


[bookmark: enlargement]Follow-up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution on new EU strategy for enlargement
1. Rapporteur: Tonino PICULA (S&D / HR)
2. Reference number: 2022/2064 (INI) / A9-0251/2022 / P9_TA(2022)0406
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 23 November 2022
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it: 
The resolution confirms the enlargement as “the most effective EU foreign policy instrument and one of the Union’s most successful policies, and it remains a strategic, future-oriented geopolitical investment in peace, security, stability and prosperity on the European continent”. It also addresses challenges, calling for undertaking a comprehensive reflection on the credibility and effectiveness of its enlargement policy, while reforming and strengthening itself. The resolution calls, among others, for combining a strong focus on the fundamental freedoms and reforms with the gradual phasing-in of the candidate countries into various sectors of EU integration. It makes concrete recommendations on the rule of law and the need for the candidate countries to align with the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), especially the sanctions against Russia. 
6. Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission: 
The Commission welcomes the support of the European Parliament for the EU’s enlargement policy.
The full and unequivocal commitment to the European Union membership perspective of the Western Balkans was reconfirmed by the EU leaders at the EU-Western Balkans Summit in December 2022. They called for the acceleration of the accession process, based upon credible reforms by partners, fair and rigorous conditionality and the principle of own merits. In the 2022 Enlargement Package[footnoteRef:2], the Commission’s recommendations include: [2:  	COM(2022) 528 final] 

· Montenegro: the priority for further overall progress in the accession negotiations remains the fulfilment of the rule of law interim benchmarks set under chapters 23 and 24.
· Serbia’s progress on the rule of law and the normalisation of relations with Kosovo will continue to determine the overall pace of the accession negotiations. Serbia needs, as a matter of priority, to step up its alignment with the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy of the EU (EU CFSP), including restrictive measures.
· The screening process is proceeding smoothly with North Macedonia and Albania.
On 15 December 2022, the European Council endorsed[footnoteRef:3] the Council conclusions of 13 December 2022 on the Enlargement and Stabilisation and Association Process, and granted the status of candidate country to Bosnia and Herzegovina (paragraphs a ,b, c, e, f, g, I, ab, ag and ah). [3:  	EUCO 34/22] 

On 14 December 2022, the Council Presidency and European Parliament representatives reached an agreement on the draft regulation on visa free travel for holders of passports issued by Kosovo. The agreed text now needs to be approved by the Council and the European Parliament before going through the formal adoption procedure. Kosovo is expected to engage more constructively in the negotiations on the legally binding normalisation agreement with Serbia in the coming period (paragraph ag).
On 23 June 2022, the European Council[footnoteRef:4] recognised the European perspective of Ukraine, the Republic of Moldova and Georgia and affirmed that the future of these countries and their citizens lies within the European Union. The European Council also decided to grant the status of candidate country to Ukraine and to the Republic of Moldova, and expressed readiness to grant the status of candidate country to Georgia once the priorities specified in the Commission’s opinion on Georgia’s membership application have been addressed. [4:  	EUCO 24/22] 

