Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on Enlargement: policies, criteria and the EU's strategic interests, adopted by the Commission on 20 February 2013
1.
Rapporteur: Maria Eleni KOPPA (S&D/EL)

2.
EP reference number: A7-0274/2012 / P7-TA(2012)0453
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 22 November 2012
4.
Subject: Enlargement: policies, criteria and the EU’s strategic interests 
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution strongly supports the enlargement process, underlines the importance for the EU and the candidate and potential candidate countries of fulfilling all obligations, respecting all commitments and creating the conditions for ensuring the success of future enlargements; it acknowledges the benefits of the enlargement and accession process, both for the citizens of the candidate and potential candidate countries and for EU citizens; it considers that the Copenhagen criteria continue to constitute a fundamental basis and should remain at the heart of enlargement policy; it stresses that full and rigorous compliance with these criteria is imperative, that more attention should be paid to the social dimension, and that the Union’s integration capacity must be taken fully into account; it also holds that main bilateral issues should be solved before an acceding country can join the EU.
The European Parliament calls on the Commission to address the EU's social dimension in the enlargement process; to maintain and further identify its monitoring of the accession process; to report to the Parliament on progress in chapters 23 and 24 and to make the Delegations' monthly pre-accession reports available to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs; to reduce the administrative burden for IPA funding and to make it more accessible to smaller civil organisations; to involve NGOs and other stakeholders in the screening process; to insist on priority reforms that create favourable regulatory environment for innovative and high potential SMEs; to involve enlargement countries in initiatives for social inclusion of Roma; to start developing an arbitration mechanism for bilateral disputes; to undertake comprehensive impact assessments when receiving membership applications or opening accession negotiations; adopt a new approach on fighting corruption and organised crime by drawing the attention of the authorities to individual instances of systemic corruption; to plan a non-decrease in real terms of overall funding for each beneficiary; to accompany EU enlargement with a concerted and more effective and transparent communication policy; and to work out a detailed proposal for a monitoring mechanism for Member States, building on the provisions of Article 7 TEU and Article 258 TFEU.
7.
Reply to these requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

The reply to the above-mentioned requests directly addressed to the Commission can be summarised as follows:

1. In its latest enlargement strategy paper, the Commission places increased emphasis on the social challenges in the enlargement countries and stresses the need for a much more pro-active policy response to alleviate deteriorating social conditions including unemployment and poverty. The Commission will continue associating enlargement countries with the Europe 2020 strategy. In addition, from 2013 onwards, the Commission will gradually start a dialogue with enlargement countries on employment and social reform programmes, pursuing a comprehensive approach to employment and social policy.

2. The Commission continuously works on improving its monitoring and reporting tools in the field of enlargement. The annual progress reports are consulted with a wide range of stakeholders, including national authorities, international organisations and civil society. In particular in the area of rule of law, the Commission works closely together with European and international agencies; for example, the screening reports on Chapters "Judiciary and fundamental rights" and "Justice, freedom and security" for Montenegro took into account a report prepared by EUROPOL. As also requested by the December Council conclusions, this cooperation will be intensified further.

3. The Commission attaches great importance to the reform of the judiciary and the fight against corruption. These issues need to be addressed at the early stages of the accession process. Forthcoming phases of the EU integration process will provide for even closer monitoring and clear benchmarks in these areas, in line with the new approach for the Chapters "Judiciary and fundamental rights" and "Justice, freedom and security". The Commission will keep the European Parliament duly informed, in particular through its annual Progress Reports.

4. The Commission is aware of the need to simplify the procedures to make funds available for smaller civil society organisations, including community and grassroots organisations. A first step in this direction was the set-up of the Civil Society Facility in 2008, which was re-designed last year with the aim to increase access of grassroots organisations and civic initiatives to financial resources, in-kind contributions or expertise from established civil society organisations and networks. For the future, the Commission will use all the simplified grant award procedures foreseen by the new Financial Regulation.

IPA II will be delivered through simplified procedures, causing less administrative burden for all. This takes place at various levels: in the proposal for the Common Implementing Regulation, in the new Financial Regulation, and also in the future IPA Implementing Rules that will complete the legislative framework for the assistance.

In the meantime, the Commission is exploring alternative ways of supporting civil society, for instance through networking and partnership, where an experienced lead applicant teams up with partners, including smaller grass-roots organisations; through encouraging re-granting, allowing grass-root organisations to bid for funds as third parties, possibly in their own local language; and through small-grants schemes, for instance in Turkey. This approach is all the more beneficial as it allows for transfer of knowledge, with the larger CSOs building the capacity of the smaller organisations as they implement projects together. All these should facilitate capacity building of smaller organisations and increases their chances of success.

5. The Commission encourages the involvement of civil society in the accession process and is in regular contact with civil society representatives and other stakeholders to that end. This includes meetings during peer assessment missions as well as consultations for preparing the annual Progress Reports. The Commission also encourages candidate countries to include civil society representatives in their delegations for the screening.

