EUROPEAN UNION- REPUBLIC OF MACEDONIA

JOINT PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEE

8th MEETING
29 November (15:00-18.30), 30 November (11:00-12:45) 2010
Brussels

MINUTES

Mr Aleksander SPASENOVSKI and Mr Jorgo CHATZIMARKAKIS, Co-Chairmen of the Joint Parliamentary Committee opened the meeting at 15.15 on 29 November and welcomed the participants. 
1. Adoption of the draft agenda

The draft agenda was adopted.

2. Approval of the minutes of the 7th meeting of the EU- Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee on 18-19 February 2010 in Skopje

The minutes of the 7th meeting of the EU- Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee on 18-19 February 2010 in Skopje were approved. 

3. Exchange of views with representatives of the Government, of the Council of the European Union and the European Commission on the relations between the European Union and the  Republic of Macedonia
Mr Nikola POPOSKI, Ambassador and Head of Mission of the Republic of Macedonia to the EU, expressed his appreciation to the European Parliament for its support during the accession process. He underlined the importance of the negotiations and the impetus it creates for reforms in the Republic of Macedonia and the region. Furthermore, he noted the significance it has on the bilateral issue between the Republic of Macedonia and Greece under the auspices of the United Nations and that the issue should not have an effect on EU accession negotiations. In addition, he welcomed the Commission's approach to enlargement. He denoted that the issue of corruption has been improved and that it remains among the top priorities of the government and stated that the privatization in the country has been completed. He concluded by saying that the Progress Report will be seen as a road map for the activities of the Republic of Macedonia and underlined that the government has begun its annual revision of the national adoption of the EU acquis

Mr Erwan Fouéré, EU Special Representative for the Republic of Macedonia, on behalf of the European Union, welcomed the Commission's Progress Report and described it as being realistic. He also emphasised the importance of the continuation of the reform process and pointed out the challenges of legislations adopted by the national assembly. He underlined the importance of the media noting it as the cornerstone of any functioning democracy and conveyed his hopes in the Republic of Macedonia in that sense. 

Furthermore, he touched upon a number of issues including: the Ohrid Framework Agreement and the need for reconciliation, the census, protection of human rights and elimination of practices of intimidation by political parties during elections. In closing, he noted that one of the most important challenges is the achievement of dialogue between political parties, in which the government sets itself as an example. 
Mr Kristian HEDBERG, European Commission, DG Enlargement, Head of Unit, labelled the year of 2009 as a year of good progress. He expressed the main challenge is the maintaining of the momentum and that he had expected further progress in light of the positive momentum there had been. He also emphasised on the importance of the strengthening of political cooperation between political parties through dialogue and that some ethnic confrontations that took place could have been avoided. Moreover, he touched upon the need for more openness in terms of freedom of expression and the media. He noted the issue of the abuse of visa free travel arrangements and called for concerted action by the government including information campaigns, border controls, action against illegal activities and long-term socio-economic conditions. In conclusion, he questioned the economic future that the Republic of Macedonia will be built on. 
Mr Aleksandar SPASENOVSKI, touched upon the visit of the Spanish Foreign Minister Moratinos to the Republic of Macedonia and noted his support for the integration of the Euro in the Republic of Macedonia prior to EU accession, along with the visit of Council President Herman Van Rompuy. 
In response to Mr Jorgo CHATZIMARKAKIS' question on what the main reason that the speed of the reforms slowed down Mr Kristian HEDBERG, commended the leadership in the previous reporting period and that it would be fair to acknowledge comprehensive legislative reforms and that they cannot be done every year. 
Mr Vladimir GJORCEV, questioned if there has been any mention of sexual orientation in the anti-discrimination laws of the previous EU candidates (namely Poland and Latvia) and noted that there has been no incident of hate crimes committed in any manner during the year in the Republic of Macedonia. Moreover, he noted that the views expressed by LGBT activists do not coincide with that of the traditions and lifestyle of the Republic of Macedonia. 
In response to Mr Vladimir GJORCEV, Mr Erwan Fouéré reminded that EU legislation applies to all members and that candidate countries should aim to reach the goal of being the best possible example rather than the worst examples. He also mentioned that such measures and standards do fall within the framework of EU anti-discrimination law. 

