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Mr Aleksander SPASENOVSKI and Mr Antonios TRAKATELLIS, Co-Chairmen of the Joint Parliamentary Committee, opened the meeting and welcomed the participants. Mr. Spasenovski expressed his confidence that the meeting would proceed in a constructive spirit on the topics on the agenda and on issues of common interest between the two delegations. He expressed his satisfaction for the successful first round of the local and presidential elections in the  Republic of Macedonia as a proof of the democratic maturity of the state. In the period to come, the adoption of the Treaty of Lisbon and the new mandate of the European Parliament would be in the focus of attention of the  Republic of Macedonia in the light of its European integration perspectives. At the end, he underlined that the European Commission and the EU Member States should value the progress made in the past year by the  Republic of Macedonia by granting visa liberalization to the citizens of the country and by making a decision on the date of start of the accession negotiations. 
1. Adoption of the draft agenda

The draft agenda was adopted.
2. Approval of the minutes of the 5th meeting of the EU- Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee on 27-28 November 2008 in Skopje

The minutes of the 5th meeting of the EU- Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee on 27-28 November 2008 in Skopje were approved. 
3. Exchange of views with representatives of the Government of the  Republic of Macedonia, the Presidency in Office of the Council of the European Union and the European Commission on the relations between the European Union and the  Republic of Macedonia
Mr Ivica BOCEVSKI, Deputy Prime Minister, representing the Government of the  Republic of Macedonia, welcomed the high level of cooperation between the  Republic of Macedonia and the European Union. He underlined that the  Republic of Macedonia was continuing to invest in the implementation of the European Agenda and that efforts had been made to meet the stipulated political criteria, including the organization of fair and democratic elections. He welcomed the recent evaluation from the Commission, confirming the progress the  Republic of Macedonia had made in meeting the benchmarks for visa liberalisation and the advancement on key priorities of the Accession Partnership, as well as the improvement of the general political climate. He welcomed the recent conclusions of the report of the European Parliament, stressing that the  Republic of Macedonia was taking all necessary steps to meet the criteria for EU membership. The European Parliament furthermore had noted that the  Republic of Macedonia had been a candidate country for three years, without a date for start of negotiations, a situation he described as intolerable. He referred to the previous EP Report, recommending the European Council to accelerate the accession process, by opening negotiations in 2009. He underlined that the progress made in meeting the criteria had been confirmed at the previous JPC meeting, and reiterated that the country had proven to be serious and committed towards meeting the stipulated political criteria for EU membership.
Mr BOCEVSKI also stressed the importance of the finalisation of the visa liberalisation process. He mentioned the recent assessment mission to the  Republic of Macedonia, confirming the degree to which the benchmarks had been met. He suggested that the Commission should make a proposal to the European Council, removing the  Republic of Macedonia from the Schengen black-list. He underlined that the current visa regime did not reflect the relations between the two partners. While it took only 2 hours to reach any EU border by plane, it took the Macedonian citizens 4 days to obtain a visa to visit the EU. He emphasised that the visa liberalisation should be completed in 2009 as it had negative impacts on the economy and caused radical feelings among the citizens. Around 70 percent of the young population had never been in an EU member state and the situation had created a gap between generations. He outlined the main achievements of the  Republic of Macedonia the previous year, including fulfilling the obligations from the Stabilisation and Association Agreement. In accordance with the agreement, he anticipated the European Council to reach the decision to enter the second phase, implying more obligations and enhanced integration.  
Mr BOCEVSKI stressed the importance of parliamentary cooperation and was confident that the JPC would support the accession of the  Republic of Macedonia to the EU. He underlined that the political dialogue had been established in the structures of the Parliament of the  Republic of Macedonia and that consensus and negotiations were the most important tools for making decisions in the state. He emphasised that the EU needed to re-focus its attention to allow the region to enter the last phase of integration into the European Union. Integration would serve as an incentive for reforms in the region and as a political signal allowing the countries to enhance their political agenda. He understood the arguments of members and institutions who wanted to slow down the process of enlargement and to wait for the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty first, because of the so called "enlargement fatigue", but urged the opponents to understand the risk of "commitment fatigue" in the  Republic of Macedonia, which may be a result of delayed accession. He confirmed the importance of enlargement to create stability and democracy in the region. 
