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20 December 2005 HO/EC

Mr. Georgios PAPASTAMKOS, co-chair of the JPC, opened the meeting and welcomed all participants, in particular the delegation from the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and expressed hopes that the two days of the JPC meeting would consist of a fruitful dialogue. He set the backdrop for which the meeting took place, most importantly the Commission Opinion on the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia's application for membership, released on 9 November, but also the discussion within the EU on the future of the Constitution and on future enlargement. He welcomed the Commission's ambitions for the region and called on sufficient financial means to match. Finally he voiced his support for granting the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia candidate status at the December EU Summit. 

Mr. Andrej ZERNOVSKI, co-chair of the JPC thanked for the welcome and introduced his delegation. He stressed the symbolic meaning of having this meeting in Brussels and emphasised that Europe would not be whole without the inclusion of the Western Balkans. He thanked MEPs for their support of and contribution to the great reforms the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia has undergone. The country, now a functioning multiethnic state and role model for the region, was well aware of the efforts that still have to be made in order to move towards EU membership, he said.

Mr. Georgios KARATZAFERIS, vice-chair of the EP delegation, voiced his support for granting the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia candidate status without delay. He pointed out that both Turkey and Croatia had received candidate status even though not all criteria had yet been fulfilled and that the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia should not be judged any differently.

1. 

The draft agenda was adopted.

2. 

The minutes of the 1st JPC 30-31 January 2005 in Skopje were approved. 

However, Mrs. Angelika BEER wanted to bring up a point of order regarding the minutes. She first thanked Mr. PAPASTAMKOS for his welcoming words and then questioned the necessity of defining ethnic groups in the participant list.

3.

Mr. Reinhard PRIEBE, representing DG Enlargement of the European Commission presented the Commission Opinion on the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia's application for EU membership. He recaptured the great progress made in several areas such as creating macroeconomic stability implementing the Ohrid Framework Agreement and approaching the Copenhagen criteria for accession. The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia has come a long way but was not quite ready for negotiations. He voiced his support of the country being granted candidate status in December, in line with the Commission recommendation of 9 November. The Commission hoped this would be an encouragement for the country to continue reforms and progress in order to become a member of the EU.

After the Commission's intervention, Mr. Angus LAPSLEY of the UK Presidency was given the floor. He started with expressing the Presidency's support for the country's advances towards EU membership and for the forum the JPC meetings offered. He then reminded the meeting of the discussions currently taking place in the Council on whether to grant the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia candidate status. He identified three areas relevant for this discussion. Firstly, there was the situation in the region, especially regarding the final status of Kosovo. Secondly, there was the aftermath of the referendums on the Constitution and the debate on its future and thirdly, the recommendations from the Thessaloniki Council. He stressed that the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia was an important role model for the region and that the UK Presidency supported rewarding the country for the progress made by granting it candidate status in December.

Mr. Emil KIRIJAS, State Secretary in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, said it was a privilege to continue the dialogue within the JPC and that this meeting was very timely after the release of the Commission Opinion. He mentioned the fruitful and effective cooperation with the EU in achieving progress and amending the constitution. At this stage he stressed, implementation would be specifically important. He more particularly emphasised the Ohrid Framework Agreement as "the road to Brussels" and the importance of future elections to be carried out in accordance with international standards. He echoed the main features of the Commission Opinion. He also spoke on the visa regime and bilateral meetings with Austria. Finally, he stressed that the 15-16 December could be very important for the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia's further advances towards the EU and expressed his hopes that candidate status would be granted on this occasion.  

Mr. PAPASTAMKOS thanked the speakers for their interventions and opened up the floor for questions and contributions.

Mr. Jani MAKRADULI voiced his support for the EU Summit in December to grant the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia candidate status. He stressed that this would be a merited decision of the Council, stemming from years of hard work and that it should not be perceived as a gift. He echoed the main points of the Commission Opinion and said that the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia needed to continue with reforms. To this end, he pointed out that the country's new budget allocated more money for acceding to the acquis and thus advancing towards the EU.

Mr. Sepp KUSSTATSCHER welcomed the Commission recommendation and emphasised his support for granting the country candidate status in December. He asked for information on the situation in Pripor, from where ethnic unrest had been reported and stressed that interethnic conflicts in the country must be solved. Mr. KUSSTATSCHER asked the Delegation of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia for a comment on the implementation of OECD/ODIHR recommendations. He also inquired after what kind of signals the Government had been given from the incoming Austrian Presidency.

Mr. PAPASTAMKOS expressed gratitude towards the interpreters for their work. He then gave back the floor to Mr. KARIJAS for answering the questions. 

Mr. KIRIJAS commented on the events in Pripor and said that although there would always be radical elements in all societies, strengthening the rule of law was especially important for FYROM. He stressed that the path to EU sent a strong signal to these radical elements. He welcomed that Austria, both as incoming Presidency of the EU and as a neighbouring country, has underlined its dedication to further approximation.

Mr. LAPSLEY added that there would be an EU-Western Balkans ministerial meeting in March 2006. The agenda was not yet official but he said that among other things it seemed very likely that the visa issue would be dealt with.

Mr. MARKRADULI emphasised that immediate action had been taken regarding the recommendations from OSCE/ODIHR and that NGOs were being involved in the implementation. He recognised that the forthcoming elections were of significant importance.