Ms Anni PODIMATA added by emphasising the presence of a window of opportunity despite the fatigue of reform and enlargement in the EU. She also added that the name issue can and should be discussed in this platform. 
In the following exchange of views, debates were held on the economy of the Republic of Macedonia, non-discrimination laws, war graves and the name issue.

Speakers on this item:
Mr Nikola POPOSKI (Ambassador, RM), Mr Erwan Fouéré (Special Representative, EU), Mr Kristian HEDBERG (Head of Unit, European Commission), Mr Aleksandar SPASENOVSKI (MP, RM), Mr Georgios KOUMOUTSAKOS (MEP), Mr Jorgo CHATZIMARKAKIS (MEP), Mr Vladimir GJORCEV (MP, RM), Ms Anni PODIMATA (MEP), Mr Michael CRAMER (MEP), Mr Evgeni KIRILOV (MEP), Ms Sonja MIRAKOVSKA (MP, RM), Mr Zoran THALER (MEP). 
4. Recent developments of civil society, citizens’ participation in decision-making process, the freedom of expression and political dialogue - Overview of the situation 

Ms Slavica GRKOVSKA LOSHKOVA highlighted the importance of civil society participation and the need for political dialogue in the Republic of Macedonia. In light of this, she mentioned the adoption of the Strategy for Development for 2010-2013 and that the Committee for European Affairs has organised public events. She expressed her concern of the National Council for European Integration not receiving documents from the government timely and that the sessions are not attended by representatives of the government. She also touched upon the efforts made for capacity building in the parliament and the developments in light of the Ohrid Agreement. Regarding citizens' participation, she attributed the lack of representation and lobbying of civil society to insufficient institutionalization. She referenced article 16 within the Constitution of the Republic of Macedonia and noted the importance of freedom of expression. In addition to this, she made mention of freedom of the press in which journalists are being pressured (giving A1 TV as an example) and that the media is not transparent in the  Republic of Macedonia. She emphasised the importance of reforms regarding public administration. She conveyed her hopes of the contribution of the civil sector in the Republic of Macedonia's efforts for EU membership. 
Ms Anni PODIMATA, welcomed the results mentioned in the annual Progress Report. She reminded the support provided to civil societies by the EU and made mention of the importance of the right of association. She highlighted that further progress is needed in effectiveness regarding civil society and citizens’ participation in decision-making. She expressed her concern for the lack of progress in terms of improvement of ethnic relations within the  Republic of Macedonia. Regarding freedom of expression she highlighted the presence of serious shortcomings and expressed her concerns regarding internal pressure against journalists. 
Mr Evgeni KIRILOV, conveyed his concerns regarding the lack of attention ministers of the  Republic of Macedonia display as regards the European Council for integration and called for more focus by the officials of the  Republic of Macedonia. 

Mr Vladimir GJORCEV, expressed his disappointment regarding Mr Erwan Fouéré's actions and claimed that there is an effort concerted on restricting his own freedom of expression. Regarding corruption, he emphasised that the  Republic of Macedonia was previously in 105th place and has now climbed to 62nd place in the Corruption Perceptions Index.
In the following exchange of views, debates were held on minorities in the  Republic of Macedonia and Bulgaria, the A1 TV incident, freedom of press and corruption.
Mr Chatzimarkakis denounced Mr Gjorcev´s offensive article towards the role of Mr Fouéré in political life in RM.

Speakers on this item:
Ms Slavica GRKOVSKA LOSHKOVA (MP, RM), Ms Anni PODIMATA (MEP), Mr Evgeni KIRILOV (MEP), Mr Vladimir GJORCEV (MP, RM), Mr Dimitar STOYANOV (MEP), Mr Aleksander SPASENOVSKI (MP, RM), Ms Sonja MIRAKOVSKA (MP, RM), Mr Michael CRAMER (MEP), Mr Jorgo CHATZIMARKAKIS (MEP).
The JPC was adjourned at 18.30 and resumed on 30 November at 10.55.

5. Overview of the situation of the functioning of public administration, the judiciary and penitentiary systems, including the efforts in fight against fraud and corruption

Ms Sonja MIRAKOVSKA highlighted the importance of EU-RM relations and stated that the  Republic of Macedonia has changed and adopted new laws in the past year. She noted her perception of increasing government interference in the judiciary via the Minister of Justice and that the independence of the judiciary has not been realised and casted her doubts as to the existence of political will to rectify it. Furthermore, she expressed her concern about the administrative law not being passed by consensus. 
Afterwards, she gave information as to the selection of judiciary personnel in the  Republic of Macedonia, but stated that issues as regards human resources. She noted that there has been a strategy developed to improve information systems and provided the Committee with information on the system. Moreover, she stated that they have passed the law on public officials. 

