
1

Delegation to EUROPEAN UNION - SERBIA STABILISATION and ASSOCIATION
PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEE

Report from a mission to Belgrade, Serbia (29-30 October 2018),
which included 9th meeting of EUROPEAN UNION - SERBIA STABILISATION and

ASSOCIATION PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEE (SAPC)

Participating Members:

Mr Eduard KUKAN                     EPP

Chair

Mr Paul TANG                             S&D

Vice-Chair

Mr Igor ŠOLTES Greens

Vice-Chair

Mr Gunnar HÖKMARK EPP

Ms Lucy ANDERSON                  S&D
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Mr Ivo VAJGL ALDE

Summary

The task of the EU-Serbia Stabilisation and Association Parliamentary Committee (SAPC) is
to consider all aspects of relations between the EU and Serbia and, in particular, the
implementation of the Stabilisation and Association Agreement. The mission to Serbia was
organised in order to fulfil this objective. All elements of the programme (meetings with EU
ambassadors, authorities, NGOs, the SAPC meeting and visit to EU founded projects) have
fulfilled the expectations.

MEPs held a series of preparatory meetings ahead of the SAPC meeting including with the
ambassadors of EU Member States accredited to Serbia. Members also had a working lunch
with representatives of non-governmental organisations. These meetings allowed for a better
preparation of discussions in the SAPC. The meetings with the politicians were on the highest
level (President of Serbia, Prime Minister, Minister of Justice). On the second day of the
mission, the delegation was presented two projects operated by local NGOs and financed from
the EU funds.

Most interlocutors confirmed that Serbia had done great improvement on its economic
development, especially in creating a business-friendly environment and attracting the most
FDI in the region, more than other Western Balkan countries aggregated together, which had
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led to an unprecedented growth and financial stability. Some good progress has also been
achieved under Chapter 24: Serbia is doing reasonably well in police co-operation.

Difficulties remain however in progress under Chapter 23, including ensuring judiciary
independence, media freedom, prosecution of war crimes, where Serbia is set for the minimum
required rather than the maximum possible. Moreover, CFSP alignment shows a worrying
declining trend, implementation of anti-corruption legislation is lagging behind and there is an
alarming political polarisation with a weak opposition and a captured state in a quasi “one-
party” system. In addition, reports by independent institutions are practically never discussed
in the Parliament, which cannot really exercise its oversight function over the executive due to
obstructive parliamentary practices.

Topics discussed and a list of meetings

Topics are not presented in a chronological order and may include opinions from a few
meetings.

 EU Enlargement Process

Political leaders of the country unanimously confirmed that EU accession remains
Serbia’s number one political priority stressing that there is no plan B for Serbia. There
was also a general consensus in saying that Serbian citizens wanted to join the EU in
order to achieve the Western quality of life and to share the EU’s values. In addition,
the Prime Minister also emphasized that Serbia was not obsessed with the date of
enlargement and instead of ticking boxes it was rather focussing on the structural
reforms ahead and the quality of the process. EP Co-Chair stressed that the current pace
of negotiations was not adequate for Serbia to enter the EU in 2025, therefore Serbia
needed to substantially speed up reforms, particularly on rule of law.

Speaking of the unfavourable pre-electoral mood regarding EU enlargement, EU
Integration Minister was wondering whether or not the EU stood ready for enlargement.
Serbian leaders expressed hope that focus on enlargement would still be there following
the forthcoming EP elections. The Government said it stood ready to open seven new
negotiating chapters during the November intergovernmental conference, but
realistically they did not expect all of these chapters to be opened.

 Rule of law, judiciary, constitutional reform

EU Ambassador and Members States’ Ambassadors acknowledged that some good
progress has been achieved under Chapter 24: Serbia was doing reasonably well in
police co-operation. Difficulties remain however in progress under Chapter 23,
including ensuring judiciary independence, media freedom, war crimes, where Serbia
was set for the minimum required rather than the maximum possible. Implementation
of anti-corruption legislation was lagging behind and there was an alarming political
polarisation with a weak opposition and a captured state in a quasi “one-party” system.
In addition, reports by independent institutions were hardly ever discussed in
Parliament, which could not really exercise its oversight function over the executive due
to obstructive parliamentary practices.

These impressions were generally shared by the NGOs, which view Serbia as a society
captured by one party and one man, where there was no free media, a high level of
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poverty (75% of Serbians live on salaries below 300 euros), no open and free market, a
weak opposition, fake pluralism with ‘gongos’ (government-created organisations), no
public debate and citizens had a low level of education. Moreover, NGOs expressed
serious doubts that the new amendments would guarantee the independence of judiciary.
They were also very critical on the Law on Free Access to Information, which contained,
in their views, some dangerous provisions excluding state-owned companies. Similarly,
they heavily criticised the Law on Lobbying, which in their view did not guarantee a
sufficient level of transparency. Thirdly, they claimed that the new Law on preventing
corruption was significantly worse than the previous one.

