Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on consolidating stability and prosperity in the Western Balkans, adopted by the Commission on 14 July 2009
1.
Rapporteur: Anna IBRISAGIC (EPP-ED/SV)

2.
EP reference number: A6-0212/2009 / P6-TA-PROV(2009)0331
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 24 April 2009

4.
Subject: Consolidating stability and prosperity in the Western Balkans
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)

6.
Brief analysis of the text and of Parliament’s requests:
This resolution on the Western Balkans is overall highly supportive of the Commission's position and policy for the Western Balkans. The resolution urges all EU actors to honour their commitments undertaken with respect to the European perspective of the Western Balkans. It also stresses the importance of fair and rigorous conditionality and underlines the importance of good neighbourly relations in the region. The findings of the resolution can be welcomed and fully supported. For detailed remarks, please see point 7.
Specifically, the European Parliament's resolution urges the Commission to undertake the following actions:
1) To maintain a firm commitment to future enlargement encompassing the Western Balkans.

2) To deal with recent and forthcoming applications for membership with all due speed (together with Council).

3) To pay greater attention to, and provide increased funding for, initiatives promoting reconciliation, tolerance and dialogue between different ethnic groups, and to support the implementation of inter-ethnic agreements.

4) To support the establishment of an adequate inter-modal system for transport between the EU and the Western Balkans, and, within that area, to promote the free and speedy movement of goods and persons, in particular by developing Pan-European Transport Corridor VII.
5) To strengthen local ownership of civil society development, interaction and consultation of local civil society organisations (CSOs), to create a regional CSO discussion forum with a view to exchanging best practices for access to pre-accession funds.

6) To pay greater attention to small & medium and non-urban CSOs, notably through a greater share of assistance.

7) To conduct the visa liberalisation dialogue in a transparent manner and with clearly defined benchmarks (together with the Council).

8)  To implement all appropriate measures to encourage deeper integration of the countries of the Western Balkans into the world trade and economic system, in particular through WTO accession.

9) To identify priorities and conditions for interstate and inter-institutional cooperation in the field of Justice and Home Affairs.

10) To support, jointly with the ICTY, the OSCE and the governments of the region, initiatives aimed at strengthening the capacity and efficiency of national judiciaries engaged in determining accountability for war crimes and other lesser crimes, and ensuring that trials are conducted in an independent and impartial manner and in accordance with the standards and norms of international law (together with ICTY and OSCE).
11) To insist that the governments of the region develop and implement programmes for access to housing and social services for returnees, in line with the Sarajevo Declaration.

7.
Reply to these requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

1) Honouring commitments towards the Western Balkans: As consistently outlined in its annual Communication on the enlargement strategy, the Commission continues to pursue the current enlargement agenda in line with the renewed consensus on enlargement of 2006. It is in the EU's strategic interest to keep up the momentum of this process, on the basis of agreed principles and conditions.

2) Dealing with membership applications: The Council has invited the Commission to present an Opinion on Montenegro's application for membership. The Commission has consequently launched the preparation for a thorough and fair analysis as a basis for discussions about Montenegro's readiness for candidate country status. It is important to ensure the high quality of the document which will facilitate the next steps in the process. The Commission stands ready to deal with Albania's recent membership application, as well as with possible future applications, as soon as the Council requests this.

3) Increased focus on reconciliation: The entire European perspective of the Western Balkans is based on the development of reconciliation, tolerance, and normalisation of inter-ethnic relations. The approach towards reconciliation is based in particular on the regional cooperation process, where the Commission strongly supports politically and financially, the regionally owned Regional Cooperation Council. 

The Commission's Civil Society Facility, founded in 2008 with a budget of more than € 30 million, aims to reinforce the role of civil society organisations in the Western Balkans. The facility finances projects promoting democracy, human rights, reconciliation, socio-economic development and a better understanding of EU-affairs and EU-values.

In addition, the EU is also increasing its support to civil society and non-governmental organisations to promote sustainable peace, conflict prevention, human rights etc under a 2008 Peace-building partnerships framework programme. These peace-building projects encourage greater civil society leadership and political participation of young people.

4) Improved transport networks: The Commission is helping to develop a regional core network in the western Balkans through the implementation of a Memorandum of Understanding which is supported by the South East Europe Transport Observatory (SEETO) established in Belgrade. One of SEETO's main tasks is to foster the exchange of transport-related information in the region. Its multi-annual action plan 2009-2013 identifies priority projects, several of which target the navigability optimisation of Corridor VII.

