[bookmark: Balkans]Follow-up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution on 
cooperation on the fight against organised crime in the Western Balkans
1.	Rapporteur: Lukas MANDL (EPP / AT)
2.	Reference number: 2021/2002 (INI) / A9-0298/2021 / P9_TA PROV(2021)0506
3.	Date of adoption of the resolution: 15 December 2021
4.	Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)
5.	Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The Resolution discusses cooperation on the fight against organised crime in the Western Balkans. It sets out the main threats posed by organised crime in the region i.e. its impact on citizens, democratic reform and the security and stability of the region as well as of the EU. It identifies several forms of organised crime present in the region. The Resolution notes that the fight against organised crime and corruption forms a key part of the required progress on Rule of Law, assessed in the context of the EU accession process. 
The Commission concurs with the assessment that links between organised crime, business and politics pose structural problems to the Western Balkans. Organised crime continues to be a threat to the region, affecting people, businesses, state institutions and the economy as a whole. A number of organised criminal groups operate across borders in the region but also in the EU.
The Commission closely monitors the Western Balkans’ response to organised crime. The annual enlargement package provides a detailed assessment of progress achieved by the Western Balkans under Chapters 23 and 24 of the EU acquis, relevant to the fight against organised crime. The annual reports under the Visa Suspension Mechanism also report on the fight against organised crime for all visa-free Western Balkan partners and provide for specific recommendations. The Commission mobilises resources under the Instrument for Pre-Accession assistance (IPA) to support the reform efforts and capacities of the region. 
While noting the increased cooperation between the EU and the Western Balkans in this area, the Resolution calls on the EU to further support capacity building and facilitate efforts by law enforcement and judicial authorities in the region to counter organised crime. It should be emphasised that several of the aspects highlighted in the Resolution as areas for further work by the Commission and/or EU are already substantially supported and will continue to be supported, including through policy dialogue and financially under IPA, as well as in the context of the European Multidisciplinary Platform Against Criminal Threats (EMPACT) to which all six Western Balkans participate. Cooperation between the region and its international partners as well as with EU Justice and Home Affairs Agencies forms an important part of the Commission’s approach to support the Western Balkans in the fight against organised crime. 
The Commission notes that the Resolution is overall supportive of the enlargement perspective of the region and concurs with the assessment that the fight against organised crime and the EU integration of the region are to be seen as mutually reinforcing processes.


[bookmark: MeToo]6.	Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission overall welcomes the Resolution and its call for Western Balkans partners to show tangible results in the Rule of Law to progress on their European path. Political will is the key condition to make substantial progress in this regard. The Commission shares the assessment that organised crime impacts on the stability and security of the region and beyond as well as on its prospects for democratic reform and economic growth.
On the specific points on which the Resolution calls on the Commission to take action: 
The Commission concurs with the assessment that the Rule of Law, including the fight against organised crime, is a cornerstone of the EU enlargement policy (paragraphs 4 and 6). Organised crime should be tackled as a matter of priority due to its far-reaching impact including on society, economy and governance.
As noted in the Commission’s annual enlargement package, all Western Balkan partners have made some progress in the area of the Rule of Law including the fight against organised crime over the period 2014-2020, with some partners in particular demonstrating good and sustained progress. Enlargement remains a merit-based process and progress on the fundamentals, such as the Rule of Law, will continue to determine the overall pace of the negotiations. In 2020, the Commission adopted a revised enlargement methodology, which was endorsed by the Council and is now being implemented. It sets the path for a more credible, predictable, dynamic accession process, with stronger political steering. 
The focus on the fundamentals has been even further strengthened through the enhanced methodology by clustering together all areas of the fundamentals, starting with the Rule of Law, but also fundamental rights, democratic institutions, public administration reform and economic governance. The revised methodology makes clear that until sufficient progress in the fundamentals area is reached, no other chapter will be closed. This is a clear political incentive for the Western Balkans partners to move forward on the Rule of Law, including the fight against organised crime. 
