominate employment and value creation in 
the sector?

Chapter 1:  Introduction 
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2. Employability
     potential

►	 What are the main skills, qualifications or types of jobs required in 
this sector, and are they attainable for the target groups?

►	 What are the main barriers to accessing employment opportunities 
in this sector, and how easy is it to enter the sector?

►	 What is the sector’s potential to absorb additional workers in the 
future, in particular women and young people?

3. Decent work
    and OSH
    deficits

►	 What are the main decent work deficits* in this sector (e.g. low wages, 
excessive hours, informality, OSH risks)?

►	 What is the potential to reduce these deficits through targeted 
interventions?

Opportunity

4. Growth
    potential    

►	 What is the estimated overall value of the market system (e.g. 
contribution to gross domestic product (GDP), value added, export 
values)?

►	 Is there potential for growth in the sector, both domestically and 
externally?

►	 Do SMEs face barriers to accessing markets in this sector? If so, what 
are they?

5. Productivity and      
    OSH linkages

►	 What are the main productivity constraints at the enterprise or 
workforce level (e.g. skills, technology, inputs)?

►	 To what extent could improvements in OSH practices and working 
conditions enhance productivity and worker retention (e.g. fewer 
accidents, higher morale)?

Feasibility

6. Capacity and
     willingness of
     market actors
     to change

►	 Is there potential for collaboration among market actors to address 
key challenges?

►	 What incentives or disincentives currently influence their behaviour 
towards compliance and improvement?

►	 Are they willing and able to change business models or adopt new 
practices?

7. Implementation
    feasibility

►	 Can the project realistically achieve and demonstrate results within 
the current system and in view of its timeline and resource capacity?

* The ILO identifies ten key decent work deficits: (1) lack of employment opportunities; (2) inadequate 
earnings and unproductive work; (3) excessive or indecent working time; (4) inability to balance work, 
family and personal life; (5) presence of child or forced labour; (6) lack of job stability and security; (7) 
unequal opportunity and treatment in employment; (8) unsafe and unhealthy working environments; 
(9) absence of social protection and security; and (10) lack of social dialogue and weak representation of 
employers and workers (ILO 2021a, box 15).
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► 1.3.2.  Drawing up the sector longlist

An initial list of nine sectors was drawn up through desk research and strategic consultations with 
key stakeholders. The selection focused on sectors that are economically active, SME-intensive and 
potentially relevant to the project’s target groups, with particular attention paid to OSH risks and pro-
ductivity gaps. The preliminary list covered a mix of manufacturing, construction and service sectors, 
as outlined below:

►	 Manufacturing (four sectors): food processing; apparel manufacturing; furniture and wood
      processing; plastic and rubber

►	 Construction and related services (one sector): building, finishing and interior works

►	 Services (two sectors): tourism; information and communications technologies

►	 Agriculture (two sectors): plant production; livestock.

Following further examination through detailed desk review and consultations with stakeholders, the 
longlist was narrowed down to the following four priority sectors for more in-depth analysis and 
field-based validation:

►	 Food processing

►	 Apparel manufacturing

►	 Furniture and wood processing

►	 Construction

These four sectors were selected on the basis of their employment potential, the presence of SMEs 
and their relevance to improving working conditions, OSH practices and productivity within Kosovo’s 
current economic context.

► 1.3.3.  Desk and field work

Desk and field research was conducted to assess each sector against the selection criteria. The desk 
research involved a comprehensive review of over 45 documents, including value chain assessments, 
previous economic and sectoral studies, labour market analyses, government statistical publications 
and donor reports. These sources provided an evidence base regarding sector performance, SME 
structure, employment trends, OSH conditions and productivity challenges.

The field research, carried out in October 2025, included interviews with key informants and consul-
tations with 24 representatives of government institutions, business chambers, industry associations, 
a trade union, private enterprises, international and local organizations, and the workforce. These 
discussions yielded valuable qualitative insights into sectoral dynamics, enterprise behaviour and 
practical constraints affecting SME growth, working conditions and compliance with OSH regulations. 
Together, the desk and field research findings served as the basis for identifying priority sectors in 
which interventions would be both feasible and impactful.

Chapter 1:  Introduction 
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►  1.3.4.  Analysing and prioritizing sectors

Based on the research findings, each sector was evaluated using a scoring scale from 1 to 3 across 
the three overarching selection criteria (see table 1 above). A score of 1 denotes comparatively low 
relevance, opportunity or feasibility; a score of 2 indicates a medium level; and a score of 3 reflects a 
high level. Scores were assigned for every subcriterion, then aggregated to produce a total score for 
each dimension. These were subsequently added up to obtain an overall score for each sector. The fi-
nal ranking reflects the aggregate scores across all criteria, enabling an evidence-based prioritization 
of sectors.

►  1.3.5.  Validation

A validation workshop was held in Pristina on 24 October 2025, with 16 participants, including repre-
sentatives of the Ministry of Finance, Labour and Transfers (MFLT), trade unions, the Central Labour 
Inspectorate, business alliances, sectoral associations, the private sector and a donor-funded pro-
gramme. The workshop served to validate the study findings, confirm the final selection of priority 
sectors and discuss potential entry points and feasible interventions.

►  1.3.6.  Reporting

This final report consolidates all research findings and incorporates feedback from the validation 
workshop provided by ILO constituents and key stakeholders. It offers a comprehensive synthesis of 
evidence and perspectives with a view to informing subsequent planning for the “Labour Inspectorate 
Efficiency” project.
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► 2
Analysis of sectors
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►  2. Analysis of sectors

This chapter presents the results of analysing each sector against the evaluation criteria. Before delv-
ing into sector-specific findings, several cross-cutting observations that emerged from the fieldwork 
were validated during the stakeholder workshop on 24 October 2025. These macro-level insights are 
important to understand broader patterns shaping labour market behaviour, OSH practices and work-
ing-condition dynamics across various sectors of the economy in Kosovo.

►  2.1. Key cross-sector findings

►	 Awareness and behavioural gaps: At the enterprise level, OSH culture remains largely reactive 
as opposed to preventive. Most firms perceive OSH as a compliance obligation or cost, rather 
than as an investment in value creation. Employers typically act only after incidents occur, in-
stead of seeking to integrate prevention into daily management. At the worker level, safety prac-
tices are often neglected even when personal protective equipment (PPE) and tools are available; 
reluctance to use them is common.

►	 Weak link between OSH and productivity: The majority of private-sector producers link their 
firm’s performance to revenue or profit, without systematically tracking indicators of operational 
efficiency such as (a) labour productivity (based on, for instance, output per worker, absentee-
ism rates and turnover); (b) capital or machinery productivity (taking into account, for example, 
equipment downtime and utilization rates); and (c) material productivity (taking into account, for 
instance, defect or waste ratios and yield per input unit). Moreover, OSH improvements, especial-
ly among microenterprises and small enterprises, are rarely viewed as drivers of productivity.

►	 Enterprise capacity and priorities: The level of willingness to comply with OSH requirements 
depends largely on enterprise capacity. Better-managed and more stable enterprises tend to in-
stitutionalize OSH practices and recognize their economic benefits, whereas smaller and less for-
mal firms focus primarily on short-term survival and are often preoccupied with other priorities, 
such as market access and production continuity, rather than safety investments. In export-oriented 
firms, however, compliance with buyer standards and certification requirements often act as a 
key lever of change, prompting enterprises to adopt better OSH practices.

►	 Informality driven by workers more than by employers: Informality remains widespread and 
is often shaped by workers’ own incentives. Many workers prefer informal arrangements so that 
they can retain access to social assistance benefits, which are withdrawn once any formal in-
come is registered (even as low as €1). As a result, the current design of the social benefit scheme 
creates reluctance among workers to accept formal contracts.

