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2015: Serbia opens its first negotiation chapters
At the end of 2015 Serbia made a step forward towards EU accession. Two years after the start of
the accession talks with the EU, after having successfully completed the screening of the EU acquis
and reached key new agreements with Kosovo, it opened its first negotiation chapters with the EU.

European Commission's 2015 progress report
The 2015 progress report assesses Serbia as moderately prepared to assume membership obligations in
most areas. It notes its continued commitment to EU accession and to an ongoing political and economic
reform agenda. It welcomes Serbia's approach to the migration crisis and the dialogue with Kosovo and its
'constructive role in the region', particularly the increased regional cooperation through the 'Berlin process'.
More action is needed, however, on recurrent topics such as reform of the judiciary, fight against corruption,
media freedom, and respect for fundamental human rights. Political interference remains an issue in both
the judicial system and public administration. The report highlights media freedom, noting a lack of progress,
with threats and violence against journalists seen as a significant driver of self-censorship. Opaque media
ownership, unregulated financing, open and covert political and economic influence also raise concern and
criticism. Overall, the media environment is 'not conducive to the full exercise of freedom of expression'.
Other issues include the need for further constitutional reforms, the frequent use of urgent procedures in
adopting laws, as well as stepping up civil society's role in policy-making. In foreign policy, Serbia is expected
to further align itself with the EU. In economic terms, despite some progress, the business environment
needs to be improved. In 2015, Serbia adopted its first economic reform programme.

Normalisation of relations with Kosovo: 2015 achievements
After the 'historic' 2013 'Brussels Agreement', in August 2015 Serbia and Kosovo signed four new accords: on
establishing the Association/Community of Serb municipalities (which would give greater powers to Serbs in
northern Kosovo), on energy, telecoms, and the Mitrovica bridge. This allowed for the opening of the first
negotiation chapters, but implementation remains a challenge. Although both parties claimed to be satisfied
with the outcome, the first deal was put on hold by Kosovo's Constitutional Court, marking a new low in
relations. The next round of talks between Belgrade and Pristina is scheduled for 27 January 2016.

'A historic step' for Serbia
In December 2015, Serbia opened its first negotiation chapters, chapter 32 on financial control and 35 on
'other issues', reaching a higher level of partnership with the EU. Chapter 35, covering normalisation of
relations with Kosovo, is opened first and will be closed last. Its aim is to link the accession talks with the
EU-led dialogue with Kosovo and monitor the implementation of bilateral agreements. Serbia has not
recognised Kosovo's independence, a long-term issue constraining EU integration. The EU negotiation
position aims to reach a 'legally binding agreement' enabling Serbia and Kosovo to fully exercise their rights
and fulfil their obligations vis-a-vis the EU. Chapter 35 thus has great weight in the accession talks, and
absence of progress on it could block other chapters through applying 'an imbalance clause'. Progress will be
checked at least twice yearly by the Commission and the High Representative. Two important chapters –
23 (judiciary) and 24 (justice, freedom and security) – are expected to be opened in 2016.

In its December 2015 conclusions, the Council encourages intensifying reforms in all key areas and urges swift
implementation of the Kosovo deals. The Foreign Affairs Committee (AFET), in its motion for resolution
(rapporteur David McAllister, EPP, Germany) on the 2015 report, due to be voted in the February plenary session,
welcomes the country's ambitious reform agenda and hopes that Chapters 23 and 24 can be opened early in
2016. The motion commends Serbia's constructive approach to the migration crisis, and calls for alignment with
EU foreign policy, including on Russia. Concerned about media freedom, AFET insists on full implementation of
the existing laws. It welcomes the 2015 achievements in the Kosovo dialogue and encourages its continuation.
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