She expressed her concern on the government's focus, in light of administrative reforms, on the Ministry of Information Society and Administration and that this situation undermines the independent civil servants agency. She expressed further concern on the lack of transparency as regards the hiring of civil servants. 

As regards corruption she stated that the  Republic of Macedonia has adopted various laws in light of the EU accession process and that the  Republic of Macedonia has moved up significantly on the Corruption Perceptions Index. She attributed some drawbacks to a lack of human and financial resources, and the suspension of several judges from the criminal section of the appellate court which has weakened the court as a result. In addition, she claimed that the controlling of public institutions is unsatisfactory and that the state audit office's reports are being ignored. Furthermore she expressed her disappointment at the non-implementation of the law on secrecy and the law on the financing of political parties. She later gave information on the developments regarding prison in the  Republic of Macedonia. 
Mr Jiří HAVEL welcomed the major progress made by the  Republic of Macedonia. He pointed out the similarities between the  Republic of Macedonia and his own country the Czech Republic. He lauded the clear de-centralisation of the country and the reforms of the implementation of various laws. However, he expressed his concerns over the duration of the time in between where a law is passed and is fully implemented. He evaluated the difficulty of public administration being kept out of politics. Moreover, he provided an analysis as to the challenge of keeping the judiciary independent and that it is a prerequisite task to achieve for EU membership. He also pointed out the limitations of data such as the Corruption Perceptions Index. Furthermore, he emphasised on the issue of transparency. He also pointed out to the problems of smuggling and money laundering, where the adverse effects are also prone to spill over to neighbouring countries. He welcomed the focus the  Republic of Macedonia puts on financial aspects.  
Mr Jorgo CHATZIMARKAKIS pointed out towards an area of concern in Germany, in which there is fear of asylum seekers and refugees coming from the Western Balkans, that the  Republic of Macedonia is perceived to be seen under this framework as well, and that these concerns may endanger efforts for visa liberalisation and called for the administration to improve its control over the issue. 
Mr Milan ZVER pointed out towards the challenges that a country in transition can face and welcomed the steps the  Republic of Macedonia has taken as regards the judiciary. 
Speakers on this item:

Ms Sonja MIRAKOVSKA (MP, RM), Mr Jiří HAVEL (MEP), Mr Jorgo CHATZIMARKAKIS (MEP), Mr Milan ZVER (MEP).
6. Transport Corridors in Western Balkans & the European Union

Mr Vladimir GJORCEV highlighted the reforms and developments on transportation. He provided the Committee with comprehensive information as to laws passed in line with the EU acquis. He also provided information as to the Republic Macedonia's cooperation with the EU on European and regional transit systems.   
Mr Michael CRAMER, on the transportation corridors going through the  Republic of Macedonia, emphasised on the rail system. As regards the emissions, he highlighted the importance of encouraging rail transport over road transport and suggested long distance travelling over the rail system. He encouraged the Republic of Macedonia to benefit from available structural funds by cooperating with neighbouring countries. He referred to models that can be followed and pointed towards the Norway-Russia model. In addition, he suggested that the Republic of Macedonia can develop such projects with Bulgaria as regards bicycle and pedestrian transportation. 
Mr Vladimir GJORCEV gave additional information regarding ring roads and other developments regarding the infrastructure. He conveyed his wishes as to the opening of a 4th border crossing with Bulgaria. 
In the following exchange of views, discussions were held on the opening of a 4th border crossing with Bulgaria and transport to Albania. 
Speakers on this item:

Mr Vladimir GJORCEV (MP, RM), Mr Michael CRAMER (MEP), Ms Sonja MIRAKOVSKA (MP, RM), Mr Evgeni KIRILOV (MEP), Mr Rafiz ALJITI (MP, RM)
7. Overview of EU funds, the economic and financial situation and the reforms made by the Government to assume the obligations for EU membership