►	 Data and evidence gaps: Even among well-established firms, there is no standardized system 
for collecting or analysing OSH or productivity data. Indicators such as absenteeism, injury rates 
or output per worker are rarely tracked, and where relevant data is recorded, it is not used to 
inform operational improvements. The reporting of accidents is also fragmentary and reactive. 
Underreporting is frequent, and minor injuries (such as cuts or crushed fingers) are often han-
dled informally to avoid penalties or work interruptions. Most reports of workplace accidents still 
come from the police or hospitals, rather than from employers.2

2     Key informant interview with public sector entity, 6 October 2025.

Chapter 2:  Analysis of sectors
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►	 Skills and inclusion gaps: Most firms lack trained OSH focal points or dedicated safety supervi-
sors, and responsibilities remain largely informal. Many SMEs engage consultants only to obtain 
the necessary documentation, without actually implementing preventive or corrective measures. 
There is also a notable absence of gender-specific and youth-focused OSH measures.3 Women’s 
participation is further constrained by several factors: the lack of adequate childcare facilities 
and flexible work arrangements, a weak social protection system with underfunded parental 
and sickness benefits, and limited employer awareness of gender-sensitive OSH standards.4

►	 Regulatory and enforcement challenges: Kosovo has a comprehensive legislative framework 
dealing with OSH standards (notably the Safety and Health at Work Law the Labour Lawand 
the Labour Inspectorate Law). However, enforcement remains inconsistent and, in addition, the 
Council for Safety and Health at Work has been inactive since 2021.5 Health insurance is not man-
datory, and only around 20 per cent of SME workers are covered, leaving significant protection 
gaps. Despite the increase in the number of inspectors from 37 to 60 in 2023, the Central Labour 
Inspectorate’s reach remains limited, with no sector-specific OSH guidelines.6 Each inspector 
is responsible for hundreds of enterprises, leaving little time for proactive or follow-up visits. 
Inspectors apply graduated sanctions, ranging from warnings to monetary penalties and tem-
porary work suspensions, but the collection of fines is patchy and lengthy appeals procedures 
often delay enforcement.7

► 2.2. Food processing
The food processing sector is a dynamic and inclusive industry, bridging agriculture and manufactur-
ing while playing a critical role in rural employment and economic diversification. It encompasses a 
broad range of activities, including fruit and vegetable processing; dairy, meat and poultry, flour and 
bakery products; and beverages. In Kosovo statistics, the sector is divided into two main subsectors: 
food products and beverages. The sector provides stable income for small and medium producers 
and offers seasonal work for thousands of rural households. In 2024, it employed some 11,600 work-
ers across approximately 1,700 registered processors (Kosovo, MIET 2025), contributing an estimated 
€600–700 million to Kosovo’s gross domestic product (GDP).8

3     Key informant interview with public sector entity, 6 October 2025.
4     Key informant interview with public sector entity, 3 October 2025.
5     Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.
6     Key informant interview with public sector entity, 3 October 2025.
7     Key informant interview with public sector entity, 6 October 2025.
8     Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.
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► 2.2.1.  Analysis and scores

The findings from the evaluation of the food processing sector are presented in table 2 below.

Table 2. Assessment of the food processing sector

Main criterion 
and subcriteria Narrative Score

Relevance

1. Presence of
    target group

►	 Large employment base: The sector employs around 
8,921 workers in food processing and 2,773 in beverage 
production (2024),9 representing 26.2% of manufacturing 
employment (around 3% of Kosovo employment).10

►	 Inclusive workforce profile: Women have been 
increasingly engaged in this sector (making up around 60% 
of its labour force), specifically in production, packaging 
and quality control, while young people typically occupy 
entry-level and seasonal positions.11

►	 SME-driven employment structure: About 90% of 
enterprises are SMEs, accounting for 60–70% of sectoral 
employment in 2023.12 

3

2.	Employability 
potential

►	 Skills and job profile: Most workers (around 80%) 
are machine operators with low to medium technical 
qualifications.13 Employers report shortages in food safety 
management, machinery maintenance and quality control.

►	 Barriers: Limited vocational training, informality and low 
wages reduce the sector’s attractiveness, especially for 
young people.

►	 Absorption potential: High, supported by steady market 
growth and seasonal flexibility, creating paid roles well 
suited to women’s skills in handling fruits and vegetables 
and in artisanal food preparation.14 

3

9     Kosovo, MIET (2025).	
10   Kosovo, MIET (2025).	
11   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.	
12   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.	
13   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.	  
14   Features on women’s work in agroprocessing available from the Global Press Journal archive, https://globalpressjournal.com/.	

Chapter 2:  Analysis of sectors
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3. Decent work
    and OSH
    deficits

►	 Moderate OSH risk profile (decent work deficit 8): Workers 
are exposed to machinery hazards, chemicals, extreme 
temperatures and repetitive tasks that cause ergonomic strain. 
Chronic conditions such as respiratory and musculoskeletal 
issues are underreported.15

►	 Weak OSH compliance and enforcement (decent work 
deficits 8, 9, 10): The majority of firms (more than 90%) do not 
offer health insurance; OSH practices depend on individual 
employers’ initiative owing to limited inspections and low 
awareness. Smaller firms often lack PPE and adequate 
facilities.16

►	 Precarious working conditions (decent work deficits 2, 
3, 6): Wages are low, often near or below the minimum 
(€218).17 Overtime during peak seasons, especially in fruit and 
vegetable processing, is frequent and often unpaid,18 with 
short-term or informal workers exceeding 12 hours a day and 
rarely compensated in line with labour law. Even in permanent 
factories, short-term (three- to six-month) contracts are 
common.

►	 Opportunities to address deficits: These deficits can be 
tackled through low- to medium-cost interventions, such 
as targeted training, basic OSH upgrades and simplified 
compliance tools, feasible within a short to medium time 
frame.

2

15   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.	
16   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.	
17   EBRD (2022).	
18   D+ (Development Plus). Country Analysis of Seasonal Workers Engagement in the Agriculture Sector in Kosovo, 2022. 	
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Opportunity

4. Growth
    potential

►	 Estimated market size: The sector includes around 1,709 
registered enterprises and generated approximately €808 million 
in turnover in 2024, up from €757.66 million in 2023.19

►	 Growth potential: Identified as one of the highest-potential 
sectors for investment and growth.20 Growth is driven by rising 
domestic demand for local and health-focused products and 
by increasing exports (worth around €145 million in 2024, up 
by €18 million from 2023),21 supported by compliance with 
HACCP, ISO and buyer standards.22

►	 Market access barriers: SMEs face constraints in export 
market entry, mainly because of high certification costs, 
limited marketing capacity and weak integration into higher-
value supply chains.23 

3

5. Productivity
     and OSH
     linkages

►	 Productivity constraints: Productivity remains moderate, 
being constrained by limited automation, uneven distribution 
of technical skills and persistent informality among SMEs. Most 
enterprises rely on manual sorting, packaging and seasonal 
labour, leading to variability in output and efficiency.24

►	 OSH and productivity linkages: As observed in firms by 
the food processing association,25 better OSH and workflow 
practices (e.g. improved scheduling, ergonomic stations and 
regulated hours) enhance worker morale and retention, 
reducing turnover even during periods of high labour mobility. 
However, most firms lack records to prove this link.

►	 Improvement potential: Significant potential exists to boost 
productivity and decent work through targeted investment 
in automation, quality certification and occupational safety 
systems.

2

19   Kosovo, MIET (2025).	
20   Euler (2024).	
21   Kosovo, MIET (2025).	
22   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.	
23   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.	
24   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.	
25   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.	
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Feasibility

6. Capacity and
     willingness of
     market actors
     to change

►	 Collaboration potential: The presence of an active industry 
association creates favourable conditions for joint action.

►	 Incentives and readiness: Export growth and buyer 
requirements for HACCP, ISO and worker-welfare standards 
create economic incentives for firms to upgrade OSH 
practices and working conditions. Producers show high 
readiness to comply if there is a clear economic reward.26

►	 Representation and social dialogue: union presence 
is minimal; there is no dedicated food industry union. 
Workers fall under general private-sector unions with very 
low membership, which means that collective bargaining 
on wages and conditions is limited.

3

7. Implementation
    feasibility

►	 Entry points and partners: The sector offers strong 
entry points through collaboration with food associations 
to co-lead ILO pilot interventions and reach producers. 
Ongoing and past projects by GIZ,27 USAID (Compete)28 
and Swisscontact29 provide a solid foundation, ensuring 
coordination and continuity.

