Follow-up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution on the 2022 Commission Report on Serbia 
1. Rapporteur:  Vladimír BILČÍK (EPP / SK)
2. Reference number: 2022/2204 (INI) / A9-0172/2023 / P9_TA(2023)0192
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 10 May 2023
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it: 
The resolution focuses on Serbia’s EU accession process as regards commitment to EU accession, democracy and the rule of law, fundamental freedoms and human rights, reconciliation and good neighbourly relations, socio-economic reforms, and energy, environment, sustainable development and connectivity. 
Overall, the resolution reflects the European Parliament’s continuous support for Serbia’s EU path, while calling on Serbia to genuinely undertake the necessary reforms, particularly on rule of law, as well as to demonstrate its commitment to European standards and values, including through strategic communication on the EU, and to make progress in the Dialogue with Pristina. It focuses strongly on alignment with EU common foreign and security policy, reiterating the Parliament’s position that accession negotiations should advance only once Serbia aligns with EU sanctions against Russia and makes significant progress on EU-accession related reforms. The resolution departs from the language of the negotiating framework on the Dialogue on normalisation with Kosovo by referring to mutual recognition. 
The European Parliament requests the Commission to act or consider action on several paragraphs (12, 13, 33, 50, 93 and 95). These refer to ensuring that EU expenditure is fully in line with the EU’s strategic goals and interest, the need to pursue a more active and effective communication strategy on the benefits of EU enlargement and EU financial assistance, to implement the recommendations of the European Court of Auditors Special Report 01/22, request to look into European Investment’s Bank loan to Telekom Srbija, safeguards to prevent Chinese companies from circumventing fair competition rules and other EU standards when implementing projects supported by the EU or the European Investment Bank and on financial support to civil society and independent media. 
6. Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission: 
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 paragraph 12, the programming of the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA III) is done in line with the IPA III Regulation and the IPA III Programming Framework, which establish the objectives of IPA III to support the beneficiaries in adopting and implementing the political, institutional, legal, administrative, social and economic reforms required to comply with Union values and bring the partners closer to the Union rules, standards, policies and practices. The IPA III Programming Framework also supports the implementation of the Economic and Investment Plan for the Western Balkans and IPA III assistance should also be in line with the Guidelines for the Implementation of the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans.
On paragraph 13, in recent years, the Commission and the EU Delegation to Serbia have substantially enhanced their communication activities. This includes the visibility of EU-funded projects. According to the last opinion poll commissioned by the EU Delegation in December 2023, 45% of Serbian citizens recognise that the EU is Serbia’s biggest donor (in first position, well ahead of China (24%) and Russia (20%)). The Commission and the EU Delegation will maintain their strong focus on further promoting the benefits of Serbia’s EU relations and the accession path, including through communication campaigns led by the EU Delegation to Serbia and Commission’s regional communication programme (WeBalkans.eu), as well as efforts led by the Western Balkans Strategic Communications Taskforce of the European External Action Service (EEAS). EU Member States are regularly included in the communication activities of the EU Delegation to Serbia, including this spring (March - April 2023) through the “We Care campaign”, that involved 19 EU Member States Ambassadors showcasing the concrete impact of EU action in Serbia through TV advertisements, advertising hoardings, social media promotion, podcasts and media engagement[footnoteRef:1]. In its regular contacts with the Serbian authorities, the EU continues to underline the need for the authorities to place more emphasis on proactive and objective communication about the EU, which is Serbia’s main political and economic partner. [1:  	https://europa.rs/better-together/?lang=en.
] 

On paragraph 33, the Commission welcomed the Court of Auditors’ report and accepted most of its recommendations. The Commission is in the process of implementing them. The IPA III Regulation sets for the modulation of the scope and intensity of assistance only in case of significant regression or persistent lack of progress in the area of the fundamentals. The Commission has the power to suspend financing agreements if beneficiaries breach obligations, including those relating to respect for human rights, democratic principles and the rule of law. The Commission applies and will continue to apply conditionality, as prescribed by the legal framework of the IPA III Regulation, on a case-by-case basis following a thorough analysis and due consideration of its impact. The Commission also has a reinforced programming approach based on performance. Through the focus on performance, the Commission is committed to reward those partners that perform better, accelerate and intensify support, adjust the scope of the support and hold back some forms of support to push for reforms.