Mr Rafiz ALJITI, mentioned about the IPA instrument and noted that there has been considerable progress in structuring the administration in which to manage IPA funds. He denoted that they had been accredited for the 3rd, 4th and 5th components of the IPA and are waiting to be accredited for the 1st component. He noted that the national institutions have received positive reports in this manner and that the reforms will continue. He noted that the funds already received, which amount to over 500 million Euros, have aided the  Republic of Macedonia in their path to fulfilling the Copenhagen criteria and EU standards. In order to achieve sustainability, he mentioned that an IPA training centre has been set up with hopes of developing more projects. As regards cross border corporation, he made mention of various projects with neighbouring countries. As regards the transnational programme for Southeast Europe he noted that the  Republic of Macedonia has developed and approved an operative programme for the years 2007-2013 and that they are developing an IPA management system for all beneficiaries. Furthermore he made note of projects in the framework of the environment. 
As for the economy, he underlined that they have achieved macroeconomic stability despite the global financial crisis and attributed it to the robust macroeconomic structure of the  Republic of Macedonia. Moreover, he outlined the further macroeconomic structural reforms they have made and have planned to make in the future. 
8. Consideration and adoption of the Recommendations 
In the following section of the meeting, amendments tabled by members of the Committee were debated and voted. 
As a result the text produced as a whole has been accepted by the Committee (attached). 
9. Special address on the relations between the European Union and the  Republic of Macedonia by Mr. Vasko Naumovski, Deputy Prime Minister for EU Affairs, for the  Republic of Macedonia

Mr Vasko NAUMOVSKI welcomed the Progress Report and indicated that it is taken very seriously by the  Republic of Macedonia. He added that efforts for reforms are to continue especially in the framework of the Copenhagen criteria, and in terms of judiciary, fight against corruption, organized crime, money laundering and reforms in administration. He thanked the EU representatives for their cooperation. Furthermore he noted that the  Republic of Macedonia will pursue in carrying out reforms and fulfil the necessary political and economic criteria. He concluded by conveying his wishes in coming to a mutually acceptable solution as regards the name issue.  

Mr Michael CRAMER related to the debates held under Item 4 and brought it to the attention of Mr Naumovski.

Mrs Monica Luisa MACOVEI highlighted the importance of implementation of legislation and the difficulties involved, and congratulated the authorities of the  Republic of Macedonia. She concluded by noting that various EU members are around similar rankings to the  Republic of Macedonia within the Corruption Perceptions Index.

Mr Michail TREMOPOULOS brought up concerns regarding activities near the Vardar River and the adverse effects it has on Greece, along with concerns over any possible nuclear activity. 

Mr Stanimir ILCHEV forwarded the question of whether the government itself has proposals regarding the name issue.

Mr Vasko NAUMOVSKI, in response to Mr Cramer provided detailed information as to the issues brought up under Item 4 and that the issue regarding companies are under the competence of the public revenue office and the financial police. He stated that the rule of law is respected throughout the country and that the attention is prone to be diverted to other issues not related.   

Mr Vasko NAUMOVSKI, in response to Mrs Macovei thanked her for her comments and noted that the government is aware of the challenge of implementation and that they are prepared to take up the challenge. 

Mr Vasko NAUMOVSKI, in response to the questions on the name issue stated that the only acceptable option for all political parties and the majority of citizens regarding the name issue is "Republic of Macedonia". He noted that it is a complex issue, not one imposed by government initiatives, and that it is unfortunately an issue that hampers European integration for the  Republic of Macedonia. He reiterated his wishes of reaching a mutually acceptable solution in near future. 

Ms Slavica GRKOVSKA LOSHKOVA disagreed with the information provided by Mr Naumovski as regards the A1 TV issue and described her perceptions regarding the event. In response, Mr Naumovski indicated that he is not aware that the programme of A1 TV had been stopped and pointed out that the broadcasting of the station had continued without any interruptions. In addition, he pointed out that under law it is illegal to be owners of both television and newspapers, as referred to in the recommendations in the Progress Report.  

In the following exchange of views, debates were held on the A1 TV issue.
Speakers on this item:
Mr Vasko NAUMOVSKI (Government of RM), Mr Michael CRAMER (MEP), Mrs Monica Luisa MACOVEI (MEP), Mr Stanimir ILCHEV (MEP), Ms Slavica GRKOVSKA LOSHKOVA (MP, RM)

10. Any other business

None.
11. Date and place of the 9th meeting of the EU- Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee 

It was decided that the next JPC meeting would be held on May 16-20 2011 and that the 10th JPC meeting would take place in November 2011.
The meeting ended at 12.45.
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