With regard to constitutional reform and judiciary reform, all EU interlocutors stressed
that it should be in full compliance with Venice Commission recommendations and that
when the text would arrive in the plenary, there should be an inclusive debate.
Opposition MPs expressed concerns about the drafting process of constitutional
amendments, concerning which GRECO representatives expressed dissatisfaction lately
as professionals’ opinion had not reportedly been taken into account.

EP Co-Chair emphasized that we were reaching a critical stage in the accession
negotiations, where we wanted to see a sustained pace of reforms including a
track-record of their implementation in the area of rule of law. He mentioned in
particular the ongoing work on the judiciary, freedom of expression, and cooperation
with civil society and last but not least parliamentary procedures.

As for the letter of the Judges’ Association of Serbia published on 25 October, in which
they claim that the government falsely pretended that Venice Commission had deemed
the latest version of the Constitutional amendments compatible with its
recommendations, Justice Minister pointed to the fact that the Association in question
had no monopoly in representing the judicial profession. The Minister emphasized the
steps taken towards inclusiveness and transparency in the drafting process saying that
the amendments would be finalised within days, and they would have then needed to be
adopted by a 2/3 majority in the Assembly.

During the SAPC, a very heated debate unfolded between MEPs and the EU Integration
Minister, who rejected the EU’s ‘stick and carrots’ policy, in her view outdated in
today’s real politik. She further stressed that the acquis communautaire did not specify
what it meant by rule of law, which could be different from one member state to another.
MEPs refused the Minister’s “lecture on democracy” and reminded her that the EP
delegation came to Belgrade as partners with good intentions and not as tourists who
would buy everything that was sold to them.

Some ruling party MPs were claiming that all judicial laws were totally harmonised
with the acquis, experts were heavily involved and there was no political interference
whatsoever in the election of judges to the current High Judicial Council. They also
praised the fundamental rights package of laws adopted, the use of languages, the
national minority councils, and action plans for Chapters 23-24, which they called very
ambitious.

 Media freedom

The prevailing view among EU interlocutors was that concerns persisted, and media
strategy should now translate into reforms. MEPs reminded that Serbia fell 10 places
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down on the World Press Freedom Index and that threats, humiliation against/of
journalists were still widespread, with 73 incidents alone this year involving journalists,
who were often called enemies of society and ‘foreign agents’. Opposition MPs also
spoke of the dramatic deterioration of media freedom and safety of journalists.

Government representatives, in an effort to de-dramatize the situation, pointed to the
fact that 92% of Serbians were using cable network and all weekly magazines and all
three TV shows were against them. They also stressed that no single journalist had been
murdered or injured in Serbia in contrast the incidents and assassinations that had taken
place in several EU countries. The Prime Minister briefed MEPs that after a first
unsuccessful attempt to elaborate a media strategy under the responsibility of the
cultural cabinet, she had taken it over with the support of the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung,
the German Embassy and that of Norway.

 Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue

MEPs expressed disappointment over the current standstill of the EU-facilitated
Dialogue and urged both sides to remain fully committed to reach a legally binding
agreement on comprehensive normalisation of relations in line with international law.
MEPs and MPs generally agreed that the only solution was peace and that there could
not be an absolute winner nor an absolute loser in this process. MEPs reminded ruling
party MPs that recent incidents were not only provoked by Kosovars, but also from the
Serbian side, which should not be surprised “if they went uninvited to a house”. EU
Ambassador confirmed that the EU remained a facilitator and fully committed
allocating resources of 200 million euros grant/year, 1 billion euros in grant 2014-2020
for Serbia.

Ruling party MPs stressed that Kosovo was “their property” and that obviously they
were “interested in maintaining this property and protecting their people”. They were
bashing Pristina for not fulfilling its duties and asked the EU to exert more influence for
economic growth, since if Pristina and Belgrade were happy economically, they would
forget many of their problems.

Government representatives voiced a similar view saying that Serbia had fulfilled on
requirements stemming from the Brussels Agreement, whereas Pristina had not fulfilled
one single of their obligations, including the establishment of the Association of
Serb-majority Municipalities. As examples for the deterioration of relations, they cited
the unacceptable treatment of Serbian President and the stoning of a bus of Serbian
pilgrims in Metohija and the creation of a Kosovo army, which they viewed as a big
obstacle to Dialogue, without any legal basis in any international documents. They
urged the EU, as guarantor of the Brussels Agreement, to find ways to progress on
implementation. As for the exchange of territories, the President emphasized that Serbia
had not opened ‘Pandora’s box’, but the EU had when most of its countries recognized
Kosovo.

 Economic development

The EU Ambassador and Members States’ Ambassador all echoed that Serbia had done
a great improvement on its economic development, especially in creating a
business-friendly environment and attracting the most FDI in the region, more than
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other Western Balkan countries aggregated together, which has led to an unprecedented
growth and financial stability. They further pointed out the need to boost SMEs and to
reform state-owned enterprises as well as the tax system.

MEPs drew attention to the need to reform state-owned enterprises, which still
constituted a large part of the economy. They also warned that home-grown economic
growth was essential as in the 2008 crisis those countries with a huge FDI had been hit
pretty hard. High unemployment and the large shadow economy need to be reduced,
and a low productive economy changed, they stressed.