Mr Evgeni KIRILOV asked Mr BOCEVSKI if he could provide any news regarding Bulgarian military memorials in the  Republic of Macedonia. Mr BOCEVSKI replied that the demands had been forwarded to the relevant authorities who were working to establish a framework to overcome the issue.
Mr Libor Sečka, Director-General of the European Union Section of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, representing the Presidency-in-Office of the Council of the European Union, stated that bringing the Western Balkan countries closer to the EU was among the key priorities for the Czech Presidency, and that efforts were being made to achieve tangible progress. He welcomed the progress achieved in the country and stated that it could serve as an example of a functioning multiethnic state. The recent visit to the  Republic of Macedonia by the Czech Prime Minister, the first visit of an EU Prime Minister in the country, showed the importance attached to the integration of the region into the EU. He welcomed the first round of local and presidential elections in the country, which had been considered free and fair, without any significant incidents. He also underlined the importance of commencing the process of visa liberalisation and the negotiations for accession. 
Mr Jan TRUSZCYNSKI, Deputy Director General of DG ELARG, representing the European Commission, mentioned the recent adoption of a Resolution concerning the  Republic of Macedonia. The resolution regretted that accession negotiations had not yet commenced, 3 years after the  Republic of Macedonia had been granted a candidate status. He stressed that the European Commission supported the integration of the country and that the criteria were clearly defined. He underlined that a new opportunity was arising in 2009, although the conditions remained the same. The country needed to conduct free and fair elections and to fulfil the remaining reforms set out with benchmarks. He underlined that the first round of the presidential and municipal elections had been satisfactory and had met most international standards, but the outcome needed to be consolidated during the second round. He underlined that the process of reaching the benchmarks should be accelerated, which entailed ensuring the smooth functioning of projects, the continuation of the fight against corruption and the implementation of anti-corruption legislation, the adoption of civil services reforms, an area in which only limited progress had been made. He underlined that the implementation of recent judicial reforms had been satisfactory and underlined that the country had the capacity to meet the stipulated criteria if it remained focused. He furthermore welcomed the progress made towards the implementation of the roadmap for visa liberalisation and stressed that the European Commission viewed the continuous reforms in the area as encouraging. He underlined that the review process should be completed by the end of the Czech Presidency. Another important front was the objective to obtain conferral of management for the decentralized implementation of the financial assistance programmes under the Pre-Accession Instrument (IPA), an important step towards enhanced relationships between the  Republic of Macedonia and the European Union. He noted that the government of the  Republic of Macedonia had achieved results and further progress was expected. 
Mrs Slavica GRKOVSKA-LOSKOVA, Vice Chair of the  Republic of Macedonia Delegation, pointed out that the Social-Democratic Union supported the government and the draft laws that lead to the harmonisation with European legislation. In the  Republic of Macedonia, there was a consensus for membership of the country in the EU. She expressed concerns over the absence of a concrete date for the start of negotiations. She also emphasised that the opposition had put pressure on the government to increase the focus and efforts towards fulfilling the European criteria. She expressed concern over the recent peaceful student protest in the  Republic of Macedonia, which had been interrupted by members of the ruling party and mentioned that victims of violence had been condemned while the perpetuators had not been held responsible. She described this as a serious threat to democracy. She also mentioned the recent clashes with milk producers in the country and feared that the government did not have the necessary democratic attitude to accept conflicting opinions. She condemned this behaviour and believed that the right to demonstrate and to freely express opinions was a basic right. She hoped that pressure would be put on the government to improve democratic governance and to bring the country closer to fulfilling the European criteria. 
Ms Vladanka AVIROVIC, Socialist Party of Macedonia, confirmed that all political parties in the  Republic of Macedonia condemned this kind of violence, and added that a definitive version of the events had not been established by the Ministry of Interior. She added that under the umbrella of students, there were members of the opposition party, the Social-Democratic Union . She stressed that all political parties should take responsibility to continue with the accession to the European Union. 