Mr. Slobodan CHASHULE echoed some of Mr. MAKRADULI's words and pointed out that as much as irregularities must be avoided the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia must also learn how to deal with the problems that do appear, i.e. how to manage potential irregularities. He added that the events in Pripor were isolated and has been condoned by all. He said the incidents had foremost involved teenagers and in regards to this he stressed the particular importance of easing the visa regime to create a better future for young people.

Mr. Gyula HEGYI commented on Mrs. BEER's earlier intervention regarding mentioning ethnic categories in the minutes. In his opinion affirmative action was needed in the case of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, since it was a newly functioning multiethnic society. Mr HEGYI asked the Delegation of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia whether their institutions were ready for the amount of paperwork that moving closer to the EU would imply, especially in terms of civil servants and administrative capacity. Additionally, he said many young people in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia did not see a future in the country and asked the Government's view on this.

Mr. KARIJAS said a lot was being done to educate civil servants, for example through language training and twinning projects. Regarding the future of the young people of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia he said the visa liberalisation was the key and the single most important thing for the youth. In this area political will and support was still needed.

Concerning training of civil servants, Mr. MAKRADULI added that IT and communications were important tools and that the government was also working with Universities.

4. 

Mr. Jusuf ARIFI gave a chronological overview of the implementation of Constitutional amendments deriving from the Ohrid Framework Agreement. He spoke on securing effective implementation and overcoming difficulties in implementing the rule of law and creating fair and free elections. He stressed that the country was on the right track to live up to the Copenhagen criteria and that achieving candidate status in December would set an example for the whole region. He also spoke on ethnic tension in the country.

Mr. KUSSTATSCHER asked how the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia dealt with representation of ethnic minorities. 

Mr. ARFIFI said one of the main reasons why the country was a functioning multiethnic society was the fact that the different ethnical groups were represented in the police force and in the army. This was a successful way of earning the confidence of the people and creating stability.

Mr. Nezdet MUSTAFA commented on the social cohesion achieved in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.

The meeting was adjourned 17.10 and was resumed again the following day at 10.00.

Mr. PAPASTAMKOS welcomed the participants to the second day of the meeting and gave the floor to Mr. Marjan GJORCEV.

5.

Mr. GJORCEV gave an overview of the progress in economic reforms. He pointed out that the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia has reached a significant degree of macroeconomic stability which he perceived as the most important step to fulfilling the economic criteria for EU membership. The steadily rising level of savings by the people of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia was seen as evidence of this progress and that trust in the banking system was being re-established. He also briefed the meeting on the progress made regarding liberalisation of the trade system and increasing integration with other markets. However, he also recognised that the level of foreign investment was still insufficient, mostly due to regional instability. 

6.

Mrs. Cvetanka IVANOVA took the floor and briefed the meeting on the reform process in the field of justice and home affairs and state administration. She said the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia was aware of the challenges that lie ahead especially with regards to the judiciary, the police and the administration. There was a broad political will to speed up efficiency, the rule of law and improving human resources. Efforts were underway to prepare the ground for the implementation of the acquis. Increasing ethnical representation she said, would be very important especially within the police force to regain the trust of the citizens. Signing the Council of Europe conventions and putting focus on implementation was recognised as an important step towards this. 

Mr. MUSTAFA briefed the participants on the importance of liberalising the visa regime, with an ultimate goal of abolishment. This multilateral issue was seen as a very important step for the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, especially the young. He mentioned measures have been proposed with a view to easing the scheme. 

Mr. PAPASTAMKOS thanked for the intervention and recognised that judicial reforms were the key to European judicial culture.

7.

Mr. HEGYI put the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia into its geographical context and said that when speaking of the region there was too much history and too little geography. He mentioned the importance of the SAA and that the country was setting an example. Corruption was a big problem throughout the region and the atmosphere needed to be changed. Without Serbia-Montenegro and more particularly, Kosovo, there could be no stability in the region, he said. He also spoke about the necessity of gaining a broad support for reforms within the public so as not to create frustration, especially among the young people. 

In his intervention, Mr. CHASHULE reminded participants that the EU was originally created to bring peace to the continent and that including the Balkans could be the last challenge to this. He emphasised the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia's leading role in achieving stability in the region and the positive example it set for other countries such as Albania and Serbia-Montenegro. To politicians in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia the SAA was the most important instrument to bring about peace and advance towards the EU.

Mr. PAPASTAMKOS added that it was not only important for every country in the region to carry a dialogue with the EU but that the region as a whole to speak with the EU and equally important, with each other.

8.

Mr. GJORCEV gave a briefing on the CARDS programme and the measures being undertaken to implement EU funds. He spoke of the importance of democratic stabilisation and how the annual action programme was being implemented. The reform of the judiciary and decentralisation underway and planned for 2006 would create a new institutional framework enabling pre accession funds to be used properly from 2007.  

9.

The final joint statement was adopted unanimously as amended. 

10.

There was no other business.

11.

It was agreed to hold the next JPC meeting in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia in April 2006, probably in Ohrid. The exact date was to be decided at a later stage.

Mr. PAPASTAMKOS and Mr. ZERNOVSKI thanked the participants for a fruitful meeting and a constructive dialogue. 

*

*   *

The meeting closed at 12.15
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