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Croatia is currently negotiating the six final 
chapters for EU accession. The country hopes to 
close them by mid-2011 and become the 28th 
EU Member State in 2012. 
The fight against corruption, along with 
competition policy, is the most difficult issue in 
the negotiations. Croatians perceive their 
country as highly corrupt, but the government 
is making huge efforts to weed out corruption.  
This fight also needs an effective, independent 
judiciary. Reformed selection procedures for 
judges and judicial officials and better 
professional training are contributing to the 
fight against corruption and improving the 
efficiency of the judicial system.  
The protection of fundamental / human rights 
is closely linked to reform of the judiciary. Fair 
access to justice is a critical point, as is the 
application of fundamental rights norms. 
The EP is favourable to swift Croatian accession 
to the EU. It calls for Croatia to cooperate fully 
with the International Criminal Tribunal for the 
Former Yugoslavia. President Buzek sees 
Croatia as a role model in the region. 
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State of play in the accession process 

Croatia has had candidate country status 
since 2004. Negotiations for EU membership 
started in 2005. 

Following the most recent accession 
conference at ministerial level (conclusions), 
on 22 December 2010, 28 chapters are now 
provisionally closed1. This does not mean 
that work on these issues is finished – Croatia 
has to pursue its efforts further – but is 
deemed to be well advanced. The six 
chapters listed below remain open:  

Number Open chapter 
8 Competition policy 

11 Agriculture and rural 
development 

13 Fisheries 
22 Regional policy and coordination 

of structural instruments 
23 Judiciary and fundamental rights 
33 Financial and budgetary 

provisions 
(35 Other issues) Im
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The Hungarian Presidency of the EU aims to 
conclude the negotiations in the first 
semester of 2011. If all parties agree that 
Croatia has implemented the EU acquis 
successfully, the country could hold its 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/er/118681.pdf
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obligatory membership referendum in 
autumn 2011 and join the EU in 2012. Most 
commentators however agree that such a 
swift conclusion is unlikely: some of the open 
chapters are deemed to be highly 
controversial, especially chapters 8 and 23.2 
A more likely date for accession thus seems 
to be 2013. 

EU accession is one of the main foreign 
policy goals of Prime Minister Jadranka 
Kosor's government. Public opinion is 
however not so positive: in June and July 
2010, only 25% of Croatians considered 
membership a good thing.3 Another poll of 7 
February 2011 nevertheless predicts that 
49.4% of respondents would vote yes to EU 
accession. 

The fight against corruption 

Corruption is one of the most difficult 
obstacles to be overcome for Croatia to 
comply with EU standards, although most 
commentators credit Prime Minister Kosor 
with a serious commitment to fighting 
corruption.  

In the accession negotiations, this subject is 
dealt with in chapter 23. The Commission's 
progress report on Croatia 2010 credits 
Croatia's "good progress" in its efforts to 
fight corruption: the political will to fight 
corruption has increased. This will is 
manifest in increased administrative power 
for the anti-corruption unit in the Ministry of 
Justice. It coordinates the government's anti-
corruption action plan.  

Despite the efforts that Croatia has 
undoubtedly taken to combat corruption, 
the Commission considers that corruption is 
still widespread. According to a Gallup poll, 
59.9% of Croatians see corruption in their 
country as "a very serious problem". 

The office for the fight against corruption 
and organised crime (USKOK) is in charge of 
the suppression of corruption. Recently, 
more and more corruption cases were dealt 
with that involved senior politicians and 

large state-owned companies. The number 
of court verdicts has increased as well. A 
recent amendment to the Criminal Code 
improved the possibilities of confiscating 
assets to use as proof in investigation and 
trials. Legislation to protect whistleblowers 
has also been introduced. 

The Commission calls on Croatia to continue 
its efforts to improve the prevention of 
corruption. The right to information has 
been included in the constitution. However, 
the concept of conflict of interest has not yet 
sufficiently entered mentalities, particularly 
at local level. The Conflict of Interest Law was 
recently amended to remedy the situation.4 
However, Croatian civil society organisations 
(CSOs) have been strongly critical since it 
includes provisions that would enable the 
parliamentary majority to dominate the 
monitoring body, the Commission for the 
Prevention of Conflict of Interest. They also 
deplore the exemption of several 
professional groups of public officials from 
the law.5 

It remains very difficult for citizens to obtain 
information on the costs of public 
procurement, but transparency is necessary 
to prevent corruption. Sanctions so far have 
been ineffective. Although measures to 
depoliticise appointments to supervisory 
bodies of state-owned companies have been 
introduced, these are not operational yet.  