6. The Western Balkans and Turkey participate in a regular review of policy reforms for improved business environment, as prescribed by the EU Small Business Act. The review process is lighter than for the Member States but includes all main principles, including the emphasis on small and innovation enterprises. Findings from this review are included in the economic policy dialogue and figure as priority for pre-accession assistance (IPA) projects.

Since 2012, a new and comprehensive set of measures for improving access to finance for SMEs has been launched: the Western Balkan Enterprise Development and Innovation Facility (WB EDIF) promotes the emergence and growth of innovative and high-potential companies, as well as the creation of a regional venture capital market. The initial capital of EUR 145 million is brought together under this facility by the European Commission, international financial institutions (IFIs), beneficiaries and bilateral donors. This is expected to translate into over EUR 300 million of direct financing for SMEs in the region.

7. The 2011 EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies contains an enlargement dimension underlining that the EU Roma integration goals are equally relevant to enlargement countries. With a view to substantially improving the social inclusion of Roma in these countries already at an early stage of approximation to the EU, the Commission organised a series of national Roma conferences in these countries involving all relevant stakeholders at regional, national and local level, including representatives of Roma and other civil society organisations as well as international organisations. The implementation of the comprehensive operational conclusions is rigorously monitored through the mechanism of the SAP and the annual Progress Reports. Furthermore, the Commission is continuously improving the use of IPA under national and regional programmes in order to assist these countries in realising the goals. 6 enlargement countries already participate in the Decade of Roma Inclusion, and the Commission is also in favour of a future membership of Kosovo
 and Turkey in the Decade.

8. The Commission is continuously developing its approach to bilateral and multilateral disputes in the context of enlargement policy and assesses the possibilities for concrete measures and initiatives provided under EU's institutional setup. The Commission urges parties involved in disputes to make every effort towards solving them in line with established principles and means, including referring issues as appropriate to the International Court of Justice or other existing or ad hoc dispute settlement bodies.
9. In line with the European Council Conclusions of December 2006, the Commission, in its Opinions on membership applications as well as in the course of the accession negotiations on specific acquis chapters, assesses the preparedness of the country concerned and the impact its accession would have.

10. The Commission is continuously improving its monitoring capacities on organised crime and corruption. It uses case studies as one method of assessing a country's capacities and potential shortcomings in this area. It also requests countries to present concrete measures taken, in particular, on high level cases. However, the Commission neither has the mandate nor the capacities to act as a law enforcement body. It therefore cannot intervene in investigations of individual cases. The Commission is fully committed to cooperation with GRECO and national anti-corruption bodies.

11. The overall figure foreseen in the Commission regulation proposal for IPA II is 14.1 billion € (current prices) for the period 2014-2020. The proposal is subject to the final outcome of the on-going legislative procedure.

The Commission proposes to maintain the same level of funding as today, with the exception of Croatia which is due to join the EU in 2013 and will therefore no longer require pre-accession assistance. This means we proposed continuity in funding in real terms. This will bring the level of funding for enlargement countries generally to a level similar to the one that the countries of the 5th enlargement enjoyed at the time of their accession. In current prices, the € 14.1 billion for 2014-2020 represent a nominal increase compared to the 2007-2013 level of €11.5 billion. Compared to 2013 (the peak year of the period), the budget remains stable in real terms for the whole period (the only increase being the anticipated inflation).

12. The 2012 Enlargement Strategy paper underlines that enlargement policy and in particular the accession of new Member States needs public understanding and support in order to be successful and sustainable. As in other policy areas, the public expects to see tangible evidence of the effectiveness of EU enlargement and its transformational power for those countries concerned as well as the added value for the EU as a whole.

Against this background DG Enlargement will implement the information and communication campaigns on the benefits of pre-accession support. It will also run a campaign on Croatia's forthcoming accession, as well as an awareness raising campaign under the motto "so similar, so different, so European". Both campaigns aim to familiarise current EU citizens with future or prospective other EU members. The Commission will further undertake actions to increase the knowledge and support about the enlargement process among key stakeholders and multipliers.

The Commission's enlargement communication actions and those of EU delegations towards enlargement countries should be seen as part of the overall effort on enlargement communication, which is also the responsibility of the other institutions including the European Parliament, of the governments and parliaments of the Member States, as well as of the enlargement countries.

13. With respect to the request that the monthly pre-accession reports of the EU delegations be made available to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs upon request, the Commission is presently discussing the practical modalities with the relevant Parliament's services.

14. Regarding the European Parliament's request to work out a detailed proposal for a monitoring mechanism, President BARROSO underlined in his State of the Union address in September 2012 the importance of the rule of law for the functioning of the European Union. The President stressed that in recent months we have seen threats to the legal and democratic fabric in some of our European states and that "these situations also revealed limits of our institutional arrangements". He expressed the need for "a better developed set of instruments– not just the alternative between the "soft power" of political persuasion and the "nuclear option" of article 7 of the Treaty". The Commission is reflecting on these issues.
-----------

� This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo Declaration of Independence.





5