►	 Use of existing systems: Broad adoption of HACCP and 
ISO standards and other certification systems enables OSH 
and productivity improvements to be built into existing 
quality systems, speeding up implementation and lowering 
costs.30

►	 Policy alignment: Food processing is recognized by the 
government and donors as a strategic sector for rural 
development, women’s employment and EU acquis 
approximation.31

►	 Scalability within time frame: Key food-processing 
risks (cuts, heat, slips)32 can be addressed through low- 
to medium-cost, high-impact interventions such as 
workflow redesign and the strengthening of PPE discipline, 
achievable within project timelines and budgets.

3

26   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.	
27   For example, the “Creating Employment through Export Promotion” project implemented in Kosovo by the German Agency for 

International Cooperation (GIZ) between 2018 and 2022, which sought to improve the competitiveness of micro-, small and 
medium-sized enterprises in the agroprocessing sector. See the project website,

        https://www.giz.de/en/projects/micro-small-and-medium-enterprises-employment-relevant-sectors-make-use-potentials	
28   The “Kosovo Compete Activity” implemented by DT Global and USAID between 2020 and 2025 covered wood processing, food 

processing and information and communication technologies. See the project website, https://dt-global.com/projects/compete/
29   The “Promoting Private Sector Employment” project implemented in Kosovo by Swisscontact (Swiss Foundation for Technical 

Cooperation) between 2021 and 2025 covered, inter alia, the food and agroprocessing sectors. See the project website, 
        https://www.swisscontact.org/en/projects/ppse	
30   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.	
31   Swisscontact (2025).	
32   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 14 October 2025.	
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►  2.2.2.  Conclusions

Relevance (8/9): The sector provides significant and sustained employment opportunities for target 
groups (in particular, women and young people in rural areas), and it is anchored in a large, SME-driven 
workforce. Its production structure offers accessible entry points for low- to mid-skilled workers, with 
high absorption potential due to seasonal cycles in food processing and year-round activity in bever-
ages. The expansion of agroprocessing has notably increased women’s paid employment, especially 
in fruit and vegetable handling, packaging and artisanal production. Persistent labour shortages in 
machine operation, quality control and maintenance confirm the sector’s capacity to generate and 
retain jobs. While there remain gaps with regard to skills upgrading and OSH compliance, these are 
addressable through focused, cost-efficient interventions. Overall, the sector’s inclusiveness, acces-
sibility and resilience to seasonal fluctuations make it one of the most relevant for advancing decent 
work outcomes.

Opportunity (5/6): The sector exhibits sustained growth, driven by strong domestic consumption, 
and expanding exports. It serves as a major outlet for agricultural produce, supporting numerous 
upstream farmers and cooperatives. Rising domestic consumer demand for certified, health-oriented 
and locally branded products presents opportunities for value addition and product diversification.33 
Food and beverage processing together constitute a cornerstone of Kosovo’s industrial base, ac-
counting for a significant share of manufacturing output. Food processing is responsible for around 
27 per cent of total manufacturing turnover. Exports of food products grew by 5.5 per cent in 2024, 
reaching a value of €77.6 million, which represents 8 per cent of total manufacturing exports. Key 
export markets include Albania (24 per cent), North Macedonia (14 per cent) and Serbia (9 per cent) 
(Kosovo, MIET 2025). The beverage subsector has likewise shown strong momentum, contributing 
5.97 per cent of total manufacturing turnover and reporting a 26 per cent increase in exports to reach 
a total value of €68.1 million in 2024, with most exports going to Albania (40.5 per cent) and North 
Macedonia (20 per cent) (Kosovo, MIET 2025). This performance consolidates the position of food pro-
cessing as one of the fastest-growing export branches within the broader manufacturing sector. 

33   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.

Common OSH hazards in food Processing:

► Machinery: Sharp blades causing finger or hand injuries; occasional electrical
     shocks.

► Chemicals: Skin or eye irritation from cleaning agents and acids.

► Cold storage: Prolonged exposure to low temperatures in meat or dairy cooling        
     rooms.

► Thermal hazards: Hot ovens, boiling vats and steam exposure in bakeries and
      canneries.

► Ergonomic strain: Standing for long periods and repetitive cutting or packing
     motions.

Chapter 2:  Analysis of sectors
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Productivity remains moderate, but continued investment in quality infrastructure, cold-chain logistics 
and branding could help to enhance Kosovo’s competitiveness and lead to measurable improvement.

Feasibility (6/6): The sector demonstrates high institutional and operational feasibility for interven-
tions. A strong association base and established certification systems based on Hazard Analysis and 
Critical Control Points (HACCP) and International Organization for Standardization (ISO) standards 
provide a robust basis for integrating OSH and productivity improvements. Firms show a willingness 
to comply, this behaviour being driven by buyer standards and export opportunities. Union presence 
in the sector is minimal: there is no dedicated food industry union, which means that arrangements 
for collective bargaining and the formal representation of workers are largely absent. Labour and 
safety inspections remain limited and tend to focus more on food hygiene than on worker safety 
(Kosovo, OIG 2025). Nevertheless, larger, export-oriented processors generally adhere to formal stan-
dards in order to maintain their certifications and market access. The government and donors regard 
food processing as a strategic pillar for rural development and women’s employment. Overall, the 
combination of private-sector incentives, policy alignment and low-to medium-cost, scalable interven-
tions makes the sector highly promising in terms of achieving measurable OSH improvements and 
productivity gains within the project’s time frame.

During the validation workshop, stakeholders unanimously confirmed that food processing was a top-priority 
sector. They emphasized its strategic domestic importance with regard to supporting Kosovo food securi-
ty and employment, and its strong export potential, in particular through the export of value-added and 
certified products. Participants also highlighted the need to strengthen OSH systems and recognized that 
companies in the sector exhibited a high level of readiness to build on existing practices and achieve mea-
surable improvements.
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► 2.3.  Apparel manufacturing
The apparel sector in Kosovo remains relatively small but it has considerable societal significance, 
providing accessible jobs for women and young people in designing, sewing, packaging and finishing 
roles. It consists of a mix of niche export-oriented producers and numerous micro- and small-scale 
workshops producing uniforms, knitwear and custom clothing for the domestic market. In 2024, the 
sector employed around 1,200 workers (2.6 per cent of manufacturing employment and under 1 per 
cent of total Kosovoemployment) across 430 registered enterprises, generating roughly €28.12 million 
in turnover (Kosovo, MIET 2025).

►  2.3.1. Analysis and scores
The findings from the evaluation of the apparel manufacturing sector are presented in table 3 below.

Table 3. Assessment of the apparel manufacturing sector

Main criterion 
and subcriteria Narrative Score

Relevance

1. Presence of 
target group

►	 Small but inclusive employment base: The sector 
employed around 1,193 workers in 202434 (approximately 
2.6% of total manufacturing employment, less than 1% of 
total employment).

►	 Workforce profile with significant participation of 
women Women account for the majority of the workforce 
(around 80%), mainly in sewing, finishing and packaging 
roles, while men tend to be in management and technical 
design positions.35, 36 Young people commonly occupy 
entry-level roles.

►	 SME-driven structure: Approximately 95% of apparel 
enterprises are microenterprises or small businesses,37 offering 
accessible entry points for women-led entrepreneurship and 
family-based production.38 

3

34   Kosovo, MIET (2025).
35   Kosovo, MIET (2020).
36   Key informant interview with donor-funded programme, 6 October 2025.
37   Kosovo, MIET (2020).
38   KIESA (n.d.).
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2. Employability
     potential

►	 Skills and job profile: Most workers are sewing machine 
operators and tailors with low to medium technical 
qualifications. Employers report shortages in advanced 
design, pattern-making and digital production skills, 
especially in export-oriented firms.39, 40

►	 Barriers: Limited vocational training programmes, 
outdated training curricula, low wages and widespread 
informality reduce the sector’s attractiveness (there were 
1,610 registered employees out of a total of 2,215 workers 
in 2021, indicating an informality rate of around 27%, which 
is likely to be higher in practice).41

►	 Absorption potential: Moderate, supported by continuous 
demand for uniforms and subcontracting work, though 
constrained by the small scale of enterprises and limited 
upgrading prospects.