The Commission is providing and will continue to provide financial and technical assistance to support reforms by the Western Balkans moving forward in their European path. This support includes enhancement of the capacity of the Western Balkans to align with and implement the EU acquis and international instruments, as well as overall support to the region in the fight against organised crime.
The Commission concurs with the assessment that criminal justice systems of the Western Balkans remain to be strengthened and their independence and professionalism enhanced, also in view of the critical role they play in the fight against organised crime (paragraphs 8 and 9). The Commission will continue to engage with the Western Balkan region in support of Rule of Law based criminal justice systems aligned to the EU acquis and standards. The Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA) will continue to be mobilised in support of reform efforts. Assistance will continue to include legislative support, hands-on mentoring and advice as well as judicial training to staff. The Commission also supports exercises such as trial monitoring to gather data on the judicial handling of organised crime and corruption cases. To support evidence-based judicial reform, comprehensive performance measurement tools of the justice systems are being rolled out with EU support.


While the Commission will continue to accompany and support the Western Balkans’ fight against organised crime including by mobilising IPA, it remains the responsibility of the Western Balkans to ensure the proper conditions and resources for the functioning of their national administrations (paragraph 10). 
Law enforcement capacity-building remains a key priority of the IPA assistance. The Commission supports law enforcement capacity-building through dedicated IPA assistance actions targeting the specific needs of each Western Balkan partner and by supporting regional law enforcement cooperation, including with the EU. More generally, the Commission supports the cooperation of the region with EU Justice and Home Affairs Agencies, including the EU Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation (Europol), the EU Agency for Law Enforcement Training (CEPOL), the EU Agency for Criminal Justice Cooperation (Eurojust), the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (EBCGA/Frontex) and the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA), including with IPA funds, as a strategic priority and a tool to build capacity. The cooperation between the Western Balkans and EU Justice and Home Affairs agencies further supports EU alignment and enhances joint operational work in the fight against organised crime.
Financial investigations remain an important area of competence for law enforcement actors. IPA-funded EU Member State police officers embedded in partner administrations in the Western Balkans support the region in investigating organised crime cases using all law enforcement techniques. IPA assistance also includes training and other capacity-building measures on financial investigations.
Rule of Law and public administration reform are part of the fundamentals of the enlargement policy and are therefore priority areas for the Commission’s engagement and support to the Western Balkans (paragraph 13).
Under Rule of Law, the Commission engages with the region on the fight against corruption. The Commission’s support and approach to corruption is comprehensive: it involves investments in improving awareness, transparency and integrity, ensuring whistle-blowing and other reporting mechanisms, strengthening anti-corruption agencies, and fighting impunity through support to specialised police and prosecution departments that work on organised crime and money laundering, fostering investigative capacity and ensuring an effective judicial response. The judicial handling of cases of high-level corruption and organised crime is assessed through trial monitoring carried out by the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) with EU support. In early 2022, the Commission rolled out peer review missions focusing on assessing the fight against corruption, organised crime and money laundering which can lay the ground for future actions.
In terms of public administration reform, the Commission provides support to the region using a comprehensive assessment framework entitled “Principles of Public Administration” which is discussed in the context of high-level political dialogue and reported on in each enlargement package. The Commission also works closely with the EU/Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)-led SIGMA programme on public administration reform, with a particular emphasis on merit-based civil service development, including merit-based recruitment. Other IPA-funded actions which build partners’ systems and capacity in this area include the EU-funded “Regional School of Public Administration” as well as dedicated bilateral actions. Recognising the link between strong public administrations and integrity measures, the Commission is aiming to mainstream the fight against corruption into public administration reform efforts.


The fundamentals, including Rule of Law and public administration reform, are at the core of EU accession and progress thereof is assessed by the Commission annually in the enlargement package. 
