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Opening of the meeting:

Alojz PETERLE and Kenan HASIPI, Co-Chairmen of the Joint Parliamentary Committee opened the meeting, and welcomed the participants.
Alojz PETERLE stated that the JPC represents the parliamentary dimension of the accession process of the  Republic of Macedonia to the EU. Then both co-chairmen introduced the participants of the meeting. He said that the European Parliament regretted that despite recommendation of the Commission, European Council chose not to repeat is December 2012 decisions. He expressed his hope that a solution will be found to the bilateral name issue between the  Republic of Macedonia and Greece. Furthermore, he also expressed his hope that all the political parties will be represented in Sobranie, which is deemed as the precondition for the cooperation between the European Parliament and Sobranie. He then gave the floor to Kenan HASIPI.
Kenan HASIPI stated that by electing Alojz PETERLE as the chair of the delegation, the European Parliament sent a clear message about its interest in the EU membership of the  Republic of Macedonia. He recalled that year and a half ago, conclusions of the JPC were adopted without any discussion, after which a letter was sent to President Schulz to ask his engagement in the relations between the EU and the  Republic of Macedonia. He also expressed his wish that together with colleagues MEPS, they will jointly contribute for the  Republic of Macedonia to become an EU Member State. He then introduced the members of the  Republic of Macedonia delegation, while he added that the members of the main opposition party were absent.
1. Adoption of the draft agenda
The draft agenda was adopted.

2. Adoption of the minutes of the 11th meeting of the EU-  Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee held on 22-23 May 2013 in Strasbourg
The draft minutes were adopted.

3. Exchange of views with representatives of the government of the  Republic of Macedonia, of the Council of the European Union and of the European Commission on the relations between the European Union and the  Republic of Macedonia