 Foreign, security and defence policies and cooperation

MEPs warned that CFSP alignment showed a worrying declining trend and reminded
that Russia’s aggressive interference into neighbouring countries should be rejected and
respect of international law be sought. They also expressed concern over the fate of
Croats in Serbia and set the FYROM-Greece agreement as a good example for Serbia
to overcome its historic rift with Kosovo. Furthermore, they urged Serbia to align its
visa policy with that of the EU.

Government representatives explained Serbia’s special relationship with Russia, as the
only country, which allied with Serbia on the Kosovo issue in the UN Security Council.
In addition, they highlighted the fact that Serbia was 100% dependent on Russian gas.
MEPs reminded however that allying with Russia equalled destabilization, especially
with regard to its warfare in Ukraine, corruption and money-laundering related
activities. Serbia’s President Vucic gave as an example of his country’s commitment to
good neighbourly relations that it was the Serbian intelligence services that had stopped
the Russian coup against Montenegro, taking a risk to lose Russia’s support.

The Prime Minister reminded that Serbia was a reliable partner during the migration
crisis providing shelter and food for those in need and schooling and job opportunities
for those who wanted to settle in Serbia.

 Fighting disinformation and communicating EU-related benefits to citizens

EU Ambassadors agreed that communication on EU was another challenge, especially
how to get the public focus on the EU debate and how to resist the anti-EU narrative.
EP Co-Chair commended the results of latest polls showing 55% of citizens supported
Serbia’s EU membership while the percentage of those against had decreased to 21%.
He appealed to the Serbian delegation saying that any inflammatory statements about
the EU should be avoided.  In addition, he noted that EU was by far EU by far the
biggest donor and Serbia’s number one partner in supporting development and ongoing
reforms and this deserved to be better known.

Ruling party MPs gave an overview of the use of EU-pre-accession funds and cross
border cooperation with regard to different programs, including reconstruction of
schools, hospitals stressing that local self-governments had implemented 60% of EU
directives, which already had a direct impact on EU citizens’ life. They disagreed with
accusations of tabloidization phenomenon in Serbia, as support of the population for the
EU accession was rather modest from the very start.
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Opposition MPs presented some fake news with regard to Serbia’s EU accession, e.g.
that the accession to EU would jeopardize Serbia’s economic relations with Russia and
China. They agreed with ruling party MPs on the importance of subsidizing local
projects that would positively impact everyday life of citizens, which was the best way
to promote Serbia’s EU membership.

 Visit of EU-funded projects

KRIK Reveal and Heal - Investigative Journalism as a Cure for Corruption in Judiciary

The project was set up in December 2017 and is financed by the EU with the amount of
157.401 euros. KRIK investigative journalists inform citizens on the most important
trials in the country related to organised crime and corruption. They have published 60
daily news reports so far from the trials selected to be monitored under the EU-funded
project. KRIK team has also published several investigative stories revealing court
controversies connected with high-ranking officials and Ministers of the Serbian
government, one involving Defence Minister Vulin and another one involving the
current Health Minister. They are also setting up a detailed database of Serbian judges
including monitoring of their property and their judgments in corruption-related cases.
To questions asked by MEPs they told the delegation about their efforts to remain
self-sustainable and the reprisals/backlash of their investigative activities such as
smear-campaign, wire-tapping and burglaries into houses of journalists.

CRTA Citizens on Watch – Free, Fair and Democratic Elections in Serbia- support
CSOs capacity building and advocacy

The project started in December 2017 and will run until December 2020. The overall
aim of the project is to assess and impact electoral policies and legislation in all Serbian
constituencies by 2020, strengthen rule of law and directly engage citizens in democratic
processes. As a result, they recruited and trained 30 local coordinators to conduct
election observation missions and they advocate for improving legislative and
institutional framework for free and fair elections through establishing 5 working
groups. They also raise public awareness about the right to vote, political literacy in
order to restore public confidence in elections. According to CRTA only 1 out of the 39
ODHIR electoral recommendations were fully and 6 partially implemented, so there is
little/no work on post-electoral process going on.

The following meetings took place:

 Working breakfast with Mr Sem FABRIZI, EU Ambassador and with EU Member
States Ambassadors;

 Meeting with Mr Aleksandar VUČIĆ, President of Serbia;
 Meeting with Ms Ana BRNABIĆ, Prime Minister of Serbia;
 Meeting with Ms Nela KUBUROVIĆ, Minister of Justice;
 Working lunch with NGOs.

In the SAPC meeting in the Parliament, the Montenegrin Government was represented by the
Minister of European Integration, the Presidency by the Austrian Ambassador to Serbia. The
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European Commission was represented by the EU Ambassador. The assistance of the EUD was
good before and during the mission.

Possible follow-up

 The post-electoral process, including the implementation of and OSCE/ODIHR
electoral recommendations in particular should be closely monitored by DEG;

 DROI and AFET should monitor the state of media freedom;
 AFCO should continue to monitor the compliance of the constitutional amendments

with the Venice Commission recommendations;
 SEDE should keep an eye on the creation of the Kosovo Army and its repercussions in

Serbia.

Attachments:

 programme
 list of participants