With regard to emergency medical equipment purchased with EU support as part of the COVID-19 response, support was provided in line with relevant rules ensuring sound financial management (paragraph 14). With regard to vaccines, the Commission notes that its support to the roll-out of COVID-19 vaccines in the Western Balkans focused on providing grants to the relevant Western Balkans’ ministries to reimburse costs of vaccines purchased through Advanced Purchase Agreements (APAs) by EU Member States and re-sold to the Western Balkans as allowed under the terms of the APAs.
In terms of budget support as a particular aid modality, as outlined in the 2011 Communication on Budget Support[footnoteRef:1] , the Commission uses budget support as a vector of change to address development challenges.  [1:  	Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and 	Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions “The Future Approach to EU Budget Support to Third 	Countries” COM(2011) 638 final, 13.10.2011.] 

While budget support programmes may not have a clear self-standing anti-corruption objective, they contribute to strengthen overall public financial management, accountability and transparency, in particular as concerns public procurement. Eligibility criteria for budget support programmes focus on progress in public finance management and budgetary transparency and oversight. They involve assessments of the involvement of oversight institutions such as supreme audit institutions and parliaments in the implementation of national budgets. Budget support can reinforce and promote the participation of domestic stakeholders in the policy dialogue and monitoring of reforms through supporting sub- national authorities and civil society organisation. All budget support programmes have strong monitoring frameworks in place to support policy dialogue and performance incentives, where relevant.
The Commission is heavily invested in improving the region’s migration management capacities in line with international and EU standards including as part of the European perspective of the Western Balkans (paragraph 20). IPA has supported the strengthening of the authorities’ migration management capacities as well as provided direct assistance to migrants through supporting reception conditions, particularly in the aftermath of the 2015-2016 migration crisis. The support has ensured that asylum, reception and border capacities are in place and can be further built on to ensure a comprehensive, well-functioning migration system. The Commission is now looking to support the partners in their implementation of a structural and longer term strategy for migration governance, with the support of EBCGA/Frontex, the EU Asylum Agency (EUAA), the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). A specific part of the assistance will include support to operationalise those Status Agreements signed between the EU and specific Western Balkan partners on actions carried out by EBCGA/Frontex that have entered into force (at present this includes the agreements with Serbia, Montenegro and Albania). It is to be noted that EBCGA/Frontex has working arrangements in place with each Western Balkan partner. The Commission coordinates its work in the area of migration with EU Member States, including the Joint Coordination Platform – Eastern Mediterranean Route, and via regular videoconferences on the Western Balkans Route. The European Migration Network in its 2022 programme will carry out an “Analysis of the migratory routes to the EU since 2015” and in that context the new EMN Observer Countries Serbia and Montenegro will be fully engaged to contribute to the analysis on the Western Balkans migratory routes.
While the Commission agrees with the assessment that insufficient online banking regulation can contribute to increase the risk of money laundering, it assesses that this factor alone does not explain the existence of this form of organised crime in the Western Balkans (paragraph 22). In the context of the Common Regional Market, the Commission is working closely with the Western Balkans with a view to support their adhesion to the Single European Payments Area (SEPA). This process involves notably, full adoption and implementation of the EU payments and anti-money laundering legislation, a strong legal relationship with the EU including national legislation in the area of payment services at a minimum level for payments in Euro and, a level playing field with other SEPA Scheme participants.
The Commission agrees with the assessment that cyber-criminal activities are increasing (paragraph 26). In this context, and in view of the need to secure an efficient, Rule of Law-based response to crime, the Commission is already assisting and plans to continue to assist the Western Balkans in the fight against cybercrime and other online threats, closely cooperating with the Council of Europe to strengthen capacities to search, seize and confiscate cybercrime proceeds and prevent money laundering on the Internet and to secure electronic evidence. The support provided is in line with EU policies on cybersecurity and cybercrime, in particular with the EU Cybersecurity Strategy, and highlights the need to have strong and effective legislation on the basis of the Budapest Convention on Cybercrime and its Second Additional Protocol. Cooperation with the newly established European Cybersecurity Competence Centre (ECCC) can be explored, where relevant.
