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Albania: candidate country status obtained
In June 2014, in recognition of its progress, the European Council granted EU candidate status to
Albania. A major achievement, this is also an encouragement for Albania to advance reforms on its
five key priorities in order to move to the next step, the opening of accession negotiations.

European Commission 2014 progress report
The report indicates moderate progress, but maintains some criticism. It highlights the country's
commitment to the EU and its will to meet the political criteria, particularly the adoption of the Resolution
on European Integration. The report points out the efforts to reform the judiciary, to prevent and fight
corruption and organised crime, and the intensified law enforcement activities on drug-related issues.
However, a politicised judiciary, widespread corruption, the rule of law, and trafficking remain problematic.
Human-rights protection can still be improved, despite some positive developments. The tense political
climate in parliament is also criticised. The government and the opposition, which had boycotted sessions for
months, are urged to restore political dialogue, to allow the reform process to move forward. In economic
terms, Albania made some progress, but needs to improve the business environment and fight the 'informal'
economy and high unemployment. Albania's regional role and good neighbourly relations are commended.

EU-Albania: evolving relations
Recognised as a potential candidate in 2003, Albania applied for membership in 2009, after its Stabilisation
and Association Agreement came into effect. To become a candidate, it had to meet 12 priorities, outlined in
the Commission's 2010 Opinion. The 2013 progress report reduced the key priorities to five: reforms of the
public administration and the judiciary, fighting corruption and organised crime, and human rights
protection. In November 2013, Albania and the EU launched a 'High Level Dialogue on the Key Priorities' and
set up Joint Working Groups (JWG) to structure the work. In May 2014, the government adopted a Roadmap
on the key priorities. Considering these efforts, in its June 2014 report, the Commission renewed its
October 2013 recommendation to grant Albania candidate status. The Council endorsed this in June 2014,
reiterating in December 2014 the need to work on the priorities before accession talks could start. This new
status sends an important political signal, and facilitates Albania's access to EU institutions and funding.

The way forward
Candidate status implies more work and responsibility, but Tirana welcomes this, EU entry being a national
goal. Prime Minister Edi Rama defined the key priorities as 'inalienable instruments for the country's
modernisation'. Eager to progress, Albania adopted the 2014-20 National Plan for European Integration, and
is to set up a National Council for European Integration. However, hopes to set a 2015 start date for
negotiations may not be warranted. Obstacles, such as corruption, remain. Reforming the justice system
requires consensus with the opposition. The parties' political rows over the new territorial division, with an
administrative reorganisation significantly reducing the number of municipalities in the country, may cause
problems during June 2015 local elections and pose another hurdle. The JWGs and fifth High Level Dialogue
2015 conclusions reiterated the need for further work in the five reform areas.

In a motion for a resolution on the 2014 Progress Report, drafted by Knut Fleckenstein (S&D, Germany), the EP's
Foreign Affairs Committee commends Albania's 'impressive progress'. It also voices concern over ongoing political
polarisation, the judiciary and corruption issues, and calls for continued political will and concrete action to
pursue EU-related reforms, emphasising public administration reform. The motion is due to be debated during
the April plenary session. Following the eighth meeting of the EU-Albania Stabilisation and Association
Parliamentary Committee in March 2015, the Chair of the EP Delegation, Monica Macovei (EPP, Romania), said
that Albania 'must strengthen democracy' before EU accession.
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