Mr Fatmir BESIMI, Deputy Prime Minister, noted that Western Balkans enlargement remains a cornerstone of EU's goal to cover the whole continent. The only future perspective in which the  Republic of Macedonia could situate itself is the European one. He added that the country's aim is to make the current peace stable by establishing sound institutions, strong political system, democratic society, and economic prosperity. He stressed that the  Republic of Macedonia is committed to its European agenda, although the state of the country is not perfect. He asked for EU's support for the  Republic of Macedonia's EU bid. He also talked about the action plan prepared by the government, which covers freedom of expression, inter-ethnic relations, public administration reform, and good neighbourly relations. This, he said, will be the roadmap of the government until the next phase of the EU accession process. He recalled Commissioner Hahn's view that the EU should work on the quality of the enlargement process, and added that once the negotiations between the EU and the  Republic of Macedonia start the quality of the enlargement process will increase. He welcomed the decision of the DPA to return to the parliament. He thanked the European Commission as well as the Venice Commission for their comments on the constitutional amendments. Regarding the freedom of expression, he said that the government had been in dialogue with the media representatives. He also underlined the significance of good and sound inter-ethnic relations within the country. Additionally he touched upon the issue of judicial independence and non-selective judiciary. He also asked the members of the EP delegation to support what was outlined in the Commission's Progress Report, which stated that support from EU leaders was needed to facilitate the process of solving the name dispute with Greece. With regards to the economic situation, he emphasized that the  Republic of Macedonia had the highest growth rate in the region. He then talked about the national economic reform programme that was being prepared by the Ministry of Finances. He pointed out that the reforms would address the issues of labour market, public finances and transparency. He added that the  Republic of Macedonia achieved to move up by ten places. He repeated that EU membership is a strategic priority for the country, but reminded that the public support for the process has been gradually decreasing for the last 6 years.
Mr Eduard AUER, Head of Unit, Western Balkans Unit, European External Action Service, first of all stressed that the enlargement process would continue with the same pace even though no new member will accede to the Union within the next five years. He added that the cooperation between the two parliaments, and the JPC in particular, could make a significant contribution to the process. He brought up the issue of the lack of dialogue between the government and the opposition. This, he said, reflects very much in the relations between the EU and the  Republic of Macedonia. Furthermore, he noted that the EU Delegation  to this country is in contact with both sides in order to facilitate the dialogue. As regards the good neighbourly relations, he noted that it is very important for further progress of the European integration of the  Republic of Macedonia.
Mr Jean-Eric PAQUET, Director, DG Enlargement, European Commission, said that the JPC plays an important part in the accession process, has a strong and valuable track record in building bridges. He noted that the European Commission supports the EU aspirations of the  Republic of Macedonia. He then touched upon the pillars outlined in the latest Enlargement Strategy, namely rule of law, economic governance, and public institutions and strengthening of democratic institutions. He recalled that the Commission recommended opening of negotiation chapters for the sixth time in 2014. Mr Paquet also warned that despite the high level of alignment in political criteria, the country needs to take resolute action reform action. He urged the government of the  Republic of Macedonia to take immediate steps to address concerns about increased politicisation and growing shortcomings with regard to the independence of the judiciary and freedom of expression. Also, he welcomed the efforts mentioned by Deputy Prime Minister Besimi, including the action plan to address the shortcomings identified in the Progress Report. The opposition parties have an important role to play, which involves engagement with the government and with the democratic institutions, while the government needs to create the conditions for a healthy political debate both inside and outside the parliament he said. Moreover, he underlined the importance of constantly improving good inter-ethnic relations. Finally, as regards good neighbourly relations, he indicated that while the country has good relations with its Western Balkans neighbours, relations with Greece remain affected by the name issue.
Ms Marijana PETIR, MEP, recalled that the country has been waiting for ten years for the negotiations to begin. She argued that Croatia's experience in enlargement negotiations is precious because of the very demanding way in which the negotiations were handled. Secondly, like the  Republic of Macedonia, Croatia's negotiation process was also blocked for some time due to unresolved issues with its neighbours. She asked the Commission officials to benefit from the best practices of the previous enlargement countries when dealing with the country. She also called for the opening of negotiations as the country met all the requirements.
Ms Maria SPYRAKI, MEP, reminded that the official name of the country in question is  Republic of Macedonia, not Macedonia. She asked how the EU can propose a precise date of opening as the opposition parties are not even in the parliament.
Mr Antonijo MILOSHOSKI, Vice-President of Sobranie, said that the Slovenian-Croatian model is something to be considered with regards to proposing an opening date for negotiations. He added that blocking the process in order to get concessions does not work, while it also deteriorates the image of the EU. EU officials always stress the rule of law, therefore he urged the EU and Greece to respect the rights and obligations driving from the Interim Accord signed in 1995. He then referred to the 2011 Supreme UN Court judgement which said that during the NATO Bucharest Summit, Greece has violated its obligations deriving from the Interim Accord by vetoing the  Republic of Macedonia's application for membership.
Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI, Vice-Chair of the EU Delegation to the  Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee, stressed that Bulgaria recognized the country with the name ''Republic of Macedonia'', and this shows no disrespect for Greece's position.
Mr Sergei STANISHEV, Vice-Chair of the EU Delegation to the  Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee, expressed the following position of his political group: The EU enlargement process will not be accomplished without the membership of the Western Balkan countries. However, he added, the ongoing bilateral issues with Greece are not the main cause of the stagnation of the enlargement process; in contrast, the main concern for the EU is the slowing down of the reform process in the country. He underlined that it is important not to remain on the declaration level without taking any action.
Ms Ivana MALETIĆ, MEP, recalled that she herself was the deputy of the Croatian chief negotiator during Croatia's negotiation process; therefore she gained experience in what is requested by the Commission. She also emphasized that the  Republic of Macedonia is a step ahead of the other Western Balkan countries when the latest progress reports are compared. She found it unfair that the country has not yet been given a start date for the negotiations. She claimed that one cannot say this country is not carrying out reforms.
Ms Biljana BORZAN, MEP, argued that there is one common reason why members of the JPC meet, that is the intention to bring Western Balkan countries closer to the EU, thereby providing security and stability for the region. She welcomed the new approach of the  Republic of Macedonia, namely focusing on quality rather than speed of the process. She said that fight against corruption is important in that it shows citizens that there are no untouchables in the country. Moreover, she added that the path toward the EU is valuable, because it enables politicians to justify reforms. She recalled that in Croatia, reforms, particularly those related to fight against corruption, were carried out under the pressure from the EU. She urged the ruling party to motivate the opposition to join the political life.
Mr Ivo VAJGL, EP rapporteur on the Commission's Progress Report, expressed his belief that there will not be any change in the official enlargement policy of the Union, despite the statement of Juncker. It is unacceptable that the Commission has been proposing the opening of the negotiations for six years, and the Council has been blocking it, he added. He suggested that countries should be judged by their own merits.
Mr Fatmir BESIMI noted that almost all Croatian members of the JPC showed sympathy towards the  Republic of Macedonia, and they also showed respect for what the country has achieved so far. He then stated that the country is ready to sign the agreement with Bulgaria on good neighbourly relations, friendship, and cooperation. Moreover, he referred to two examples of best practices when it comes to bilateral disputes, namely Croatian example and the Serbo-Kosovo conflict. He argued that Serbia was going to start negotiating chapters before the  Republic of Macedonia, even though it is far behind the  Republic of Macedonia as far as reforms are concerned. Also, he claimed that the EU will pay more attention to event at the global level such as the Ukraine crisis, Middle East, etc., which require strategic decisions. He finalized his speech by stating that when there are such worrying global challenges, the EU should make it clear that small countries of Western Balkans are not forgotten.
Mr Eduard AUER suggested that there is a consensus that the country should become a member of the EU, although bilateral issues do exist.