Mr Safet NEZIRI, Democratic Union for Integration, stated that the recent events showed an agglomeration of frustrations existing within the government of the  Republic of Macedonia. He furthermore underlined that demonstrations were common in all democracies and were not necessarily an expression of negative energy. It had been natural for the police to intervene in the above-mentioned cases, and although their duties might have been overstepped, he stated that this was not outside the legal obligations of the police. He believed that the  Republic of Macedonia was making progress in reaching the political criteria and combating corruption, and mentioned that the country had recently proven to be capable of holding democratic elections. He called on the EU to understand that the young population in the country had been neglected and believed that a liberalisation of the visa regime would contribute positively to improving the situation of the young people in the  Republic of Macedonia.
Mr SPASENOVSKI mentioned the recent official visit of the Former President of the Czech Republic to the  Republic of Macedonia. The official visit's talks had concluded that certain weaknesses remained, but had also confirmed the well-grounded wish of starting visa liberalisation and membership negotiations as soon as possible. He also mentioned that the first round of the municipal and Presidential elections had been recognised by international observers as free and fair. 
Mr TRAKATELLIS stated that that there were outstanding issues between the  Republic of Macedonia and its neighbouring countries. He confirmed that good neighbourly relations were essential in the EU and asked if any progress had been made towards solving outstanding issues in the area. 

Mr TRUSZCYNSKI confirmed that open issues between EU countries and candidate countries were important and carried the risk of developing into protracted conflicts, undermining the quality of bilateral relations. He stressed that EU involvement was important, but not beyond the facilitation of negotiations between the parties. He stressed that the main efforts had to be deployed by the states involved. Regarding the unresolved issue between the  Republic of Macedonia and Greece, he underlined that it was dealt with under the UN auspices and that negotiations towards an acceptable solution should be continued. He confirmed that the issue was long overdue and should have been already solved. 
Mr Sečka stated that outstanding issues were also present when his own country had entered into the European Union and believed that these issues can be overcome. He stated that the Czech experience could be used by the  Republic of Macedonia to surmount its own pending issues. 

4. The process of liberalisation of the visa regime for the citizens of the  Republic of Macedonia

Mr KIRILOV stated that the European Commission had proposed the visa liberalisation road map to the  Republic of Macedonia the previous year and that the government had taken measures to fulfil most of the requirements for visa liberalisation well before the road map. Many of the projects were in the final phase of implementation and he expected a major decision during this year. He confirmed that visa liberalisation was deserved and should take place by the end of 2009. He also emphasised that visa liberalisation would have a positive effect for the people and particularly the young population of the  Republic of Macedonia, who had not yet seen the benefits of free movement. It would also be a step forward towards the start of negotiations. However, progress needed to be increased in the areas of document security, illegal immigration, public security and external relations. He underlined that the area of document security had already seen great progress. The government had also implemented an anti-corruption program and progress had been noted in the field of illegal immigration, including border management, asylum and migration. Efforts in the area of public security had produced progress and police and legal reforms had taken place. What needed to be further fulfilled in the country was the establishment of a national intelligence database, the implementation of further anti corruption measures, the adoption and implementation of legislation on confiscation of assets and work on cross border aspects such as trafficking in human beings. Efforts had been made to guarantee freedom of movement and access to personal documents for every citizen, including minorities and vulnerable groups. However, some Roma minorities remained without personal documents and efforts in the area had to be undertaken. 