2

3. Decent work
    and OSH
    deficits

►	 Low to moderate OSH risk profile (decent work deficit 8): 
Risks are generally not severe or immediately visible. The 
main hazards include ergonomic strain from repetitive 
sewing and uncomfortable seating, limited ventilation, 
exposure to dust and adhesives, and occasional fire risk in 
small workshops.

►	 Weak OSH compliance and enforcement (decent work 
deficits 8, 9, 10): Most small firms and home-based units lack 
formal OSH systems or safety training. Health insurance 
coverage is almost absent, and inspections are rare.42, 

43Compliance is largely driven by export buyer standards 
(BSCI, OEKO-TEX®).

►	 Precarious working conditions (decent work deficits 2, 
3, 6): Wages remain low (around €250–350 per month), 
and overtime during production peaks is common and 
inconsistently paid.44  Informal or short-term contracts 
prevail, with few workers entitled to paid leave or social 
protection.45

►	 Opportunities to address deficits: Targeted ergonomic 
and ventilation improvements, basic safety orientation and 
simplified compliance tools could reduce risks at low cost. 
However, since OSH hazards are not perceived as severe, 
companies in the sector often do not treat them as a priority.

2

39   Key informant interview with employer, 13 October 2025. 
40   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.
41   Kosovo, MIET (2023a).
42   Berisha, Hoxha and Shaipi (2023).
43   Key informant interview with employer, 13 October 2025.
44   Berisha, Hoxha and Shaipi (2023).
45   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.
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Opportunity

4. Growth
    potential    

►	 Estimated market size: The sector comprises around 
430 registered enterprises and generated approximately €28.1 
million in turnover in 2024, up from €23 million in 2023.46

►	 Growth potential: Growth is moderate and mainly driven 
by export-oriented firms. Exports reached €10.27 million 
in 2021,  accounting for about 16% of manufacturing 
exports.47 Domestic growth is supported by the production 
of uniforms and local fashion brands, promoting small 
design studios and online sales.48

►	 Market access barriers: SMEs face constraints in entering 
higher-value markets because of high certification 
and compliance costs, limited marketing capacity, 
low investment, and weak design and management 
capabilities.49 

2

5. Productivity     
    and      
    OSH linkages

►	 Productivity constraints: Productivity remains low 
compared to the manufacturing average, constrained by 
manual production, low mechanization and limited process 
management.

►	 OSH and productivity linkages: Partnerships with 
international buyers show that compliance with OSH 
promotes export stability and worker retention. However, 
such practices are limited to larger formal firms and remain 
poorly documented.

►	 Improvement potential: The sector could improve 
productivity and OSH conditions through ergonomic and 
management upgrades, but high informality and low risk 
awareness limit the motivation of employers to take action.

2

46   Kosovo, MIET (2025).
47   Kosovo, MIET (2023b).
48   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.
49   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.
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Feasibility

6. Capacity and
     willingness of
     market actors
     to change

►	 Collaboration potential: The sector has an industry 
association, but it lacks a dedicated place of operations 
and is less active than similar associations in other sectors.

►	 Incentives and readiness: Readiness is moderate, as most 
SMEs focus on domestic markets and have limited exposure 
to buyer compliance standards. OSH is often viewed as a 
cost rather than an investment.50 High informality, weak 
enforcement and limited awareness reduce motivation for 
compliance and collective action.51, 52

►	 Representation and social dialogue: Kosovo has a textile 
workers’ union, but its membership and bargaining power 
remain very limited. Since the general collective agreement 
for 2015–17 lapsed, no new sector-wide accord has been 
established.53 Most apparel workers are not unionized 
or represented and are often afraid to raise complaints 
because of job insecurity.54 

2

7. Implementation
    feasibility

►	 Entry points and feasibility outlook: While there are 
potential entry points through export-oriented factories, 
the feasibility of achieving tangible OSH improvements 
remains limited. The sector’s current priorities are 
formalization and the upgrading of production, on which 
progress needs to be made before OSH can become an area 
for practical interventions. Moreover, the high informality 
rate limits the feasibility of OSH interventions: informal 
SMEs are less willing to comply with regulations, while 
formal firms face unfair competition from non-compliant 
actors.

1

50   Key informant interview with employer, 13 October 2025.
51   Key informant interview with employer, 13 October 2025.
52   Berisha, Hoxha and Shaipi (2023).
53   Gashi and Mustafa (2025).
54   Berisha, Hoxha and Shaipi (2023).
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► 2.3.2.  Conclusions

Relevance (7/9): The apparel sector provides inclusive yet limited employment opportunities, owing 
to its small scale and high prevalence of informality. Nevertheless, it is accessible to low- to mid-skilled 
workers with traditional tailoring and sewing skills. It also generates home-based self-employment 
opportunities, especially for women balancing work with household responsibilities. The provision of 
training remains fragmented, and employers report recurring shortages of technical and supervisory 
skills alongside high labour turnover. OSH risks are generally low to moderate, consisting mainly in 
ergonomic strain and poor ventilation, but they are rarely treated as a priority. Overall, although this 
sector has a significant participation of women and the potential to engage more workers, its small 
operational scale and high informality limit its capacity to absorb additional employment compared 
with other sectors.

Opportunity (4/6): Most apparel enterprises in Kosovo are small workshops or mid-sized factories 
operating on cut-and-sew models. They either produce under their own brands or provide tailoring 
services for international companies under those brands. The sector exhibits gradual growth support-
ed by increasing domestic demand and expanding export opportunities. Turnover rose to €28.1 million in 
2024 and exports increased by 17.74 per cent. The European Union (EU) is the main export destina-
tion, accounting for about 22.59 per cent of exports (Kosovo, MIET 2025). Demand for locally produced 
uniforms, fashion apparel and niche brands under the “Made in Kosovo label is growing, especially 
among public institutions and online markets.55 Sector-wide growth is still constrained by limited in-
vestment, outdated technology and the dominance of microenterprises and small informal produc-
ers. Given that most OSH risks are gradual rather than acute, short-term productivity gains from OSH 
improvements are difficult to observe, reducing firms’ motivation to invest in this area.

55   Key informant interview with employers’ organization,.2 October 2025.

Common OSH hazards in apparel manufacturing

► Ergonomic strain: Repetitive stress from prolonged sitting and sewing tasks.

► Dust and fibres: Exposure to textile dust and fibres causing mild respiratory irritation.

► Chemicals: Inhalation of fumes from dyes, glues and finishing agents, leading to skin
     or respiratory discomfort.

► Fire hazards: High fire risk in cramped workshops with poor ventilation and flammable
     materials.

► Noise and eye strain: Continuous machine operation causing visual fatigue and
     hearing strain.
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Feasibility (3/6): The apparel sector presents moderate feasibility for intervention. Donor-supported 
projects, such as the Fostering Employment and Growth Opportunities (FEGO) project implemented 
by Swisscontact56 or the Greening Private Enterprises in Kosovo (GPEK) project implemented by Hel-
vetas,57 provide a basis for collaboration. Most ongoing efforts are focusing on formalization, skills 
upgrading and productivity improvement, areas that need to be strengthened before decent work in-
terventions can be effectively integrated. Export-oriented factories could serve as pilot sites in view of 
their existing compliance frameworks and structured management systems. However, most apparel 
enterprises operate as small workshops with minimal formal organization and serve mainly domestic 
markets, where compliance with standards is not a necessity. This widespread informality reduces 
readiness for the adoption of OSH practices, as informal SMEs lack both incentives and institutional 
support to comply with relevant regulations. At the same time, formal enterprises are less motivated 
to invest in higher safety and labour standards given that they have to compete with informal produc-
ers who face no such obligations, which militates against sector-wide change.

During the validation workshop, stakeholders expressed mixed views regarding the sector’s prioritization. 
Some emphasized its importance for women’s economic empowerment and the potential to enhance com-
petitiveness and exports, while others noted that the high level of informality posed significant challenges 
for direct OSH interventions at the current stage. After further discussion, participants agreed that the sector 
would benefit from targeted support being provided first for formalization, legal advisory services and the 
strengthening of production capacities before the focus was shifted towards improvements in OSH practices 
and working conditions more generally.