State bodies fighting corruption remain 
understaffed, and the improved 
administrative structures now have to prove 
themselves in practice. Although the 
increased number of court verdicts mainly 
concern small cases, more high-level cases 
are gradually being addressed. The most 
prominent example is ex-president Ivo 
Sanader, who was arrested in Austria on an 
international arrest warrant, following 
accusations of conspiracy and abuse of 
office. 

A new law on financing of political activities 
and election campaigns has been passed. 
Some new laws however appear to open the 

http://www.jutarnji.hr/cak-40-posto-biraca-protiv-ulaska-hrvatske-u-eu--predvode-ih-kerumov-hgs-i-hsp/923741/
http://www.jutarnji.hr/cak-40-posto-biraca-protiv-ulaska-hrvatske-u-eu--predvode-ih-kerumov-hgs-i-hsp/923741/
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/hr_rapport_2010_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2010/package/hr_rapport_2010_en.pdf
http://www.balkan-monitor.eu/index.php/dashboard
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way to corruption and clientelism rather 
than close it, such as the new Law on Golf 
Courses.6  

Judicial reform 

This area is also addressed in Chapter 23. The 
Commission will again assess the reform of 
the judiciary (along with fundamental rights) 
in a monitoring report, to be released on 11 
March 2011.  
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The Commission acknowledges some 
progress by Croatia in this area: judicial 
independence has been strengthened 
considerably. Recent reforms have reduced 
the risk of political interference in the 
judiciary. This is 
demonstrated in 
the recent 
(January 2011), in 
the words of 
CSOs, "hasty" 
appointment of 
57 judges under 
the old system.7 
Separation of 
powers is not 
however 
complete as the 
Ministry of Justice 
retains some 
prerogatives to 
appoint judges. 
Appointments to 
the Constitutional 
Court lack 
transparency and are still subject to political 
influence. 

The judicial system lacks efficiency, which is 
urgently needed to clear the backlog of 
cases. Croatia has nevertheless made some 
progress in this area, reducing the backlog 
from 1.6 million in 2004 to just under 
800 000 in June 2010. New cases tend to add 
to the backlog, as attorneys tend to prolong 
cases in order to earn higher fees. To 
strengthen the efficiency of the judiciary, 
Croatia has started merging municipal 

courts, which is being met with considerable 
resistance at local level. The rationalisation 
process, endowed with around €3.8 million 
from the 2010 budget, is therefore still at an 
early stage. 

The selection and schooling of judges and 
prosecutors is being improved. Objective 
selection criteria have been introduced, but 
still have to be tested in practice. The Judicial 
Academy is gradually gaining more 
independence from the Ministry of Justice, 
and future judicial officials are being trained 
in EU law.  

Prosecution of war crimes has been an 
arduous issue in all Balkan countries. 

Recently, Croatia has 
been prosecuting a 
higher number of its 
own citizens, includ-
ing members of its 
armed forces. This 
effort at better balanc-
ing justice has not, 
however, reached 
satisfactory levels in 
cases where the 
accused persons were 
members of the 
security forces or the 
victims were ethnic 
Serbs. On a more 
positive note, the 
protection of 
witnesses has been 
improved. 

Fundamental rights 

Provisions for legal aid have been improved 
for defendants who are unable to pay 
themselves. Implementation however still 
has to prove itself in practice. The 
Commission considers that access to justice 
for vulnerable persons lacking the necessary 
means remains incomplete and varies widely 
across the 20 county offices responsible. 
Georgios Ghiatis considers that municipal 
courts are not yet applying fundamental 
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rights standards directly, but merely 
observing national laws, whether in 
conformity with fundamental rights or not.  

Minority rights have been strengthened. 
According to the revised Constitution, 22 
national minorities are recognised and have 
access to minority representation in 
Parliament. The groups most affected by 
discrimination have been, and are, the Roma 
and ethnic Serbs. The Croatian state is 
striving to improve the situation for the 
Roma, particularly investing in pre-school 
education. However, drop-out rates from 
primary and secondary schools are still far 
too high. The Commission considers the 
average living conditions of Roma are still 
difficult, while social protection, healthcare, 
employment and access to documents 
should be improved.  

For ethnic Serbs, a spirit of intolerance still 
prevails, leading to discrimination in 
employment, under-representation in the 
public sector and sometimes hostility and 
violence. The Croatian citizenship regime is 
also largely based on ethnicity (ius sanguinis) 
with a tendency to exclude as many ethnic 
non-Croats (mainly Serbs) as possible, while 
including ethnic Croats from beyond the 
country's borders. The EU, where many 
Member States also use ius sanguinis, did not 
challenge this concept seriously during the 
accession negotiations. The significant 
improvement of minority rights under the 
pressure of the EU seems so far at least 
partially to compensate for this imbalance.8  

About half of the ethnic Serb refugees who 
fled the country in 1995 have now returned 
to Croatia, which makes 132 600 people. 
Although too many returnees are still 
without appropriate housing, the 
Commission notes Croatian efforts in 
providing housing for them and addressing 
property and tenancy issues. Better 
economic and social conditions are, 
however, needed to accommodate the 
refugees permanently. At the moment, this 

appears to be a very difficult task, as the 
Croatian economy has continued to contract. 