Mrs GRKOVSKA-LOSKOVA hoped that the  Republic of Macedonia would achieve visa liberalisation for all citizens by the end of 2009. She outlined the technical requirements that the  Republic of Macedonia needed to meet in order to reach the goal of visa liberalisation. She stressed that obtaining a visa was a lengthy and complicated process for the citizens of the  Republic of Macedonia, and that the victims of the current visa regime were honest citizens, students, businessmen, scientists and NGO representatives and not criminals, who found it easy to obtain a visa and to enter other countries through the loop holes of the system. The Schengen visa regime did not prevent criminals from communicating and roaming freely throughout Europe. She stressed that many students or business representatives had failed to attend conferences or meetings in the EU due to the alleged lack of documentation, thus restricting those citizens' opportunities for development and communication with the wider Europe. She underlined that the  Republic of Macedonia was a part of Europe geographically and that the criteria for visa liberalisation had been largely fulfilled. She also stressed that visa liberalisation was a major step in integrating the  Republic of Macedonia into the European Union. 
5. Environmental issues

Mrs Mojca DRCAR MURKO, Member of the European Parliament, mentioned the environmental reforms taking place in the  Republic of Macedonia. One of the most noticeable changes was the widespread use of paper bags, which were free, contrary to plastic bags. The reduction of plastic bags had been a key priority of the government. She also mentioned a recent fact-finding mission to Skopje, which had acknowledged that environmental legislation had been implemented. However, one major problem appeared to be that administrative capacity was largely insufficient, particularly at the local level. The Ministry of Environment was relatively weak in comparison to other Ministries and its policies were not among the first priorities of the government. The lack of environmental investments had been noted and the mission had concluded that a good legislative record could be observed, but it was hampered by limited implementation. The mission had confirmed good cooperation between the government and NGOs, but had stressed that the country was suffering from a lack of priority and distribution of funds. Many polluters still did not have licences because the procedures were lengthy and the ministry suffered from a shortage of staff and funds. Monitoring of industrial pollution was equal for both licensed and unlicensed businesses and sanctions and forced close down of businesses were applied. She confirmed that administrative capacity was improving. Regarding pandemic preparedness she stated that training for both health professionals and journalists had been initiated. The country also had the lowest official rate of AIDS victims in South East Europe, but she added that stigma might also have contributed to the low statistics. There was a large percentage of the population smoking, but a ban on smoking in public places was foreseen for 2010. She underlined that further reforms were needed in the area of environment and health, not only to satisfy EU criteria, but also to ensure sustainable development of the country. 
Mr SPASENOVSKI stated that environmental issues risked to be put in a secondary position in countries in transition, but confirmed that the situation was changing in the  Republic of Macedonia. Reports had found that progress had been made in horizontal legislation. In early 2009, the government had adopted legislation for the protection of the environment, and financial resources directed towards environmental protection had been increased. Projects aiming to reduce greenhouse emission in line with the Kyoto protocol had also been implemented. The country had prepared a National Action Plan, supported by the World Bank. The plan analysed environmental challenges and suggested priority investment and policies. The plan was based on three criteria: protection of human health, improvement of the environment and preservation of natural resources for sustainable development. The priority of the country was currently to set up a system of environmental management with adequate institutional capacity and normative frameworks. Regarding the quality of water, the Law Amending the Law on Waters had been passed, introducing a fee of 5 percent for the use of water sand, which would be allocated to rational use of water and prevention of water pollution. He confirmed that not enough attention had been directed towards environmental issues, but there was currently a political will to prioritize environmental issues. 
Mr Sepp KUSSTATSCHER, Member of the European Parliament, stated that there was a danger that countries facing economic difficulties in the context of the global crisis might be tempted to engage in short term economic policy-making and to neglect social and environmental policy issues. There was often a short-term attitude in economics, focusing on balancing the budget rather than building a sustainable future. He urged the participants to learn from the mistakes of Europe in planning for a sustainable future and to deal with these issues in the current state-building stage. 
Mrs AVIROVIC agreed that the  Republic of Macedonia was currently in the initial stages of environmental protection and stressed that increasing efforts to preserve the environments were needed. A large part of the territory was protected, comprising intact mountains and lakes. She also mentioned the forthcoming public review of the country's energy strategy, in which green energy sources would be prioritized and subsidies and efforts would be deployed to reduce the environmental impact of heavy industries. 
6. Related educational Community programs

