Follow up to the European Parliament recommendation of 19 June 2020 to the Council, the Commission and the Vice-President of the Commission / High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy on the Western Balkans, following the 2020 summit
1. Rapporteur: Tonino PICULA (S&D/ HR)
2. Reference numbers: 2019/2210 (INI) / A9-0091/2020 / P9_TA-PROV(2020)0168
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 19 June 2020
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)
5. Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution calls for the Council and the Commission to support the European perspective of the Western Balkans, accelerate the accession process for those committed to reforms, and consistently apply the revised enlargement methodology, based on clear criteria, conditionality and reversibility, while maintaining a merit-based approach. The Parliament highlights the need to bring the primacy of democracy, rule of law, human rights and fundamental freedoms to the very centre of the enlargement process by opening first and closing last the relevant chapters.
The resolution recommends involving the Western Balkans in various EU forums (annual regional meetings on the margins of the European Council, Political and Security Committee, Commission working groups and mechanisms), enhancing the role of Parliaments in the accession process and to engage the representatives of the Western Balkan countries in the Conference on the Future of Europe. The Parliament also calls to recognise that the Berlin Process supports and supplements the EU enlargement policy but cannot be treated as an alternative to accession.
The Parliament calls for an increased EU engagement in solving outstanding bilateral issues, promoting good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation through confidence-building and mediation efforts, for fostering people-to-people contacts and exchanges and for supporting the newly appointed EU Special Representative for the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue and other Western Balkan regional issues.
The Parliament calls for strengthening democracy, by providing support to the electoral reforms in the region in line with international standards, transparency in party funding and fighting disinformation campaigns. The resolution also highlights the need for continued support to civil society organisations, independent media, fostering a safe environment for journalists and a diverse media landscape.
The resolution emphasizes the need for a continued focus on the rule of law, reform of the judiciary and implementation of court rulings – both at national and international level – as well as international obligations in the prosecution of war crimes and the determination of the fate of missing persons. The Parliament calls for support for anti-discrimination policies, gender equality and social inclusion of ethnic, national and religious minorities, people with disabilities, Roma and LGBTQI+.
On security, the resolution focuses on continued work on countering terrorism and organised crime, hybrid threats and Russian propaganda. The Parliament further refers to the need for progressive alignment of accession countries with the EU common foreign and security policy and common commercial policy, and calls for enhancing support to the region to manage migration and refugee flows, inter alia through effective implementation of the status agreements with the European Border and Coast Guard Agency. Finally, the Parliament recommends granting visa liberalisation to Kosovo as soon as possible, as the benchmarks have been fulfilled since July 2018. 
The Parliament further calls for support the Western Balkans in their post-COVID economic recovery through a substantial economic and investment package with a view to improving competitiveness, business environment, the situation of SMEs. It should include a clear social dimension, work on eradication of poverty, revisions of labour law, tackling the brain drain, promoting quality educational reforms, vocational education and training. This should be supported by the participation of the region in EU programmes like Erasmus+, Creative Europe and Horizon 2020 and establishing new programmes for intraregional mobility. 
The Parliament highlights the importance of regional economic cooperation and calls for continuation of work on bringing the Western Balkan economies closer together within the framework of the Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA), extending the Multiannual Action Plan for a Regional Economic Area (MAP REA), and working with the Regional Cooperation Council (RCC), the Regional Youth Cooperation Office (RYCO) and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).
The resolution also calls for further efforts towards further efforts to include the region with the EU’s Connectivity Strategy, European rail and road corridors and TEN-T and TEN-E networks. The Parliament calls to accelerate the implementation of the digital agenda, progress in creating a roaming free zone and to initiate a further decrease in tariffs for communications with the EU.
The Parliament also recommends associating the region with the European Green Deal[footnoteRef:1] and the Just Transition, by promoting alignment with EU environmental standards, the Paris Agreement and the energy acquis of the Union accepted through the Energy Community Treaty. The Parliament calls for regional energy integration but also monitoring, mitigation and prevention of air and water pollution and ex ante strategic environmental assessments. [1:  	COM/2019/640 final] 

Finally, the resolution calls for ensuring that the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance[footnoteRef:2] (IPA) III is driven by political priorities, and that it is allocated in a transparent, proportionate and non-discriminatory manner and is based on solid performance indicators. The Parliament recommends prioritising Western Balkans in the new External Action Guarantee and the European Fund for Sustainable Development (EFSD+) and doubling the provision of grants through the Western Balkans Investment Framework to support connectivity in transport and energy sector, digitalisation, the green agenda, and social investments. The resolution is also to substantially increase the financial guarantees for supporting public and private investment in the region through the Guarantee Instrument and to extend the geographic scope of the European Union Solidarity Fund to all the Western Balkan countries. [2:  	https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/instruments/overview_en] 

6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission welcomes the resolution of the Parliament, and considers that it largely reflects its actions undertaken or ongoing under the 2018 Western Balkans Strategy, the Communication on “Enhancing the accession process - A credible EU perspective for the Western Balkans[footnoteRef:3]” and the Communication on “Support to the Western Balkans in tackling COVID-19 and the post-pandemic recovery[footnoteRef:4]” ahead of the Zagreb Summit. The Commission is currently developing a substantial Economic and Investment Plan for the region, which will respond to most of the other recommendations. [3:  	COM(2020) 57 final]  [4:  	COM(2020) 315 final] 