►  2.4. Furniture and wood processing
The furniture and wood processing sector has become one of the fastest-growing sectors in Kosovo’s 
manufacturing industry, contributing significantly to exports and job creation (EBRD 2022). In 2024, 
the sector employed around 10,941 workers across 1,243 registered enterprises, generating an esti-
mated €207 million in turnover (Kosovo, MIET 2025). The sector is divided into two subsectors: wood 
products and furniture manufacturing (which includes kitchen cabinets, tables, chairs, wardrobes 
and office furniture). Notably, mattresses are also counted under furniture in statistical reporting, 
although they represent a distinct production segment. The industry combines a small number of 
export-oriented firms with a large base of micro- and small-scale family-owned workshops focused on 
custom furniture and interior design for the domestic market.       

56   The FEGO project ran from 2022 to 2025. See the project website, 
        https://www.swisscontact.org/en/projects/fostering-employment-and-growth-opportunities-fego.
57   The GPEK project was launched in 2024 and will run until 2031. See the Helvetas Kosovo website, 
        https://www.helvetas.org/en/eastern-europe/kosovo.

https://www.swisscontact.org/en/projects/fostering-employment-and-growth-opportunities-fego
https://www.helvetas.org/en/eastern-europe/kosovo
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►  2.4.1. Analysis and scores
The findings from the evaluation of the furniture and wood processing sector are presented in table 4 
below.

Table 4. Assessment of the furniture and wood processing sector

Main criterion 
and subcriteria Narrative Score

Relevance

1. Presence of 
target group

►	 Large and expanding employment base: The sector 
employed 10,941 workers (24.5% of total manufacturing 
employment and over 2% of Kosovo employment) in 
2024,58 marking a notable increase from approximately 
4,000 workers in 2019.59

►	 Moderate inclusion of women and young people: 
Women make up about 25% of the workforce, primarily in 
finishing, upholstery and packaging roles, while women-
owned firms account for roughly 5% of total enterprises. 
Youth participation is not tracked.60

►	 SME-dominated structure: The sector consists mainly 
of micro- and small-scale family-run enterprises, which 
account for around 80% of the total number of firms.61, 62 

2

58   Kosovo, MIET (2025).
59   Open Data Kosovo (2024).
60   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.
61   Open Data Kosovo (2024).
62   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.
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2. Employability
     potential

►	 Skills and job profile: The sector requires a diverse skill set 
(e.g. carpentry, cutting, assembly, finishing, upholstery).63 
The most in-demand roles include programmers and 
operators of computerized numerical control (CNC) 
machines, furniture designers, painting specialists, and 
sales and e-commerce professionals.64, 65 Employer survey 
results show persistent skills shortages in wood processing, 
particularly for machine technicians (49%), installers (39%), 
and sawing technicians (12%).66

►	 Barriers: Persistent skills gaps and weak alignment with 
the provision of technical and vocational education and 
training (TVET) continue to limit competitiveness. Although 
private and donor-supported TVET programmes are 
expanding, quality and reach remain uneven, with only 
about 12% of TVET graduates considered job-ready.67 
Informal recruitment practices, often based on personal 
connections, limit transparent access to employment.

►	 Absorption potential: High, supported by steady market 
growth and strong demand for skilled labour. Additionally, 
women’s involvement is gradually increasing in design, 
upholstery and CNC programming.

3

63   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.
64   Open Data Kosovo (2023).
65   Edutask (2022).
66   Open Data Kosovo (2024).
67   Open Data Kosovo (2024).



2525

3. Decent work
    and OSH
    deficits

►	 High OSH risk profile (decent work deficit 8): Workers 
face various safety hazards, such as unguarded cutting 
machinery, exposure to wood dust and inhalation of 
chemicals. Most incidents are minor, but injuries are 
frequent, especially in small and informal workshops.68

►	 Weak compliance and limited enforcement (decent work 
deficits 8, 9, 10): Around half of firms provide basic accident 
insurance (approximately €15 per month per employee), 
while formal health insurance remains rare. Safety manuals 
and risk assessments are often outsourced, but follow-up 
and implementation are weak owing to low awareness and 
limited inspections.

►	 Precarious working conditions (decent work deficits 2, 
3, 6): Many workshops lack proper ventilation, PPE and 
ergonomic set-ups. Long hours and informal arrangements 
are common during peak production. Wages average 
around €483 per month, which is moderate compared 
with other manufacturing sectors, while workers in skilled 
roles such as CNC operators and designers can earn up to 
€1,000 per month in larger firms.69

►	 Opportunities to address deficits: Targeted OSH training, 
affordable ventilation and dust-control upgrades, and 
simplified compliance tools could yield quick, visible 
improvements, in particular among SMEs already linked to 
export buyers.

2

68   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.
69   Open Data Kosovo (2023).
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Opportunity

4. Growth
    potential    

►	 Estimated market size: The sector includes around 1,243 
enterprises and generated approximately €207 million in 
turnover in 2024.70

►	 Growth potential: The sector has recently emerged as a 
key driver of manufacturing output and exports (reporting 
a 35.6% surge in 2020).71, 72 Domestic demand continues to 
expand, supported by real estate growth, rising middle-
class consumption and increasing preference for locally 
made furniture. Exports are also growing, reaching a value 
of over €91 million in 2024,73 a trend that is driven by EU 
and US demand for competitively priced and custom-made 
high-quality furniture.

►	 Market access barriers: Most SMEs face challenges in 
scaling and accessing high-value export markets because 
of limited investment capacity, inadequate branding 
and digital marketing, and high certification costs. Input 
materials are largely sourced from external markets, 
reflecting weak domestic supply chains.74 Moreover, 
as much of the product assembly occurs abroad, firms 
require stronger expertise in preparing technical manuals 
and assembly catalogues.75 

2

70   Kosovo, MIET (2025).
71   EBRD (2022).
72   Euler (2024).
73   Kosovo, MIET (2025).
74   Kosovo, MIET (2023c)
75   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.
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5. Productivity     
    and      
    OSH linkages

►	 Productivity constraints: Productivity varies significantly 
across firms. Larger exporters use automated machinery 
and performance-based management, while most SMEs 
remain manual, low-tech and labour-intensive.76, 77 Key 
barriers include limited access to modern equipment, low 
managerial capacity and persistent skills shortages.

►	 OSH and productivity linkages: The success of export-
oriented firms demonstrates that improved OSH 
practices directly enhance productivity. Examples from 
firms supported by the FEGO project show that simple 
OSH upgrades, such as better ventilation, ergonomic 
workstations and structured workflows, have reduced 
absenteeism and improved morale, quality and output 
consistency78 (confirmed by other interviewed firms79, 80). 
However, there is limited documented evidence to illustrate 
the business case.

►	 Improvement potential: The integration of OSH practices 
within  ongoing modernization efforts (e.g. machinery 
upgrades, workspace design, dust extraction systems and 
promotion of safety culture) could lead to tangible productivity 
gains. Moreover, visible OSH compliance positively influences 
partnerships with EU clients and can generate clear financial 
benefits.81 

2

76   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.
77   Open Data Kosovo (2024).
78   Key informant interview with donor-funded programme, 6 October 2025.
79   Key informant interview with employer, 9 October 2025.
80   Key informant interview with employer, 9 October 2025.
81   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.
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Feasibility

6. Capacity and
     willingness of
     market actors
     to change

►	 Collaboration potential: The presence of an active 
industry association provides a basis for joint initiatives 
and coordination.

►	 Incentives and readiness: Export-oriented firms already 
recognize the value of improved OSH and working 
conditions as part of competitiveness. Many SMEs also 
believe that stronger OSH practices can enhance their 
credibility in reaching external markets.82 Given the 
sector’s strong dependence on skilled labour, private firms 
are increasingly open to improving OSH and workplace 
conditions as a strategy to retain qualified workers.