The Commission holds the media sector, as 
the principal channel for freedom of 
expression, to be well protected by law. It 
nevertheless points to some political 
pressure on editors and journalists. In 2008, 
two journalists were murdered in Zagreb. 
Michael Emerson and Maja Sostaric consider 
that legislation does not adequately prevent 
concentration of media ownership. Various 
national minorities do not have sufficient 
access to media space. They also consider 
that the media should be developed further 
as a weapon against corruption and 
organised crime.9  

Furthermore, legislation against hate crimes 
has been introduced, which is especially 
necessary since authorities do not 
systematically follow up on attacks against 
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 
people. Gender equality has still not been 
achieved in the labour market. People with 
disabilities lack information on their rights 
and entitlements, but have been provided 
with an Ombudsman. 

State of play of other open chapters 

Together with chapter 23, the most difficult 
negotiations are on Competition policy. For 
accession, the EU demands that Croatia 
restructure its steel and shipbuilding 
industries. The Commission acknowledges 
Croatia's substantial progress in the 
restructuring of the loss-making shipbuilding 
sector, which represents a burden on 
Croatian public finances. Only one shipyard 
is profitable, and the Commission has 
accepted the government's proposal to keep 
it as state property. Privatisation of other 
yards is, however, meeting with resistance: 
the sector currently employs 11 500 people. 
The restructuring process might prevent 
Croatia from meeting the goal of EU 
accession in 2012, since the five remaining 
shipyards would have to be privatised before 
June 2011 for the timeline to be upheld.10 
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Croatia received bids for three yards, which 
are currently being examined.  

None of the other open chapters are as 
problematic. Obviously, the fight against 
corruption will have a high impact on Croatia 
implementing policies linked to EU funds 
successfully, as well as financial and 
budgetary provisions. 

As concerns agriculture and rural 
development, the Commission considers 
that Croatia generally shows good progress, 
but still needs to align the agricultural 
support system fully with the EU acquis. 
Currently, payments are still strongly 
coupled to production. Absorption capacity 
for rural development funds also has to be 
increased.  

Fisheries shows similar good progress, with 
fleet management, inspection and structural 
policy (for the implementation of the 
European Fisheries Fund) needing further 
attention. According to the chair of the Croat 
National Committee, a parliamentary body 
overseeing EU accession negotiations, the 
special regime for Slovene boats fishing in 
Croatian waters must still be enforced.  

The successful implementation of regional 
policy and coordination of structural 
instruments will depend on further 
enhancing administrative capacity and 
absorption of funds. Preparations are well 
advanced. 

Finally, the Commission notes that Croatia 
has made further progress in the area of 
financial and budgetary provisions. 
Among other things, post-clearance auditing 
still has to be strengthened. 

The chapter on "other issues" may be used 
to voice any doubts about an area not 
covered in chapters already closed or issues 
not fitting into any chapters. During the last 
enlargement, safeguard clauses were put 
into this chapter.  

EP position on Croatia's accession 

On 15 February 2011, President Buzek met 
with Jadranka Kosor, calling Croatia a role 
model in the Western Balkans region. He 
commended Croatia on fighting high-level 
corruption, on reconciliation and 
collaboration with Serbia as well as Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and on settling a long standing 
border issue with Slovenia, which had been 
impeding accession negotiations. The 
President called on Croatia to continue 
reforming the administration, the judiciary, 
and the shipbuilding industry, and show no 
tolerance towards corruption. 

In its 16 February 2011 resolution on Croatia, 
the EP favours a swift accession and 
appreciates the efforts of the Hungarian 
Presidency to conclude negotiations before 
July 2011. It is concerned about the low level 
of support for EU membership among the 
Croatian population and considers that 
Croatia must do more to "sell" accession in 
the country, with the aid of the Commission. 
The EP considers that recently signed 
extradition agreements with Montenegro 
and Serbia will have a positive effect on the 
fight against corruption and organised 
crime. It calls on OLAF to strive, together 
with the Croatian authorities, to discover any 
links of corruption to the EU institutions. 
Finally, it repeats the Commission's demands 
that Croatia cooperate fully with the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the 
Former Yugoslavia (ICTY). Croatia had 
showed reluctance to provide the court with 
military documents and evidence involving 
ethnic Croatian indictees. 
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