Mr Sepp KUSSTATSCHER spoke about vocational training and stated that this was an important area for Europe. He stressed the need for linguistic education in order to unify Europe and promote cross border communication. He underscored that the  Republic of Macedonia was a multilingual country, and underlined  the importance of learning the language of the neighbour and not only English as a second language. For the  Republic of Macedonia, Albanian was an important language besides English. An active proficiency of a language was psychologically important, and the minorities would perceive themselves as better taken into consideration, if the wider society would speak their language. Learning a language could tie bonds and create fruitful relationships. On the contrary, having separate schools and universities for the two languages would provoke each community growing apart, rather than growing together and would create two parallel societies. He stressed the importance of having a universal language, but underlined that learning the language of the neighbour was equally important. He also underlined the importance of recognition of diplomas between countries and mentioned the deadline of 2012 when diplomas were supposed to become more transparent and mutually recognised in the European Union and skills required would be clearly outlined in all member states. He also spoke about vocational training which should be seen on equal footing with basic education and emphasised the need of having people skilled for every work. He stressed that recognition of skills as well as language skills were the keys to mobility within Europe. However, mobilisation should also be facilitated through visa liberalisation for the citizens of the countries outside the EU. 
Mr NEZIRI confirmed that the country had a problem with ethnic division in education and that conflict had escalated. The situation was not benefiting the young population in the country, nor the region, striving to be a part of Europe. He mentioned that there had been certain inconsistencies in the member countries, as well as with some secondary diplomas which hardly could be recognised in other member states. The problem of recognition was a major challenge for the citizens of the  Republic of Macedonia, who had to take additional exams in order to gain recognition in the EU member states. He mentioned that there were universities that welcomed students from both language groups, but stressed that a method to reach the objective of having a well integrated education system had to be identified. He agreed that many citizens had started to learn Albanian, and stressed the importance of integrating the language of the neighbour into the education system in order to facilitate mutual understanding and respect between the two groups. The  Republic of Macedonia had become independent from Yugoslavia in 1990 with a weak educational system. Attempts to computerise the system and to provide a computer for each child were hampered by old buildings and lack of resources. He mentioned the problem of adults' unemployment and stated that programs for adult education had contributed to overcoming it. He furthermore stressed that settling a date for the start of negotiations on EU accession and visa liberalisations would be major milestones that could encourage investments and employment in the country. He underlined that education was the basis for building healthy society and a healthy state.
Mrs GRKOVSKA-LOSKOVA agreed that education was an important factor for integration in multiethnic societies. A policy of division according to linguistic or ethnic lines was disastrous for any state and efforts should be made to prevent the implementation of such policies. On the contrary, education should be used to integrate all ethnic groups and to allow them equal participation in the country's public life. Knowledge of the culture of the various groups should be enhanced in order to create understanding, respect and equal opportunities. She stressed the importance of secondary vocational training, and admitted that implementation of legislation on secondary training had experienced complications. In order to successfully integrate the secondary vocational training, a well developed economy was needed, as well as policy coordination between the ministries of education and labour. 
Mr SPASENOVSKI added that most of the political stakeholders in the  Republic of Macedonia agreed on the issue of education and stated that progress had been made. He also referred to the report of the European Commission, describing constant improvements in the area of education in the  Republic of Macedonia. The 2007 and the 2008 reports on the  Republic of Macedonia revealed that progress had been made during the last years. However, the area of science was lagging behind and there was room for improvement. 

Mr Martin DAWSON, Deputy Head of Unit, DG ENLARG, European Commission, expressed concerns regarding the recent negative developments in schools, which were indicative of underlying tensions between ethnic communities in the country. While there was a high level of legal rights for ethnic communities, the reality of life was that the communities lived apart, side by side, rather than living together and interacting. He also stressed that the right to education in the mother tongue should be balanced with the objective of integration. He raised concern over increased segregation in education and stressed that mechanisms needed to be found through dialogue at national and local level. He confirmed that the European Commission would always respond positively to any request for enhanced participation in community programmes. 
Mrs AVIROVIC confirmed that education should be a priority issue and stated that there were reasons for concern regarding the situation. She stated that the experience of the European Union could be used to solve the situation. Analysis had shown that there was no problem of political influence in higher education, where students often learned the second national language. This experience could also lead the way to approach open issues in secondary education. 