►	 Representation and social dialogue: Formal collective 
dialogue remains limited, but individual firms show 
increasing interest in upgrading such practices, as 
confirmed by one of the employees interviewed.83 

3

7. Implementation
    feasibility

►	 Entry points and partners: The sector presents feasible 
entry points through collaboration with associations and 
by building on previous projects, such as the FEGO project 
(implemented by Swisscontact)84 and the GPEK project 
(implemented by Helvetas)85. The work undertaken as part 
of these projects on management upgrading and skills 
development provides a solid foundation for integrated 
OSH–productivity initiatives.

►	 Policy alignment: The sector is aligned with Kosovo’s 
Industrial Policy for 2024–30 and Employment Strategy 
for 2024–28, which envisage collaboration with sectoral 
workforce councils to forecast skills needs and inform TVET 
and workforce development policies.86

►	 Scalability within time frame: Medium-cost, high-impact 
interventions, such as workplace layout improvements, 
dust extraction systems and strengthened PPE practices, 
can be implemented and deliver visible results within the 
project’s life cycle.

3

82   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 1 October 2025.
83   Key informant interview with employee 21 October 2025.
84   See the FEGO project website, https://www.swisscontact.org/en/projects/fostering-employment-and-growth-opportunities-fego.
85   See the SDC website, https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/aktivitaeten_projekte/projekte-fokus/projektdatenbank.filterRes-

ults.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2023/7F10355/phase1?oldPagePath=/content/deza/en/home/projekte/projekte.html
86   Kosovo, MFLT (2024).
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►  2.4.2.  Conclusions

Relevance (7/9): The sector is one of Kosovo’s largest manufacturing employers, with most producers 
being SMEs. It provides stable employment opportunities for young men and growing prospects for 
women. The sector serves as a key entry point for skilled and semi-skilled vocational workers, although 
most employees still have low to medium technical qualifications and limited formal training. OSH 
risks are minor, but injuries are frequent. Despite these challenges, increasing skills demand, gradual 
wage growth, the sector’s expansion (especially through exports) and women’s growing participation 
in technical roles all reflect its strong potential for generating decent employment opportunities.

Opportunity (4/6): The sector has become one of Kosovo’s key drivers of manufacturing output and 
exports, supported by strong diaspora connections that link local producers to EU and European Free 
Trade Association (EFTA) buyers. Wood product exports increased by 17.7 per cent from 2023 to 2024, 
with an exceptional 59 per cent rise in exports to EFTA markets, in particular to Switzerland. By con-
trast, furniture exports declined from €130.6 million in 2023 to €75.7 million in 2024. A closer look 
reveals that this drop was almost entirely due to a sharp fall in mattress exports (from €87 million to 
€15 million), while exports of other furniture lines remained stable or continued to expand. The EU (55 
per cent), especially Germany and Sweden, and EFTA (29 per cent) remain key destinations, sustaining 
high demand for Kosovo’s furniture and wood products (Kosovo, MIET 2025). Despite this strong per-
formance, export participation remains concentrated among medium-sized and large firms. Many mi-
cro- and small-scale enterprises lack the representation, marketing capacity and packaging standards 
required to access higher-value markets, even though their product quality is competitive. Inadequate 
packaging continues to pose logistical and quality challenges during transport and assembly (USAID 
2020). While firms widely acknowledge that improved OSH practices enhance productivity, this con-
nection is still not well-documented on the whole.

Feasibility (6/6): The sector presents high feasibility for linking the improvement of OSH practices 
with the enhancement of productivity. Active business associations and existing donor initiatives pro-
vide a strong basis for collaborations. Larger and export-oriented firms have more structured compli-
ance systems in place that are often linked to buyer audits and international standards, demonstrat-
ing clear readiness for further improvement. SMEs are expressing growing interest in OSH as part 
of broader efforts to attract skilled labour and access export markets. Overall, existing institutional 

Common OSH hazards in furniture and wood processing

► Machinery: Cuts, amputations and hand injuries caused by saws, planers
     and cutting tools.

► Dust exposure: Inhalation of fine wood particles, causing respiratory
    irritation and long-term pulmonary risks.

► Chemicals: Exposure to paints, glues and lacquers, leading to skin, eye or
     respiratory irritation.

► Fire hazards: Sawdust accumulation and poor ventilation significantly 
     in crease the risk of fire.

► Physical strain: Heavy lifting, repetitive assembly and awkward postures, 
    causing back and joint pain.

Chapter 2:  Analysis of sectors
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support, private-sector motivation and moderate intervention costs make this sector operationally 
feasible for achieving tangible OSH and productivity gains.

During the validation workshop, participants agreed on the importance of the furniture and wood pro-
cessing sector as a key driver of export growth. The sector was singled out for its capacity to absorb more 
skilled workers, given the persistent shortage of qualified labour. Although the sector has traditionally been 
male-dominated, participants noted a positive shift in recent years, with women increasingly taking on tech-
nical and design-related roles. The discussion also highlighted the private sector’s readiness to collaborate 
with the ILO.

►  2.5. Construction
The construction sector remains one of Kosovo’s largest and most dynamic industries, playing a crit-
ical role in employment, infrastructure development and investment. In 2023, the sector (including 
mining) accounted for around 14 per cent of GDP (Kosovo, MIET 2025), with around 3,400 operating 
companies (Ahmeti 2022). The construction sector in Kosovo encompasses building and civil engi-
neering works (residential, commercial and infrastructure projects), along with finishing and installa-
tion activities, such as plumbing, electrical works, tiling, painting and interior finishing.



3131

2.5.1.  Analysis and scores

The findings from the evaluation of the construction sector are presented in table 5 below.

Table 5. Assessment of the construction sector

Main criterion 
and subcriteria Narrative Score

Relevance

1. Presence of 
target group

►	 Very large employment base: The sector remains one 
of Kosovo’s largest employers, employing over 55,000 
workers in 2024 (around 12% of total employment).87, 88 
Employment has exhibited a consistent upward trend, 
growing by an average of 25% per year in recent years.89

►	 Highly male-dominated workforce: In 2024, women 
accounted for only 2% of workers,90 mainly in administrative, 
architectural and cleaning roles, while men dominate 
skilled trades and site-based labour (16% of Kosovo male 
employment).91 Young men usually engage in manual and 
technical occupations.92, 93

►	 SME-based but subcontracted structure: Employment 
is largely driven by SME contractors, many operating 
informally or relying on seasonal labour. These SMEs are 
frequently subcontracted by larger firms that unfortunately 
capture the larger share of profits.

2

87   KAS (2025).
88   GAP Institute (2024).
89   GAP Institute (2024).
90   GAP Institute (2025).
91   KAS (2025)
92   Key informant interview with public sector entity, 3 October 2025.
93   Key informant interview with employer, 10 October 2025.

Chapter 2:  Analysis of sectors
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2. Employability
     potential

►	 Skills and job profiles: Occupations in the sector include 
masons, electricians, plumbers, welders and equipment 
operators.94 Most workers possess low- to medium-level 
skills acquired informally, with persistent skills gaps in 
certified technical trades and inadequate application of 
safe working practices.95

►	 Barriers: Although engineering, manufacturing and 
construction account for around 32% of vocational 
enrolments, the quality of training and certification levels 
remain low, and informal, on-the-job learning dominates.96 
Weak enforcement of OSH and restrictive gender norms 
discourage women from participation. Meanwhile, 
migration to EU countries continues to deplete the skilled 
labour pool (e.g. as at 2023, Germany was employing over 
32,200 construction workers from Kosovo97).

►	 Absorption potential: High overall, given continuous labour 
shortages and infrastructure demand. However, women’s 
absorption remains very low because of the absence of 
targeted training pathways, but also because of limited 
workplace adaptation for inclusive participation.98, 99 

2

94   Key informant interview with employer, 16 October 2025.
95   Key informant interview with public sector entity, 3 October 2025.
96   Euler (2024).
97   GAP Institute (2024).
98   Kosovo, MFLT (2024).
99   Kosovo, OIG (2025).
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3. Decent work
    and OSH
    deficits

►	 Extremely high OSH risk profile (decent work deficits 
8, 9): Construction is Kosovo’s most hazardous sector. It 
accounted for 7 of the 11 workplace fatalities in 2023,100 
the majority of the 12 workplace fatalities in 2024,101, 102 
and 68% of the 26 workplace fatalities recorded between 
January and October 2025103. The main causes of fatalities 
are unsafe scaffolding, trench collapses and heat stress.

