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on the 2019-2020 Commission Reports on Serbia
1. Rapporteur: Vladimír BILČÍK (EPP / SK)
2. Reference numbers: 2019/2175 (INI) / A9-0032/2021 / P9_TA-PROV(2021)0115
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 25 March 2021
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution reflects the European Parliament’s continuous support for Serbia’s EU path while urging Serbia to strengthen reforms, particularly on rule of law. The resolution welcomes that the EU membership continues to be Serbia’s strategic goal. At the same time, it encourages the authorities to communicate more actively their commitment to the European values. It calls for more dynamic accession negotiations and calls on the Commission/Council to implement the revised enlargement methodology for Serbia, including the cluster approach, but also stresses that new chapters should only be opened when Serbia delivers on reforms. The European Parliament regrets the fact that there has been backsliding on issues that are fundamental to EU accession. In this context, the European Parliament calls on the Commission to change its reporting methodology in order to take account of significant backsliding and send a clear message to accession countries, including Serbia. Noting the disproportionate visibility given by Serbia to third countries, it calls on Serbia, the Commission and the EU Delegation to Serbia to step up their efforts in promoting the role and benefits of the EU-Serbia partnership. It calls for electoral reforms, regrets the election boycott by parts of the opposition and calls for political dialogue. It welcomes the inter-party dialogue and asks all sides to engage in it and implement commitments. It expresses concern about the effective functioning of the new parliament. It strongly condemns the verbal attacks by several MPs and pro-government tabloids against investigative journalists and members of civil society. In the resolution, the European Parliament urges Serbia to deliver convincing results, including a sustainable track record in areas such as the judiciary, freedom of expression and the fight against corruption and organised crime, listing several publicly known cases. It calls for progress on media freedom and raises concern over media competition issues. The resolution notes with concern the lack of an enabling environment for civil society and in this context calls on the Commission and the European External Action Service (EEAS) to strengthen their cooperation with and support for civil society, NGOs and independent media on the ground. It refers to incidents of disproportional use of police force during the July 2020 protests. It calls for the strengthening of human rights and the rights of minorities in several fields. It calls for stronger regional cooperation and underlines the importance of Serbia’s normalisation of relations with Kosovo as a precondition for EU accession. Finally, the European Parliament calls for reforms in several areas, including the economy (where it welcomes the Economic and Investment Plan by the European Commission), trade, energy, and the environment.


6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The resolution encourages Serbia to persevere on its path to EU accession and accelerate reforms. It underlines the importance of Serbia’s strategic objective of EU membership while echoing the Commission’s expectations that Serbia must move decisively ahead with reforms, in particular on the rule of law. The Commission will continue to closely monitor and assess Serbia’s progress in complying with the membership criteria. This assessment will be reflected in the next Commission’s report on Serbia.
On specific requests contained in the resolution, the Commission’s position is the following:
· On the call on the Commission and the Council, where appropriate with the inclusion of the Serbian partners, to take the necessary steps in order to implement the provisions of the revised enlargement methodology (paragraph 4)
Following the adoption of the revised enlargement methodology last year, both Montenegro and Serbia confirmed their acceptance of the revised methodology. On this basis, the Commission presented on 17 March 2021 to the Member States a non-paper on the application of the revised methodology to Montenegro and Serbia. The non-paper follows the four main principles of the revised methodology: credibility, stronger political steer, dynamism and predictability. The Member States have reached agreement on the issue in the Council on 11 May.
· On the call on the Commission to change its reporting methodology in order to take account of significant backsliding and send a clear message to accession countries, including Serbia (paragraph 7)
The methodology of the Commission’s country reports already allow it to take stock of both progress and backsliding, if relevant, on reforms by the Western Balkans, including Serbia. Under Serbia’s negotiating framework, progress on the rule of law and the normalisation of relations with Kosovo is decisive for the overall pace of its EU accession negotiations. Under the revised methodology, credibility will be reinforced through an even stronger focus on fundamental reforms, starting with the rule of law, the functioning of democratic institutions and the public administration as well as the economy.
· On the call on Serbia, the Commission and the EU Delegation to Serbia to step up their efforts in promoting the role and benefits of the close partnership between the EU and Serbia, including through the promotion of EU funded projects and reforms (paragraph 11)
In the past years, the Commission has substantially upgraded its communication in all candidate countries, including Serbia. This also includes the visibility of EU-funded projects. The Commission will maintain its strong focus on further promoting the benefits of Serbia’s EU relations.
· On the call on the Commission and the EEAS to strengthen their cooperation with and support for civil society, NGOs and independent media on the ground (paragraph 46)
The EU has been providing substantial support to strengthening civil society in Serbia. This has included projects supporting the rule of law as well as civil society’s participation in the EU accession process. In addition, the Commission services and the EEAS meets regularly with civil society and independent media representatives as part of its monitoring of developments in the Western Balkans, which is based on a variety of sources, including civil society organisations. The Commission services and the EEAS will continue its efforts in this respect.
· On the call on the Commission and the EEAS to support measures aiming at reinforcing media pluralism and quality journalism (paragraph 92)
The EU has been providing substantial support to strengthening media pluralism in Serbia. This has included grants to media and media organisations, with support for operational costs as well as productions. This has been particularly important in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, in times of falling advertising and other revenues. The EU has also been supporting the Press Council of Serbia in order to raise the ethical standards of the media.
· On the call on the Commission and the Members States to allocate sufficient COVID-19 vaccines to the citizens of all Western Balkan countries (paragraph 106)
The Commission is focusing on providing vaccines to the region as soon as possible. The COVAX mechanism, to which the EU has contributed more than EUR 3 billion delivered the first doses to the Western Balkans. In addition, the Commission is working with EU Member States and vaccine manufacturers to operationalise the resale of vaccine doses to the Western Balkans under the Advance Purchase Agreements for which the EU has made available EUR 70 million in grants to the Western Balkans. A first success was the conclusion of agreements announced on 20 April 2021 for the delivery of 651 000 doses of BioNTech/Pfizer COVID-19 vaccines to all the Western Balkans. These are funded by the grants and will be shared with the facilitation of Austria. The first delivery to all the partners in the region arrived in early May, with regular deliveries to continue until August.