Mr Vladimir GJORCHEV, MP, indicated that it was not easy to be recommended the opening of the negotiations for six years in a row, and not to see implementing the decision for six years in a row. He wished he could see again the Euro-enthusiasm that he observed in early 2000s. Furthermore, he said all the countries that joined the EU after 2003 had serious problems like today's Western Balkan states, yet the EU was still willing to integrate those countries. He concluded by stressing that the  Republic of Macedonia was not asking for more than what the other former enlargement countries got.
Mr David CULLEN, Head of Unit, Unit for the  Republic of Macedonia, DG Enlargement, indicated that it was difficult year to prepare a progress report. The 2014 Progress Report on the  Republic of Macedonia, he added, is a very frank. He maintained that the report highlights the high level of alignment the country has achieved. Therefore, he said, the Commission recommended opening of negotiations sixth time in a row. At the same time, however, he noted that there had been backsliding too, particularly in the areas of press freedom and independence of judiciary. He also touched upon the absence of dialogue between the government and the opposition party, which needs to be addressed. Furthermore, he welcomed Mr Besimi's remarks on upcoming peer review mission by the Commission.
Ms Silvana BONEVA, MP, expressed her dissatisfaction with Europe's fireman role in each tension, but it should rather pre-emptively act in all countries aspiring to become members of the European Parliament. Citizens of the  Republic of Macedonia now have little trust in the European justice, she claimed. She argued that because the people of the  Republic of Macedonia believe that NATO and EU would bring peace and security to the region, membership has been a common uniting goal for citizens. She said that bilateral issues must be dealt on a bilateral basis, and that the EU should only be concerned with the country's ability to satisfy the Copenhagen Criteria. Moreover, she claimed that the EU has created an invisible criterion of settling the bilateral issue with the Hellenic Republic. She underlined that her country is not asking anything more than what has been granted to other enlargement countries by the EU. She then reminded that not the entire opposition is absent in the  Republic of Macedonia parliament. She concluded by stating that the JPC should send the following message: Peace, stability and security in the country as well as in the region are of utmost importance. Also, JPC should urge the opposition to articulate their policies within the institutions, not at the street.

Speakers on this item:  
Mr Fatmir BESIMI, Mr Eduard AUER, Mr Jean-Eric PAQUET, Ms Marijana PETIR, Ms Maria SPYRAKI, Mr Antonijo MILOSHOSKI, Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI, Mr Sergei STANISHEV, Ms Ivana MALETIĆ, Ms Biljana BORZAN, Mr Ivo VAJGL,  Mr Vladimir GJORCHEV, Mr David CULLAN, Ms Silvana BONEVA.
4. Political situation after the early parliamentary elections in 2014