A further improvement in the cooperation is the establishment of a Transport community between EU and the seven partners in the Western Balkan region. The Transport Community Treaty covers infrastructure in most transport modes and will take into account the relevant acquis linked with transport in the field of environment, public procurement and social rules. The Transport Community Treaty with the Western Balkans is expressly designed to integrate the region fully into the European Transport network and to complement the Enlargement policy of the Community.

5) Civil Society Development: the Commission fully agrees with the assessment on the importance of developing a powerful civil society. Civil society development is one of the focal areas of the Commission enlargement policy. Through the first string of the Civil Society Facility we are about to establish Technical Assistance Offices in all countries, with the aim to strengthen the overall capacities and accountability of CSOs through advice, guidance, training, partnerships and overall support.

6) Special attention in all activities will be paid to small to medium sized and non-urban CSOs, especially regarding their (financial) sustainability. Furthermore in this context regional partnerships, that will also enhance regional discussion, will be supported. The Technical Assistance Offices will create opportunities for regular interaction and consultation of local CSOs among themselves and with the Commission. Local ownership will be guaranteed through the integration into existing structures on the one hand and through close collaboration with local CSOs regarding content on the other hand.

7) Visa liberalisation dialogue: The EU has committed to abolishing visa obligation for those countries of the Western Balkans that fulfil the conditions established in the visa liberalisation dialogue. The Commission is monitoring the implementation of the roadmaps for visa liberalisation and supports the countries in meeting the benchmarks set out in the roadmaps. Those precise benchmarks and clear roadmaps have guaranteed the transparency of the process. The pace of the visa dialogue will depend on the results obtained by each of the countries. The Commission provided Member States with its preliminary assessment of progress in May 2009. Provided the benchmarks are met, the Commission may propose, on a country-by-country basis, lifting of the visa obligation at the end of 2009.

8) Enhanced trade integration: The Commission is committed to WTO integration of the Western Balkans. The Commission provides technical support to facilitate a smooth WTO accession of the countries in question.  Trade flows between the Western Balkans and the EU are liberalised through a series of Stabilisation and Association Agreements. When negotiating them, particular emphasis was put on the economic situation in each of the countries, so liberalisation would not cause harmful effects. Trade integration within the region is facilitated by the CEFTA 2006 agreement. It provides an opportunity to re-establish old commercial links and increase trade flows between the neighbouring countries when trade with the rest of the world is slowing down due to the economic crisis. The secretariat of the CEFTA agreement benefits from financial support of the Commission.

9) Cooperation in the area of justice and home affairs: The Commission supports regional cooperation initiatives in the field of justice and home affairs. The various regional initiatives are supported with the available financial assistance resources under IPA. The requirements for inter-state and inter-institutional cooperation have already been established for two of the projects mentioned in the report, the PROSECO project on prosecutorial cooperation and the ILECUS project on policy cooperation. Further regional harmonisation of integrated border management strategies, action plans, as well as increased inter-institutional cooperation at borders will be achieved through a regional IPA project which started in the second quarter of 2009. With regard to the "coordinated abolition of ´constitutional provisions´ or other legal ´obstacles´ which prohibit the extradition of own nationals facing indictment in other states of the region", the Commission encourages both politically and financially that the countries concerned conclude agreements to ensure efficient investigations and adjudications of serious crime cases.

10)  To support initiatives aimed at strengthening the capacity and efficiency of national judiciaries to deal with war crimes cases: The Commission supports the improvement of judicial capacities both in general and specifically in war crimes cases through regional and national financial assistance. This includes, for example, financing internships at the ICTY prosecutors office for war crimes prosecutors and young lawyers from the countries of the Western Balkans.

11) Refugee return – to insist that governments of the region develop and implement programmes for access to housing and social services for returnees: The Commission fully agrees that greater efforts are needed on the part of the governments of the region in order to ensure the economic and social conditions for the sustainable return of refugees and internally displaced persons, in particular as regards housing. The Commission will continue to press the countries of the region to create the conditions for sustainable return, including through development and implementation of housing programmes, access to social services and through tackling discrimination. The Commission will continue to raise these issues in all appropriate fora as these countries move forward in the EU integration process.
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