A credible accession perspective is the key incentive and driver of transformation in the region and thus enhances the EU collective security and prosperity. It is a key tool to promote democracy, rule of law and the respect for fundamental rights, which are also the main engines of economic integration and the essential anchor for fostering regional reconciliation and stability. Maintaining and enhancing this policy, based on the own merits principle, is thus indispensable for the EU’s credibility, success and influence in the region and beyond (paragraphs a, b, c, d, e and f).
Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine has resonated strongly across the region and further underlined the importance of CSFP alignment in the enlargement process. The Commission commends those Western Balkans partners that are already demonstrating their strategic commitment in this regard by fully aligning with the CFSP and encourages those that have not done so to follow suit.
The Commission remains fully committed to continue supporting the candidate countries and potential candidates in their reform efforts. The implementation of these reforms will allow them to progress on their European paths. These reforms need to have a real impact on the ground - boosting prosperity, creating jobs, improving the quality of life and the sense of freedom for people in the countries in the region. This will only happen if the pace of reforms is not only sustained but accelerated.
The EU has a strong toolkit to guide the enlargement process, made even stronger by the revised enlargement methodology, aimed at strengthening the process, enhancing the credibility and trust on both sides and yielding better results on the ground. Strengthening the rule of law and the fight against corruption and organised crime is a key condition for any candidate to advance on their EU path.
The Commission’s 2022 Enlargement Package provides a detailed assessment of the state of play and the progress made by the Western Balkans and Türkiye on their respective paths towards the EU, with a particular focus on implementing fundamental reforms, as well as clear guidance on the reform priorities ahead.
Clear incentives proposed by the revised enlargement methodology are supporting solid and accelerated economic development and tangible benefits for citizens in order to provide the environment that allows for the substantial reforms needed, e.g. increased investment opportunities, work for accelerated integration and “phasing-in” to individual EU policies, the EU markets and EU programmes, while ensuring a level playing field and strengthened regional integration.
Much is being done to accelerate the integration of the Western Balkans, given their status as candidate countries and potential candidate countries. This includes participation in EU programmes and agencies, but also through the implementation of the Stabilisation and Association Agreements (SAAs), the Economic and Investment Plan (EIP), including regional cooperation frameworks, like the EU strategy for the Adriatic-Ionian region and the EU strategy for the Danube region, and potentially through regional economic integration. The EU has been steadily enhancing its policy engagement with the Western Balkans, focusing on areas of joint interest, such as justice and home affairs, economy and single market, energy, agriculture and rural development, transport and digital policy, civil protection, social policy, education, and research and innovation, as well as on foreign affairs, security and defence. Engagement in the latter fields includes support to strengthen cyber and defence capacities. The Stabilisation and Association Process already provides for considerable integration in advance of the date of accession. Beyond the opportunities under the SAA, other regional agreements, notably on the Transport Community and the Energy Community, offer considerable scope for integration. Through the Energy Community, the EU is also opening its electricity market to the Western Balkans, subject to regulatory reforms (paragraphs f, g, h, i, j, n, p and u).
The organisation of the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Tirana in December 2022, for the first time in the region, is a sign of the EU’s strong commitment to the Western Balkans.
The Commission announced the decisions taken to deliver on the EUR 1 billion Energy Support Package for the region, presented by President von der Leyen in November 2022. The Commission has approved EUR 500 million of immediate budget support assistance to help the region alleviate the impact of energy price increases on businesses and vulnerable households. The EU is ready to deliver 90% of this funding already in January 2023. Furthermore, the Commission and the Member States have approved EUR 500 million for the short and medium-term initiatives for energy transition and diversification through the Western Balkans Investment Framework. These include investments in renewable energy infrastructure, energy transition and energy efficiency.
The Summit was an opportunity to review progress in the implementation of the nearly EUR 30 billion EIP announced in 2020. The EU has so far adopted financing for 40 flagship projects in transport connectivity, energy transition, green agenda, digital transition and human capital development, with EUR 1.8 billion EU support and a total investment value of EUR 5.7 billion.
Representatives of telecommunication operators from the Western Balkans and the EU signed a joint declaration on lowering of roaming charges between the region and the EU on a voluntary basis starting in October 2023. The negotiations of the agreement were facilitated by the Commission and the Regional Cooperation Council. The process is ongoing and the release of a commonly agreed glide path and price cap is expected next May.
The Summit was an opportunity to discuss and deepen EU cooperation with the region in the areas of migration, cybersecurity, as well as education and youth. The Commission has recently approved EUR 70 million in funding to help improve border management capabilities and step up the fight against smuggling of migrants and trafficking in human beings in the Western Balkans and is assisting the region in developing its cyber resilience. The Western Balkans will also be included on an equal footing with EU Member States in the European Universities initiative under Erasmus+, with the aim of creating further opportunities for young people.
The EU encouraged Western Balkan partners to establish and maintain cooperative relations with the European Public Prosecutors Office (EPPO) in the field of mutual legal assistance in criminal matters. The Commission welcomes the working arrangements already established between the EPPO and some Western Balkan Partners, and encourage the other Partners towards similar cooperation as soon as possible (paragraphs g, i and as).
As per Article 17 of the Common Implementing Regulation, the Commission is undertaking the final evaluation of IPA II (Instrument for pre-Accession assistance) together with the mid-term evaluation of IPA III. The exercise will also include the mid-term evaluation of NDICI (Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument), as well as the final evaluation of its predecessors from the previous Multi-annual Financial Framework (paragraphs o, p, q, r and s).
As regards Ukraine, the Republic of Moldova and Georgia, the Commission will report on the fulfilment of the steps/priorities specified in the Commission’s opinions on the respective membership applications as part of its regular enlargement package, in which the three countries will be included as of 2023.
The objective of the cooperation with the three countries is already based on their alignment with EU standards and approximation with EU legislation and policies as per the Association Agreements/Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTA) and their membership in the Energy Community. The integration of the three countries is also supported by their participation in EU programmes and agencies, as well as through the Eastern Partnership Economic and Investment Plan and regional cooperation frameworks, like the EU Black Sea strategy. The IPA III Regulation sets out specifically in its Annex I the partners covered, and the three new applicant countries are not part of them (paragraphs t, u, v, w, x, y and af).
Support for Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia is provided under NDICI-Global Europe. The three countries receive support through NDICI, for instance via thematic programmes, TAIEX (Technical Assistance and Information Exchange Instrument) and OECD/SIGMA (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development/Support for Improvement in Governance and Management). The Commission’s proposals regarding the reconstruction of Ukraine are set out in the Commission Communication “Ukraine Relief and Reconstruction” – COM(2022)233 final (paragraphs aa, ab, ac, ad, ae and af).
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