Mr Sergei STANISHEV said that the very fact that the JPC meeting was taking place showed the commitment to the EU-  Republic of Macedonia relations on the side of the European Parliament. He then admitted that each enlargement is becoming more difficult both for the EU and for the candidate state. Regarding the freedom of press, he referred to an OSCE report, which showed that the media is very biased and in favour of the governing party. He noted that the ruling party was responsible for establishing dialogue channels with the opposition. He mentioned the five demands by the opposition party, namely to form a caretaker government, a division between the state and the party functions, a better media regulation, improvement in the election legislation, a census to indicate the exact number of voters. He added that it is possible to find a common ground on these matters, although the ruling party does not have to accept all these demands. He concluded by stating that Bulgaria has always shown respect for the  Republic of Macedonia.
Mr Antonijo MILOSHOSKI talked about a mediator between the government and opposition, who is a Belgian national and works to get the sides closer. Setting up a technical government ignoring the will of the people, just because the leadership of the opposition is not satisfied with the current government is not acceptable.
Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI argued that the European integration is the only way to heal the wounds of the past. He suggested that the country continues to have the communist mentality towards Bulgaria. He agreed with Mr Miloshoski on the vote-buying. He added that only through the European integration the  Republic of Macedonia could overcome its problems related to rule of law. Finally, he expressed the EU's support in the country's reform process.
Mr Bekim FAZLIU, MP, urged the government of the  Republic of Macedonia to work harder when it comes to EU accession process. He expressed his party's opposition to the government as regards the inter-ethnic relations and economic policy. However, he admitted that the opposition is partly responsible for this. He claimed that it would be much easier to carry out reforms if the negotiations started.

Mr. Kenan HASIPI, said that he respected the view of the MEPs that the meeting should not have taken place in the absence of the opposition MPs, but such a decision is adopted by a common agreement with the  Republic of Macedonia Members of the JPC, based on the principle of equality. He also maintained that if the purpose of the JPC is to bring the  Republic of Macedonia to the EU, then positive signals must prevail.
Speakers on this item:  
Mr Bekim FAZLIU, Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI, Mr Antonijo MILOSHOSKI, Mr Sergei STANISHE, Мr Kenan HASIPI.
Second working session

5. Rule of law, reforms in the field of judiciary, and public administration, and fight against corruption
Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI spoke about the arrest of journalist Ljube Boskoski, a case which raised human rights related concerns. He also stressed the high level nepotism that exists in the public sector. Furthermore, he complained that the public administration has become partisan. He expressed the common concern about citizens of the  Republic of Macedonia fighting for Islamic State.
Mr Kenan HASIPI noted that the  Republic of Macedonia has a strategic approach to the reform process overall. Once the government completes these reforms, he argued, the cases of corruption and improper judicial proceedings will be brought to minimum. In connection with the judicial reforms, he noted that with the assistance of the Commission, the government has prepared a report for support of the judicial reforms, and that there will be IPA assistance for the reforms. As regards professionalization of the judiciary, he said, the government has been running trainings for candidate judges and prosecutors. The government has been also taking counter-measures against corruption. On the Boskoski case mentioned Mr Dzhambazki, he stated that Ljube Boskoski was detained at the moment when he was receiving  cash money for the election campaign. On the Islamic extremism, he underlined that in the  Republic of Macedonia there are no recruitment centres, although this does not mean to exclude the individual cases.
Mr Alojz PETERLE indicated that corruption exists in every country, but the extent of it varies from country to country. Additionally, he argued that corruption is a consequence of weakness in rule of law. He welcomed the measures announced by the Vice-Prime Minister. Moreover, he wished that the term ''growing concern'' would disappear from the Commission's progress reports. According to him, the only way to make this possible is to achieve credible results in the area of fight against corruption. However, he warned, change would not come overnight.
Mr David CULLAN stressed that the judges and the prosecutors in the country are competent but the Commission would like to see that the rulings are consistent and that the principles of ECHR are applied across all rulings. Also, the Commission expects the  Republic of Macedonia to develop merit-based appointments. As regards corruption, he argued that there are immediate measures to be taken.
Speakers on this item:  
Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI, Mr Kenan HASIPI, Mr Alojz PETERLE, Mr David CULLAN.
6. Freedom of expression and media
Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI noted that there was a significant decline in the freedom of media in 2013 according the Reporters without Borders report. He underlined that although the constitution of the  Republic of Macedonia guarantees the freedom of expression, this fundamental right is under question. He also touched upon the funding of the media, where there are no clear rules.