►	 Weak compliance and limited enforcement (decent work 
deficits 8, 9, 10): Informality and limited inspection coverage 
(just 15% of all labour inspections in 2022 focused on the 
sector) hinder compliance. Most small contractors operate 
without PPE, safety supervision or OSH training.104

►	 Precarious and unprotected working conditions (decent 
work deficits 2, 3, 6): Many workers exceed 10-hour days 
with frequent unpaid overtime.105 Average wages (€572)106 
remain low relative to risk exposure. More than half of 
workers lack formal contracts or social insurance, leaving 
them unprotected in case of injury.107

►	 Opportunities and systemic constraints (decent work 
deficits 8, 10): Given the high informality, fluid workforce 
mobility and fragmented subcontracting, addressing OSH 
deficits is difficult.

1

100   Kosovo, OIG (2025).  
101   Key informant interview with public sector entity, 6 October 2025.
102   KLI (2025).
103   KoSSev (2025).
104   Kosovo, OIG (2025).
105   Key informant interview with employer, 16 October 2025.
106   GAP Institute (2024).
107   ILO (2021b).
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Opportunity

4. Growth
    potential    

►	 Estimated market size: One of the largest and fastest-
growing industries (its share of GDP rose from 8% in 
2021108 to 14% in 2023109), with around 3,400 registered 
companies110 (accounting for 8% of all enterprises111). It 
has drawn approximately 60% of foreign direct investment 
(FDI),  over the past decade,112 though inflows fell sharply 
(by almost 77%) between 2022 and 2024.113

►	 Growth potential: Driven by strong domestic housing 
demand and sustained public infrastructure investment. 
However, growth remains volatile and highly informal.

►	 Market access barriers: The sector is hindered by systemic 
barriers, including informal contracting, weak enforcement 
of building codes and limited access to affordable finance. 
Many small contractors struggle to qualify for public 
tenders because of missing licences.114, 115 

3

5. Productivity     
    and      
    OSH linkages

►	 Productivity constraints: Despite high economic relevance 
and steady investment, labour productivity remains low 
(some €16,000 per worker per year, one of the lowest 
values in Kosovo’s economy, compared with €28,333 in 
manufacturing),116 largely owing to outdated equipment 
and inadequate supervision capacity.117

►	 OSH–productivity connection: A few leading firms (e.g. 
Mabetex, Flori, Comodita) have improved OSH compliance 
following enforcement actions, resulting in fewer accidents 
and reduced project downtime.118  Yet, these cases are not 
documented. Overall, the sector continues to be marked 
by low compliance with OSH standards.119

►	 Improvement potential: Productivity could be improved 
through OSH certification, digital project management 
tools and vocational training. However, achieving 
measurable gains requires systemic reforms.

1

108   Euler (2024).
109   Kosovo, MIET (2025).
110   Ahmeti (2022).
111   Dugolli (2021).
112   Kosovo, MIET (2023c).
113   Kosovo, MIET (2025).
114   Kosovo, MIET (2025).
115   Key informant interview with employer, 16 October 2025.
116   GAP Institute (2025).
117   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.
118   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.
119   ILO (2021b).
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Feasibility

6. Capacity and
     willingness of
     market actors
     to change

►	 Collaboration potential: Although a construction 
association operates under the Kosovo Business 
Alliance (AKB), coordination across the industry remains 
fragmented. The market is, on the whole, dominated by a 
few large construction firms.120

►	 Incentives and readiness: Unlike export-oriented sectors, 
market incentives for compliance remain weak, as most 
construction activity is domestically driven. While some 
large firms respond to public procurement or inspection 
requirements, SMEs exhibit low readiness to invest in OSH 
or workforce development.121, 122

►	 Willingness and social dialogue: Collective bargaining and 
worker representation are minimal, with fewer than 3% of 
construction workers unionized. Complaints are typically 
handled individually, rather than through institutional 
channels.123, 124 

1

7. Implementation
    feasibility

►	 Entry points and feasibility outlook: There are major 
feasibility constraints when it comes to advancing decent 
work and OSH improvements in the sector. Broader reform 
of compliance, inspection and enforcement systems is 
needed before firm-level progress can take hold. The sector’s 
fragmented structure and multilayered subcontracting 
chains make entry points difficult to identify and sustain, 
as most workers operate informally and outside standard 
oversight mechanisms. Moreover, OSH upgrades require 
significant financial and technical investment, which would 
be beyond the scope or time frame of a single phase of the 
“Labour Inspectorate Efficiency” project.

1

►  2.5.2.  Conclusions

Relevance (5/9): Although the construction sector holds high relevance for employment generation, 
absorbing a large share of Kosovo’s workforce and contributing around 11–12 per cent of total employ-
ment, it remains far from being able to provide decent and inclusive jobs. The sector offers accessible 
entry points for low- and medium-skilled male workers, yet is characterized by informality, extremely 
poor OSH conditions and minimal participation of women. While enrolment in construction-related 
vocational training is relatively high, in particular among men, the quality, certification and practical 
applicability of training remain weak, leaving persistent gaps with regard to specialized and certified 
technical skills. Overall, the sector has lower relevance for inclusive employment and limited immedi-
ate potential for linking OSH improvements with productivity gains without structural reforms.

120   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 22 October 2025.
121   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025.
122   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 22 October 2025.
123   Key informant interview with employers’ organization, 2 October 2025. 
124   Key informant interview with employer, 16 October 2025.

Common OSH hazards in construction

► Falls from height: The leading cause of fatalities, often due to unsafe or missing 
scaffolding, unsecured ladders and a lack of harnesses.

► Structural collapses: Trench cave-ins and partial building collapses causing severe or 
fatal injuries.

► Machinery and equipment: Accidents involving cranes, excavators and power tools; 
frequent crushing or entanglement injuries.

► Electrical hazards: Shocks and burns from exposed wiring, faulty tools or inadequate 
earthing.

► Thermal and environmental stress: Heat exposure during summer months and 
insufficient hydration or rest periods.

► Ergonomic strain: Repetitive lifting, bending and carrying of heavy materials, leading 
to musculoskeletal injuries.

► Chemical and dust exposure: Contact with cement, solvents or construction dust, 
causing skin irritation and respiratory issues.

Chapter 2:  Analysis of sectors
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Opportunity (4/6): The construction sector is strategically important and rapidly expanding, contrib-
uting significantly to GDP and domestic investment. However, it is marked by structural challenges 
that restrict SMEs’ access to financing, formal contracts and regulatory benefits. The sector operates 
predominantly through multilayered subcontracting, where workers at the end of the chain are often 
informal, hired on short-term or task-based arrangements. This fragmentation makes it difficult to 
monitor productivity or enforce OSH standards, as workforce turnover is high and accountability is dif-
fuse. While a few large firms have begun adopting safer practices, OSH compliance across the sector 
remains critically low, and there is not yet a visible or measurable link between safety improvements 
and productivity gains.

Feasibility (2/6): While the construction sector is the one most needing OSH interventions given its 
extreme safety risks, it currently offers low feasibility for direct engagement. Before OSH and produc-
tivity improvements can take root, certain preparatory steps must be taken, including the strength-
ening of inspection capacity, the formalization of employment relationships and the enhancement of 
accountability within subcontracting chains.

During the validation workshop, there was broad agreement on the urgent need for action in the construc-
tion sector to improve OSH standards and reduce the high incidence of workplace accidents. However, the 
measures in question were not necessarily at the firm level or designed primarily to demonstrate links with 
productivity. Rather, they required system-level interventions, including stronger legal frameworks, enforce-
ment mechanisms and accountability measures, to ensure greater compliance and encourage the private 
sector to take OSH obligations seriously. Therefore, although construction might not be prioritized directly 
within the current ILO-led process for productivity-focused interventions, participants strongly recommend-
ed advocating for broader action and reform in that sector.