Concerning the enlargement process, the Commission’s revised enlargement methodology aims to make the accession negotiations more credible, more predictable, more dynamic and guided by a stronger political steer. The methodology will be implemented in the accession process of Albania and North Macedonia but can be applied to the other negotiating countries with their agreement; both Montenegro and Serbia have already indicated their readiness in this respect. The methodology puts an even stronger focus on the fundamental reforms essential for the EU path by putting the rule of law even more firmly at the heart of the accession negotiations. Novelties include the proposal that no cluster can be opened before the one on fundamentals; that anti-corruption be mainstreamed across chapters; and that roadmaps on the functioning of democratic institutions and public administration are prepared. The involvement of civil society and independent media is central to strengthening democratic institutions, and continues to be supported by the Commission.
The 2018 Western Balkans Strategy enhanced cooperation of the region with the EU at ministerial level in a number of areas and the region has been associated with the work of various EU agencies, committees, including most recently the Health Security Committee (which is of particular importance in the current health crisis). The Communication on “Enhancing the accession process - A credible EU perspective for the Western Balkans” proposes to explore opportunities for early alignment and involvement of the Western Balkans into EU policies, as well as regular EU-Western Balkans summits and ministerial meetings. The Commission supports the meetings of the Berlin Process, which is considered a useful complement to– and not a replacement of – the enlargement process.
Concerning the rule of law, the Commission’s recent Communications have reconfirmed the central role that rule of law and fundamental rights play in the accession process. This is reflected in the draft negotiating frameworks for Albania and North Macedonia. It is also reflected in political dialogues, which are held with our partners across the region and through the financial support, which the Commission provides at bilateral and regional level through the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA).
On security, Commission services and the European External Action Service are working closely with the Western Balkans on fighting organised crime, terrorism, violent extremism as well as managing the stockpile of weapons. Efforts are being made to ensure alignment of the negotiating countries with common positions under Common Foreign and Security Policy. The Commission is also providing substantial financial support and technical assistance to the region for the management of migration flows, including the development of comprehensive asylum, border management and return systems.
The Commission is providing substantial assistance to promote the economic development of the region, increase investment, promote and support small and medium-sized enterprises and ensure access to sustainable and diversified finance. This is complemented by action in the field of education, vocational educational and training and the labour market to promote social integration in the economy, prevention of brain drain and matching the skills with the needs of the employers. The Western Balkans Investment Framework is and will continue to be a key instrument in this domain. Doubling the allocation for Erasmus+ and creating a dedicated window under Creative Europe, has given the region’s youth and artists even more opportunity to benefit from cooperating with their EU peers. Economic development is being considered as an essential element of the Economic and Investment Plan for the region, currently being developed.
The Commission continues to promote closer economic integration of the region, particularly through implementation of the Central European Free Trade Association (CEFTA) obligations and the actions foreseen in Multi-Annual Action Plan for the Regional Economic Area (MAP REA), which is to be adopted at the occasion of the  Sofia Summit (10 November) as part of the Berlin process. The Commission supports the Regional Cooperation Council in preparing a new set of measures to follow MAP REA, which will expire in 2021. The four freedoms of movement of people, goods, capital and services will continue to be central to the new action plan for the region. The integration is beneficial not only from the economic perspective but also to improve neighbourly relations and encourage people-to-people contacts.
Connectivity, in transport, energy and amongst people, together with the digital agenda are key flagships of the Western Balkans Strategy. The Commission is looking at adopting a sixth Connectivity Agenda package in the second half of 2020. This would lead to the EU keeping its promise to provide EUR 1 billion financing through the Western Balkans Investment Framework for improving road, rail and energy connectivity in the region under the Connectivity Agenda in the period 2015-2020. This EU grant support in turn will leverage projects with a total investment cost exceeding EUR 3.5 billion. The Commission will also continue to support the Digital Agenda for the Western Balkans launched in 2018 including supporting the roll-out of broadband networks and creating a roaming free area in the region with a view to establishing a roadmap for abolishing roaming charges also with the EU.
The Economic and Investment Plan for the Western Balkans, which will be published during the second week of October, will be developed in line with the external dimension of the European Green Deal. The Commission is looking to focus on decarbonisation, energy transition, smart mobility, circular economy, depollution and biodiversity. Support will need to be envisaged for the reskilling and redeveloping affected industries and regions to ensure that the transition is just and leaves no-one behind. Human capital development will be central to the Economic and Investment Plan in which research and innovation, education, culture, youth and sport will be essential drivers for the green and digital transition of the economy, and to address the long-standing challenges faced by young people in the region.
The Commission stands by its proposal for the IPA III Regulation and considers that it will be highly effective at linking the assistance even closer with the political priorities, at promoting merit, project maturity and ownership, while ensuring general proportionality. The Commission welcomes the inclusion of the Western Balkans in the European Fund for Sustainable Development+ and is planning to propose an increase in the amounts available under the Western Balkans Investment Framework and the Guarantee Instrument.
[bookmark: _GoBack]As concerns the Solidarity Fund, under current legislation this is open exclusively to the Member States and negotiating countries. Including the other partners in the Western Balkans in the scope of the Fund would require changing its legal basis. This is currently not planned.