Mr Antonijo MILOSHOSKI claimed that Mr Dzhambazki used the freedom of media ranking selectively. He reminded the members that the  Republic of Macedonia went up considerably in the Transparency International Corruption Index. He added that the  Republic of Macedonia is no exception among its neighbours when it comes to freedom of media.
Speakers on this item:  
Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI, Mr Antonijo MILOSHOSKI.
7. Good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation within the SEECP context

Ms Maria SPYRAKI said that the main issue in connection with the stalled accession process of the country was not the bilateral problems with Greece, but the degree of alignment with the Copenhagen criteria. While the Greece has taken important steps on the name dispute, the  Republic of Macedonia failed to do so. She said that there is a good will to move forward on the side of Greece. She expressed her wish to hear the same good will from the  Republic of Macedonia side.
Mr Artan GRUBI, MP, agreed with the Commission representatives that good neighbourly relations were essential for the integration of the  Republic of Macedonia to the EU. He also welcomed the remarks by Ms Spyraki on Greece's good will to hold direct negotiations with the country. He expressed Skopje's good will too. He asked the members and the Commission representatives if the backsliding in reform process was the real reason why the  Republic of Macedonia was not admitted to NATO and membership negotiations with the EU hadn't started. He said he was convinced that as soon as a mutual solution to the name dispute was reached, the  Republic of Macedonia would immediately be granted NATO membership as well as a date to begin negotiations with the EU. On Kosovo, he said that the government would like to see a stable and governing Kosovo following the agreement between the two largest political parties. Additionally, he said that Kosovo was among the top 20 trade partners of his country. Also, he said that the government was aiming to introduce reciprocal travelling without passport for citizens and establish joint customs, and build up a new road from Skopje to Pristine in order to boost bilateral relations. As regards the relations with Albania, likewise, he noted that the relations were very good. Furthermore, the two governments have been working to build the Pan-European Corridor VIII between Skopje and Durres, which will create alternative to the Thessaloniki port for the country's trade activities. He also noted that government of the  Republic of Macedonia was in favour of a joint border control force with Albania. On Bulgaria, he underlined that there was a common ground with Bulgarian MEPs. Regarding the relations with Greece, he emphasized that dialogue was ongoing and said that his country was ready engage in dialogue in order to find a mutually accepted solution. He repeated his belief that the name dispute was the only obstacle to the country's accession to NATO. He requested that the EU granted the the  Republic of Macedonia the date to begin the negotiations, and then all the issues related to corruption, rule of law, and media freedom would be dealt in the course of the negotiations. Finally, he said that NATO and the EU had no alternative proposals to the  Republic of Macedonia, therefore it the responsibility of the EU to grant the start date for the negotiations.
Mr Antonijo MILOSHOSKI suggested appealing to both the  Republic of Macedonia and Greece governments to implement the ruling of ICJ on the name dispute. He urged to boost relations between citizens of the two countries. He announced the introduction of Greek language classes at schools of the border towns of the  Republic of Macedonia. Lastly, he proposed to organize a joint governmental session with the Greek government soon.
Mr Vladimir GJORCHEV talked about the transport connection with the neighbouring countries. He mentioned the big highway project that would connect Greece and his country. He recalled that the highway between Skopje and Serbia had been finished. He stressed that there was need for more border-crossings with Bulgaria. He added that a new railway project between Greece and the  Republic of Macedonia was planned to start this year. Also, he noted that the Greece is a major destination for the tourists the  Republic of Macedonia, while many Greeks visit his country for various reasons. He maintained that no country had the right to impose a certain name upon another country, and that each country must be eligible to determine its own official name.
Ms Silvana BONEVA emphasized that dialogue should be maintained with the Greek side. She confirmed that the  Republic of Macedonia had always had good will to move forward with the dialogue with the aim to find a solution to the name dispute. Additionally, she noted that the JPC was the only platform where Greek MEPs and the  Republic of Macedonia MPs came together. She reminded that in spite of the ongoing legal processes at the international level, the Greek side refused to meet the  Republic of Macedonia officials. Furthermore, the only parliament with which the  Republic of Macedonia had no communication was the one of the Hellenic Republic, she noted.
Mr Alojz PETERLE said he had expected this discussion. He underlined the importance of good will on both sides, which would lead to a solution. He welcomed that the  Republic of Macedonia agreed to sit around a table to negotiate on its own name, which he described as a huge concession. European idea does not negate national sovereignty, independence, and collective identities, he concluded.
Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI maintained that any sort of conflict between Greece and the  Republic of Macedonia did not help to find a solution to the name dispute. He argued that the only way to secure stability and security in the Balkans was to grant EU and NATO membership to the  Republic of Macedonia. Also, he congratulated the country, which made considerable progress in infrastructure projects.
Ms Maria SPYRAKI welcomed Mr Peterle's contribution to the debate. She reminded that the main obstacle to the  Republic of Macedonia's accession to the EU was the Copenhagen criteria. She noted that if Mr Miloshoski was genuinely interested in introducing soft-policy measures he mentioned, he should first talk to his counterparts in Bulgaria, because they have bigger problems than Greece when it comes to societal level interactions. She repeated her expectation on good will from the  Republic of Macedonia side.
Mr Kenan HASIPI claimed that there were shifts of thesis during the debate, which would not help to solve the name dispute. First shift, he said, was the claim that the Copenhagen criteria were the biggest obstacles to the start of membership negotiations. He recalled the Commission recommendation that the  Republic of Macedonia fulfilled the Copenhagen criteria. Second shift is the issue of concessions, he said. The only concession ever made by the Greek government regarding the name dispute was to agree on the mention of 'Macedonia' in the provisional reference, he argued, whereas the  Republic of Macedonia had changed its flag as well as its constitution upon Greece's insistence. Third shift he observed was the position of more than a hundred countries in case of an erga omnes solution, which have already recognized the country in accordance with its constitutional name. He added that the first priority had to be security and stability in the region as well as the NATO and the EU perspective of the  Republic of Macedonia.
Speakers on this item:  
Ms Maria SPYRAKI, Mr Artan GRUBI, Mr Antonijo MILOSHOSKI, Mr Vladimir GJORCHEV, Ms Silvana BONEVA, Mr Alojz PETERLE, Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI, Mr Kenan HASIPI.
8. Economic and financial developments