Common OSH hazards in construction

► Falls from height: The leading cause of fatalities, often due to unsafe or 
     missing scaf-folding, unsecured ladders and a lack of harnesses.

► Structural collapses: Trench cave-ins and partial building collapses causing
     severe or fatal injuries.

► Machinery and equipment: Accidents involving cranes, excavators and
     power tools; frequent crushing or entanglement injuries.

► Electrical hazards: Shocks and burns from exposed wiring, faulty tools or
     inadequate earthing.

► Thermal and environmental stress: Heat exposure during summer months and 
     insufficient hydration or rest periods.

► Ergonomic strain: Repetitive lifting, bending and carrying of heavy materials, 
    leading to musculoskeletal injuries. 

► Chemical and dust exposure: Contact with cement, solvents or construction dust, 
    causing skin irritation and respiratory issues.
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► 3
Conclusions and
recommendations
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► 3.  Conclusions and recommendations

This chapter presents the overall scores for the four sectors (food processing, apparel manufacturing, 
furniture and wood processing, and construction) evaluated against the selection criteria, and confirms 
the final decision that was made on the two sectors to be prioritized. Recommendations are set out 
on the next steps for the “Labour Inspectorate Efficiency” project along with suggested entry points.

► 3.1.  Summary of the selection process
Based on the summary of each sector’s scores presented in table 6 below, it is recommended that the 
project initiate its interventions in the food processing and furniture and wood processing sectors.

Table 6. Assessment scores for each sector

Sector Relevance
(out of 9)

Opportunity
(out of 6)

Feasibility
(out of 6)

Total
(out 

of 21)

Food processing 8 5 6 19

Apparel manufacturing 7 4 3 14

Furniture and wood processing 7 4 6 17

Construction 5 4 2 11

►  3.2.   Recommendations and entry points
Following the selection of food processing and furniture and wood processing as priority entry sec-
tors, interventions should be tailored to address the specific OSH and productivity challenges identi-
fied across these two industries. The immediate focus should be on building a clear business case for 
safer and more productive workplaces that will help to influence worker behaviour, strengthen insti-
tutional coordination and guide future policy and advocacy efforts. It is recommended to intervene at 
multiple levels, as outlined below.

►  3.2.1.  Integrated enterprise–ecosystem approach for sustainable
                 productivity and OSH improvements

To strengthen workplace safety, productivity and overall SME performance, it is recommended that the 
project apply a dual, mutually reinforcing approach that combines firm-level improvements through 
training under the ILO’s Sustaining Competitive and Responsible Enterprises (SCORE) programme 
with sector-level systems analysis.
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1.	 Enterprise-level improvements (SCORE programme)

The project will consider applying key modules of the ILO’s SCORE Training programme125 – in partic-
ular, the “Workplace Cooperation”, “Safety and Health at Work” and “Gender Equality” modules – to 
address constraints inside firms. SCORE Training involves structured training and coaching that en-
hances teamwork, communication, OSH practices and workflow efficiency. Evidence shows that the 
delivery of SCORE Training often generates quick, measurable gains when coupled with light financial 
support for targeted operational upgrades.

2.	 Sector-level productivity ecosystems analysis

In parallel, a sector-level diagnostic study could be undertaken using the ILO’s “Productivity Ecosys-
tems for Decent Work” approach.126 This analysis would identify structural factors that limit enterprise 
performance, such as skills shortages, service gaps, regulatory barriers and weak institutional coordi-
nation. The findings would help the project to prioritize system-wide entry points for longer-term and 
more scalable change.

Together, these two sets of interventions could generate rapid enterprise-level improvements while 
informing institutional and market system solutions required to sustain progress. Proposed specific 
actions include:

►	 Selection of pilot SMEs: Engage SMEs of varying maturity levels (micro, growing, export-oriented) 
as demonstration sites in each sector. Consider partnering with business associations to expand 
reach and encourage collective participation.

►	 Build the capacities of local consultancy firms: Partner with local service providers and/or 
consultancy firms to strengthen their technical capacity to deliver SCORE-related advisory and 
productivity improvement services. This can be achieved through a Training of Trainers (ToT) 
programme led by a SCORE Expert Trainer, enabling trainees to apply the SCORE Training meth-
odology at the enterprise level and transfer their knowledge to colleagues.

►	 Enterprise diagnostics and baseline measurement: Deploy trained specialists to selected 
SMEs to conduct baseline assessments and carry out OSH and productivity diagnostics. This 
includes mapping key risks and establishing simple measurement tools (for example, the track-
ing of absenteeism, turnover, output per worker, and incident and near-miss rates) to generate 
baseline datasets. Specialists would also propose tailored improvement plans, follow up on their 
implementation and provide ongoing on-site support as needed.

►	 Design and implementation of improvements: Support pilot firms in implementing the sug-
gested tailored improvement plans. Typical areas include safety measures (PPE, emergency 
procedures, hazard control); working environment (air quality, lighting, ventilation, noise reduc-
tion); labour facilities (hygiene, sanitation, rest areas); layout and workflow (machine placement, 
material flow, ergonomics); and employment conditions (contracts, hours, leave, job stability). 
Provide light co-funding or matching grants for priority upgrades to encourage private-sector 
investment.

►	 Build the capacities of sectoral associations: Work with relevant sectoral associations to build 
their institutional capacity to effectively coordinate between members, promote better OSH and 
working practices, and advocate sector-wide sustainable improvement.

125  SCORE Training is a modular training package and methodology developed under the ILO’s SCORE programme. The training           
        programme, with its 14 modules, is used to help SMEs to enhance productivity, workplace cooperation and OSH practices 
        through practical, evidence-based tools and on-site coaching. See the SCORE Training catalogue in ILO (2023).
126  The “Productivity Ecosystems for Decent Work” framework is a holistic approach that links productivity growth and decent work 

by addressing constraints at the national (macro), sectoral (meso) and enterprise (micro) levels. For more details, see ILO (n.d.).
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►	 Follow-up and demonstration: Track improvements and document results to build the busi-
ness case for linking OSH to productivity gains. Use pilot firms as demonstration sites for peer 
learning, exchange visits and knowledge-sharing events. The documented results of the pilot 
interventions will also be provided to sectoral associations so that they can promote the demon-
strated practices to their members and encourage their adoption, helping to ensure institutional 
memory and continuity beyond the project’s duration.

►  3.2.2.  Worker-level actions: Awareness and behavioural change
At the worker level, the focus should be on awareness, motivation and behavioural change. Many 
workers continue to perceive OSH as being solely the employer’s responsibility and underestimate its 
impact on their own health and income security. Proposed specific actions include:

►	 Awareness campaigns: Conduct awareness-raising sessions and workplace campaigns high-
lighting the value of OSH for productivity and job stability.

►	 Practical training: Provide hands-on training on the safe handling of tools, correct use of PPE 
and ergonomic work practices.

►	 Inclusive participation: Ensure that women and young people are able to actively participate in 
awareness programmes, with materials tailored to their specific workplace risks and roles.

►	 Strengthen worker representation and support workplace dialogue: Enhance collective di-
alogue by strengthening the organization and capacities of workers’ representatives and by im-
proving mechanisms for regular negotiation and problem-solving between management and 
workers at the enterprise level.

►  3.2.3.  Advocacy and system-level support: Creating an
                 enabling environment
To sustain firm-level progress, broader policy and coordination efforts are essential. Such efforts will 
amplify the impact of pilot projects and enable their replication on a larger scale. Key actions include:

►	 Strengthen institutional coordination: Promote improved collaboration among the Central 
Labour Inspectorate, the Ministry of Finance, Labour and Transfers, and sectoral associations to 
develop and implement sector-specific OSH guidelines.

►	 Align social benefit schemes: Advocate reforms to reduce disincentives to formal employment 
and support workers in transitioning to formality.

►	 Reactivate coordination bodies: Support the reactivation of the Council for Safety and Health 
at Work and establish regular data-sharing between inspectorates, sectoral bodies and business 
associations.

►	 Integrate OSH and productivity data: Encourage the inclusion of OSH and productivity indica-
tors in central reporting and inspection systems.
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