On paragraph 45, the EEAS (in particular its Western Balkans Strategic Communication Task Force) worked to narrow and close the space for Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference (FIMI), including disinformation by partnering and reaching out to regional audiences and positioning the EU, its policies, principles and values in the local information environment. The priorities were on EU–Western Balkans relations and the messaging related to Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine. The EEAS, in close cooperation and support of other EU institutions (in particular the Commission) and the Member States, contributed to raise public awareness and build resilience to FIMI, also investing in building capacity of Western Balkans’ institutions and civil society organisations. The EEAS helped to set up and participated in public events such as the EU-WB Media Conference, organised (jointly with the Commission) in November 2022 in Albania ahead of the EU – WB Summit. The EEAS also supported new studies on FIMI and disinformation. The first EU funded studies in Albania and Kosovo will be issued and promoted as of June/July 2023. The EEAS also contributed to the organisation of press trips and study visits for journalists and media professionals from the region, supported media and information literacy activities and awareness campaigns, monitored and shared findings on cross-border disinformation in the region.
On paragraph 50, as part of the EU accession negotiations with Serbia, the EU closely follows the implementation and impact on the overall environment for competition, electronic communication networks, freedom of expression and media pluralism in Serbia. The European Investment Bank Loan to Telekom Srbija for the rollout of the 5G network and the extension/upgrade of the existing 4G infrastructure was signed in December 2021. The EIB loan (EUR 70 million), which is covered by the EU Comprehensive Guarantee against losses under the External Lending Mandate (ELM) 2014-2020, supports Serbia’s Development Strategy for New Generation Network. The loan is expected to adequately address policy objectives for the development and take-up of 5G technologies and the densification and upgrade of the commercial 4G network, and to fulfil the conditions laid down in the Decision No 466/2014/EU. The loan, during its preparation stages, has gone through an integrity due diligence process of EIB counterparties, as part of the EIB's adherence to Best Banking Practices. 
On paragraph 81, the EU proposal has been accepted by both Parties as “The Agreement on the Path to Normalisation between Kosovo and Serbia” officially endorsed through the statement of the High Representative /Vice President (HR/VP) of the Commission of 27 February 2023. Its implementation Annex was also endorsed on 18 March 2023 in Ohrid. Full focus is now on implementing all provisions of the Agreement, which has already started. The EU expects both Parties to implement all their new obligations stemming from the Agreement in good faith, including from past Dialogue Agreements. Follow-up meetings have been held on the level of leaders and Chief negotiators in order to agree on an exact sequencing of implementation steps, which would allow to establish who has to deliver what and when. For the time being, regrettably no sequencing on the order of implementation steps has been agreed. The EU is working on updating the benchmarks of Chapter 35 for Serbia in order to make the new Agreement an integral part of Serbia’s EU accession path. The EU Special Representatives (EUSR) meet regularly with civil society representatives in the region and beyond to inform and consult them. The EUSR also participated in President Osmani’s Women Peace and Security Conference in October 2022 to specifically address the issue of women representation in the Dialogue. He consistently encourages gender-balanced negotiating teams, which also applies to his own team of advisers.
On paragraph 93, the Commission is aware of the increased presence of non-EU companies in EU tenders. The EU offers equal opportunities for companies across the world. The Commission firmly believes in fair and transparent competition, where all bidders have the same conditions when putting together their bids, unbiased by subsidies and other undue benefits. At the same time, we want our partners in the region to benefit from the best possible expertise, based on the European Union standards, making sure that the assets fulfil the EU requirements on interoperability. It is important that the International Financial Institutions, who are our partners in building infrastructure projects, ensure that equal opportunities and EU standards are fully respected in the related procurement procedures. 
On paragraph 96, reporting and monitoring of the use of EU financial assistance is being improved. The EU has been providing and will continue to provide substantial support to civil society organisations and independent media in Serbia and the whole Western Balkan region. In the area of freedom of expression and media there are currently 13 EU-funded projects ongoing in Serbia with a total value of approximately EUR 9.9 million. This includes EUR 3.6 million of EU funding available for Serbian Civil Society Organisations and media through the European Endowment for Democracy (EED). The EU also provides support to Civil Society Organisations for policy advice and policy reporting related to Serbia’s EU accession process, for instance in areas such as rule of law chapters 23 and 24 and environment.
On paragraph 97, the EEAS has reinforced the EU delegations in the Western Balkans including Serbia with stratcom officers, who, together with the Western Balkans Strategic Communication Task Force, are working to narrow and close the space for Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference (FIMI), including disinformation by partnering and reaching out to regional audiences and positioning the EU, its policies, principles and values in the local information environment.
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