Ms Ivana MALETIĆ, MEP, praised significant increase in GDP of the  Republic of Macedonia. She recalled that the Commission in its 2014 Progress Report underlined the improvement in the economy, particularly in Chapter 17 of the acquis. She said that the investments should be combined with reforms. She underlined that the Chapter 32 was very important regarding the fight against corruption. She compared the country to Croatia, where development in this area was very slow. As far as the Chapter 22 is concerned, she noted that the preparatory action for using the IPA funds is in a good path. She added that the start of the accession talks would be a yet another boost for further development in the field of economy. She then urged Greece to change its policy towards the  Republic of Macedonia. Regarding the rights of Bulgarians in the country, she argued that Croatia did not block the start of negotiations on the grounds that the right of the Croats in Serbia were not recognized.
Ms Silvana BONEVA listed the figures related to the economic growth in the country. As regards the monetary policy, she noted that the government focused on maintaining the stable exchange rate. Moreover, although the government debt increased, she noted, it is still 39 per cent of the GDP.
Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI noted that the state had put efforts to stabilize the economy. On the other hand, level of youth unemployment as well as structural unemployment were great concerns, he emphasized.
Mr Alojz PETERLE stated that opening of the negotiations would be much better for the  Republic of Macedonia than the status quo.

Speakers on this item:  
Ms Ivana MALETIĆ, Mr Alojz PETERLE, Mr Angel DZHAMBAZKI, Ms Silvana BONEVA.
9. Any other business

None.

10. Date and place of the 13th meeting of the EU-  Republic of Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee

It was decided that the next JPC meeting would be held on 17th or 18th March 2015 in Skopje.
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