The Commission shares the assessment on the necessity to protect and preserve cultural heritage and fight against the smuggling of cultural goods (paragraph 27). Through a closer cooperation with the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the Commission aims to improve the legal, technical and institutional frameworks in the Western Balkans for protecting moveable cultural heritage by reinforcing the fight against illicit trafficking of cultural goods.
The Commission welcomes the increased cooperation between the EU and the Western Balkans in the fight against organised crime and confirms its continued support to capacity-building and facilitation of law enforcement and judicial cooperation (paragraph 29). The increased cooperation is a direct result of stepped-up operational cooperation, supported by the Commission and taking place in particular through the European Multidisciplinary Platform Against Criminal Threats (EMPACT) and with the EU Justice and Home Affairs Agencies. There is a strong commitment to continue this engagement even further as also highlighted in the EU Strategy to tackle Organised Crime 2021-2025 which mentions assistance to equip partners, including and in particular the Western Balkans, with the tools they need to root out complex criminal structures. With a horizontal strategic goal focusing on ‘external dimension’ in the new cycle 2022-2025, EMPACT will continue to offer more opportunities to intensify operational law enforcement cooperation with the Western Balkans in priority crime areas, such as those mentioned in the EP Resolution. The Commission will continue to mobilise relevant tools at its disposal to support Western Balkans law enforcement and judicial cooperation in the fight against organised crime.
The Commission is a key supporter - politically, technically and financially - of regional organisations in the Western Balkans whose remit is to strengthen regional cooperation, including the Regional Cooperation Council (paragraph 30). Thanks to its strong regional convening role, the RCC remains a key partner of the Commission in enhancing regional cooperation between the EU, its Member States and the Western Balkans, in particular in its core areas such as promoting the implementation of the Common Regional Market, endorsed by the Western Balkans Leaders at the Sofia summit of the Berlin process in November 2020.
The Commission confirms that cooperation with the European Public Prosecutor Office has been discussed with the Western Balkans, who have expressed commitment to put in place the necessary mechanisms for this cooperation (paragraph 33). The Commission will follow closely progress in this regard and stands ready to support this area of work, if necessary.
The Commission confirms the importance of strengthening the response of the Western Balkans to effectively counter terrorist financing and money laundering (paragraph 38). Progress on implementation of Financial Action Task Force (FATF) and Moneyval recommendations forms part of the annual enlargement package report.
It is increasingly clear from several assessments that the successful fight against organised crime will require the region to launch more systematically financial investigations and attain anti-money laundering capacity. The Commission’s extensive support to law enforcement capacity building will increasingly take this into account, including through targeted work with the Council of Europe and training activities carried out by CEPOL, also in the context of the IPA-funded regional project Partnership against Crime and Terrorism (CEPOL WB PaCT). In early 2022, the Commission rolled out peer review missions focusing on assessing the fight against corruption, organised crime and money laundering which can lay the ground for future actions.
The Commission recognises the key role played by civil society and media in democratic, pluralistic societies based on the Rule of Law and confirms its commitment to their continued support (paragraph 50). The Commission channels substantial financial support to civil society and media through its IPA-funded Civil Society Facility and Media Programme (CSF). Over the IPA II period (2014-2020), around EUR 250 million was allocated to the Western Balkans under the CSF, in addition to the support channelled under the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR). The Commission intends to continue to support civil society and independent media under IPA III (2021-2027). The upcoming CSF Programme foresees a diverse and multifaceted set of actions to support CSOs and media, including to investigative journalism and journalist safety.
The Commission is supporting trial monitoring of cases of high-level corruption and organised crime in five of the six Western Balkans partners in cooperation with the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). The systemic issues identified in the judicial handling of cases will be discussed with local civil society stakeholders engaged in this area.

