Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on the 2015 Report on Serbia, adopted by the Commission on 12 April 2016
1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rule 123(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure by the Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)
2.
EP reference number: B8-0166/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0046
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 4 February 2016

4.
Subject: 2015 Annual Report on Serbia
5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution reflects the European Parliament continuous support for Serbia's EU path. It welcomes the opening of the first negotiation chapters in December 2015 and looks forward to the opening of rule of law chapters 23 and 24 in the first half of 2016. The EP welcomes Serbia's progress in implementing an ambitious reform programme, in reforming its public administration and in strengthening the rule of law, together with its constructive approach on regional cooperation and good neighbourly relations, and continued engagement in the normalisation process with Kosovo. The European Parliament also praises Serbia's handling of the migration crisis. Furthermore, the resolution calls on Serbia to align its foreign and security policy to that of the EU, including its policy on Russia, while welcoming Serbia’s active participation in peacekeeping operations. It also underlines the six areas where further progress is expected: rule of law (including the fight against corruption and organised crime, and judicial reform), democracy (including inclusiveness in the accession process, elections and public administration reform), human rights (including non-discrimination of most vulnerable groups and freedom of expression and of the media), respect and protection of minorities (including implementation across the country of related legislation in relation to education, use of languages, representation in public administration and access to media and religious services in minority languages, and Roma), regional cooperation and good neighbourly relations (including domestic handling of war crimes, cooperation with ICTY and normalisation of relations with Kosovo), and energy, environment and transport (including the gas market, renewable energies and waste).

6.
Reply to these requests and outlook regarding the action, that the Commission has taken, or intends to take:

The resolution is a balanced and comprehensive assessment of Serbia's progress on its EU path, very much in line with the Commission's annual report on Serbia of 10 November 2015. It reinforces the Commission's message that the country has made major steps towards its strategic objective of EU membership, which the opening of the first negotiating chapters in December 2015 is an acknowledgement of. This is key also for the stability in the region. Also very much in line with the Commission's assessment, the European Parliament encourages Serbia to move decisively with reforms and to remain committed to the normalisation process with Kosovo, with a view to secure the next steps in EU accession negotiations, i.e. the opening of rule of law chapters, hopefully in the first half of 2016. The Commission will continue to closely monitor and assess Serbia's progress in complying with the membership criteria, both under the negotiation and Stabilisation and Association process. This assessment will be reflected in the next annual report.

On specific requests contained in the resolution, the Commission's position is the following:
· "… calls on the Commission to continue supporting the government in its plans to conduct further reforms, especially in addressing fiscal imbalances and reforms of major sectors of the economy"; (paragraph 5)

The Commission is supporting the planning of further reforms for fiscal consolidation and restructuring of the most important sectors through the high level economic dialogue based on Serbia's economic reform programme, leading to ECOFIN Council conclusions in May. The Commission assists Serbia in the preparation of this programme.

· "… it is … indispensable that the EU provide resources and adequate financial help to Serbia …"; (paragraph 6)

The Commission remains fully committed to continuing supporting Serbia's handling of the refugees/ migration flow. The overall pre-accession support for Serbia since 2007 for migration-related activities amounts to EUR 52.6 million. Out of these, EUR 7 million have been allocated to target the current crisis. Additional money has been earmarked for humanitarian assistance. The Commission's humanitarian assistance support totals EUR 21.74 million as of mid-November 2015 to help cover key essentials such as temporary shelter, food, health, water and sanitation for the Western Balkans, in particular Serbia and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. Serbia also activated the EU Civil Protection Mechanism on 21 September 2015.

· "… calls on the Commission and the Member States to provide expert support … to establish an institutional framework and expertise to fight organised crime effectively …"; (paragraph 12)

The Commission is already providing support and technical expertise to Serbia in this area, either through the Technical Assistance and Information Exchange Instrument (TAIEX) or the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA). Based on Serbia's action plans for chapters 23 and 24, which clearly indicate those areas where Serbia solicits assistance from the EU to implement the medium to long-term commitments it undertook in the context of the accession negotiations, the Commission is fully committed to continue providing this assistance in the years to come.

· "…on the reiterated call to Serbia to re-examine its legislation on jurisdiction in war crimes proceedings in the spirit of reconciliation and good-neighbourly relations together with the Commission and with its neighbours"; (paragraph 26)
The Commission reiterates the position it adopted last year on the same call:

The Commission fully understands the sensitivities in this field. Serbia and its neighbours need to look into the future in a spirit of regional co-operation and reconciliation. The Commission raises these issues with the Serbian authorities at all appropriate levels, as necessary.

Effective and impartial handling of war crimes, in line with international standards, features high in the accession negotiations with Serbia. It is covered by specific recommendations in the screening report on chapter 23 (Judiciary and fundamental rights), stressing the need for efficient, deterrent and impartial treatment of war crimes, equal treatment of suspects, proportionality of sentences and protection of victims.

All these recommendations are addressed in the Judiciary section of the Action plan required for the opening of chapter 23. The Commission is committed to reviewing the measures undertaken by Serbia in this framework.

· On the call on the Commission to support Serbia and Kosovo chambers of commerce's activities; (paragraph 27)

The Commission supports the Serbia and Kosovo chambers of commerce activities as a concrete contribution towards a comprehensive normalisation. Upon the submission of a project proposal by the chambers, the Commission is ready to provide them with adequate funding.

· On the call on the Commission to support Serbia's efforts to decrease its dependence on energy imports and diversify its gas supply; (paragraph 29)

The Commission shares the European Parliament's view in this regard and is committed to supporting the Gas interconnector project between Serbia and Bulgaria. Preparations on the Serbian side have intensified lately, but acceleration of project preparation, including updated Feasibility Study and Cost-Benefit Analysis are needed in order to take a final funding decision for IPA 2017 and advance towards construction.
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