Mr TRAKATELLIS stated that education should be the top priority of any country seeking EU membership. The EU was a union of states with good tertiary and secondary education and one of the best ways to join the Union was to improve tertiary education. At university level, efforts should be made to create a generation of students who would be moving around Europe and take the skills back home. A convergence would then be created between the EU and the country of origin. He mentioned the case of Greece, who implemented programmes to ensure that students would go back to their home countries to work there for a minimum period after studies abroad. 
7. Management of EU funds, with a particular view to the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA)

Mr Dragos Florin DAVID, Member of the European Parliament, asked the representative from the European Commission whether he had new elements, from the previous week, on the implementation of the IPA in the  Republic of Macedonia. 
Mr TRUSZCYNSKI replied that the country had requested to have conferrals of decentralized management for IPA at the beginning of the year. He also informed that the European Commission had sent a joint mission of auditors from DG ENLARG and DG REGIO, to conduct extensive discussions and audits of the Ministry of Finance and of the National Authorising Officer (NAO). The European Commission was currently in the process of writing a report on the findings. The next step would be to discuss with country authorities on the basis of the result. Preliminary indications revealed that the country had made good preparatory work on regional policy and institution building. However, institution building was more challenging because the number of eligible ministries was wider. He stated that the challenge of IPA should not be underestimated and assured that the matter was a priority issue.
Mr DAVID hoped that the implementation of the IPA in the  Republic of Macedonia would have a more effective impact than for the twelve new EU member states. He stated that, apart from meeting the Copenhagen criteria, the sound implementation of financial instruments was an essential step to take. Learning from Romania's experience, it was critical to train young people to manage and implement projects in order to avoid waste and inefficiency. He welcomed the progress that had been made and hoped that negotiations for EU membership would commence. 
Mrs AVIROVIC stated that the  Republic of Macedonia had established good practices in using funds prior to the implementation of IPA and she hoped that IPA funds could be used shortly. IPA was designed to modernise pre-accession assistance under one roof and to apply to candidate countries, and would be implemented through the Delegations of the European Commission, with the goal of transferring the management to national authorities through a system of decentralized implementation when the relevant authorities would reach the sufficient capacity. The government of the  Republic of Macedonia had submitted the package for accreditation to the European Commission in January 2009 and submission of the accreditation package for the three other components was expected to follow. The preparation of the public administration for the decentralised management of European funds was an important process for the  Republic of Macedonia and an opportunity to show that the country had well trained people who worked according to European standards with the ability to absorb financial resources from the European Commission. In operational terms, the Ministry of Finance was the main coordinator for all institutions, while IPA Units had been set up for programming, implementation and follow-up of projects. To enhance administrative capacities, training programs conducted by the Ministry of Finance had been established. Mrs AVIROVIC furthermore outlined the five main components and their state of implementation and projects in the  Republic of Macedonia. 
Mr KIRILOV took the opportunity to mention the issue of good neighbourhood relations in connection with the Bulgarian monuments in the  Republic of Macedonia. He stated that numerous Bulgarian citizens had complained, and wished to see the graves of their relatives. He expressed concern over the insufficient attention that the issue had received and suggested to further discuss the issue during the forthcoming JPC meeting. 

8. Consideration and adoption of the Declaration and Recommendations of the Joint Parliamentary Committee
The Draft Declaration and Recommendations and the tabled amendments were presented and considered. The Draft Declaration and Recommendations were adopted unanimously as amended.  

9. Any other business

No further issues were raised.
10. Date and place of the 7th meeting of the EU-  Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee

It was decided to hold the next meeting in Skopje in autumn 2009 after the European elections.
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