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Bulgaria's progress towards accession. Strategy paper and 2004 report

PURPOSE : to present the 2004 Regular Report on Bulgaria's progress towards accession.

CONTENT : this Report provides an overall assessment of the situation for each of the aspects under consideration, setting out for each of
them the main steps still to be taken by Bulgaria in preparing for accession.

- Political criteria : since the Commission concluded in its 1997 Opinion that Bulgaria fulfilled the political criteria, the country has further
consolidated and deepened the stability of its institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights and respect for and protection
of minorities. This trend has been confirmed over the past year. Bulgaria continues to fulfil the political criteria.

Tangible progress was made in public administration reform with the adoption of amendments to the Civil service law. The specific structures
for co-ordinating European integration continue to function well, and in view of Bulgaria's aim of building a qualified and efficient civil service by
the time of accession this progress needs to spread throughout the public administration. Also, interdepartmental coordination should improve.
Attention should be given to the legal framework for local and regional administration, which will play an important role in the implementation of
the acquis.

Building on important reforms of the judiciary system achieved in recent years, there have been positive developments with regard to the
recruitment and appointment of judges. Still, certain key parts of the reform of the judiciary remain to be adopted. The complexity and
efficiency of the penal structures, in particular in the pre-trial phase, is a matter of concern. Strong efforts will be necessary to foster Bulgaria's
capacity to prosecute organised crime and corruption, which involves further reforms in the structures of the judiciary and of the police.

Bulgaria has implemented several measures in the fight against corruption, but it remains a problem. Renewed efforts are needed, including
tackling high level corruption.

Bulgaria continues to respect human rights and fundamental freedoms. Further progress should be pursued in specific areas to improve their
implementation in practice. Comprehensive legislation on anti-discrimination was adopted but the independent body required by the law has
not yet been established. The freedom of expression is ensured by law. However, the legal framework regarding libel and defamation by
journalists needs to be revised. Efforts to address inadequate living conditions in certain prisons and problems of ill-treatment in custody need
to be sustained. Trafficking in human beings is a serious problem and needs to be addressed. A new law on public health should address
most of the issues related to the placement of mentally disabled people. The structures responsible for child welfare and their co-ordination
with the relevant ministries need to be reinforced.

Efforts have been made in the past years to develop a framework to tackle the problems faced by minorities, but the situation on the ground
has not evolved much. Sustained efforts including allocation of appropriate financial resources will be necessary to effectively implement the
intentions and to combat in particular anti-Roma prejudice.

- Economic criteria : the 1997 Opinion already acknowledged the substantial reform efforts undertaken by the Bulgarian authorities to
transform their economy. Since the Opinion economic structure and performance have significantly improved. Macroeconomic stability has
been achieved soon after the Opinion, profound economic reforms have been carried out over the entire period while the Bulgarian authorities'
commitment to the economic requirements of EU accession has been sustained.

Hence, it is concluded that Bulgaria is a functioning market economy. The continuation of its current reform path should enable Bulgaria to
cope with competitive pressure and market forces within the Union. Improvements can be made in sustaining macroeconomic stability and in
deepening structural reforms. The current account deficit has widened substantially in 2003 and could, if continuing, warrant a further policy
response. The business environment, in particular the efficiency of the administrative and judicial system as well as regulatory procedures,
should be further improved to increase Bulgaria's attractiveness for investment. In spite of significant achievements, privatisation still needs to
be completed. While the legal framework is largely in place, the actual restructuring and liberalisation of the network industries need to
progress further in order to enhance competition and efficiency. The ongoing reduction in unemployment should be further supported by
reducing rigidities in labour market regulation.

- Implementation of the acquis : Bulgaria has made good progress in adopting the acquis and more recently, has also made progress in
gradually building up the administrative capacity to implement and effectively enforce the acquis. Over the past year, Bulgaria has made
further progress in the vast majority of the chapters of the acquis and is on track to complete the required legislative transposition before the
planned date of accession if the current pace of progress is maintained.

Overall, Bulgaria has now achieved a reasonable degree of alignment with the acquis in the large majority of areas. It is also on track in
developing adequate administrative capacity to implement the acquis in a considerable number of fields. Bulgaria has established most of the
necessary institutional structures. Nevertheless, in some sectors, further efforts and resources are required to strengthen the capacities of
these institutions and to ensure their effective functioning. These sectors are as follows :

- internal market (free movement of goods, industrial products, foodstuff and food safety);

- free movement of persons, freedom to provide services, free movement of capital;

- company law, competition, taxation;

- agriculture, fisheries, telecommunications, environment, transport and energy;

- social policy and employment;

- regional policy and co-ordination of structural instruments;
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- consumer and health protection;

- justice and home affairs (significant further efforts are needed to strengthen the law enforcement capacity and policy formulation in order to
step up the fight against organised crime and corruption);

- customs;

- financial control (more effort is needed to ensure the protection of the EC financial interests and of the euro against counterfeiting, as to well
as to further strengthening the administrative capacity to implement sound financial control systems).

In the accession negotiations, all 31 chapters have been provisionally closed. The commitments made in the negotiations are with a view to
accession in 2007. Bulgaria is generally meeting the commitments that it has made during the negotiations although delays have been noted
in specific areas.

In conclusion, the Commission expects Bulgaria to assume the obligations of membership in accordance with the envisaged timeframe. In the
period leading up to accession, Bulgaria needs to continue its preparations, in line with the commitments it has made in the accession
negotiations.

Bulgaria's progress towards accession. Strategy paper and 2004 report

 The committee adopted the own-initiative report by Geoffrey van ORDEN (EPP-ED, UK) on Bulgaria's progress towards accession. The
committee took the view that Bulgaria should be in a position to join the EU on 1 January 2007. MEPs said that Bulgaria met the Copenhagen
political criteria, had successfully overhauled its administration and judicial system, had a functioning market economy and had made efforts to
resolve the problems of minorities. They therefore saw no obstacle to speedy signature of the accession treaty, preferably in early spring 2005.
And they emphasised that Bulgaria's accession timetable should not be linked to that of any other candidate country.

However, the report did not simply heap praise upon Bulgaria. MEPs called for even greater efforts to be made to fight organised crime,
corruption and trafficking in human beings. On the last point, they argued that a database on ill-treated people and those who had disappeared
would be useful. They added that measures were needed to speed up the integration of the Roma people through better access to education,
healthcare and jobs. MEPs nevertheless stressed the need for the Roma to take responsibility themselves in this area as well. Lastly, they
pointed out that the economic situation of many Bulgarians was not improving, despite the country's positive economic performance.

Bulgaria's progress towards accession. Strategy paper and 2004 report

The European Parliament adopted a resolution based on the own-initiative report by Geoffrey van ORDEN (EPP-ED, UK). (Please see the
summary of 30/11/2004). The resolution was adopted by 527 votes in favour, 19 against and 21 abstentions. Parliament supported the
Commission's conclusion that Bulgaria is a functioning market economy, as well as meeting the political criteria. It commended Bulgaria on its
continuous GDP growth, significant decrease in the rate of unemployment and record levels of foreign direct investment while noting that
unemployment is still high, that many people still fail to see improvement in their economic situation, and the emigration of highly qualified
people, together with low mobility of regional labour forces, is creating shortages in some key sectors.


