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FYR Macedonia: A 'conditional' recommendation
The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia is facing its 'most severe political crisis since 2001' and
is preparing for snap elections on 5 June 2016. The Commission made its seventh recommendation
for the beginning of accession talks, 'conditional' on the implementation of a 2015 EU-brokered
political agreement between the main parties, expected to ensure free and fair elections.

Political crisis and forthcoming elections
FYR Macedonia's stalled EU accession process could be further hampered by the intensifying political
situation in the country. In February 2015, the opposition accused Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski of massive
illegal wiretapping, including of senior officials, and released tapes with incriminating evidence of corruption,
electoral fraud, political influence on the judiciary and the media, including covering up a murder. Gruevski
was accused of accepting a substantial bribe. The government insisted that the tapes were 'fabricated' by
foreign intelligence services and meant to destabilise the country. The scandal led to citizen protests and EU
involvement: in March 2015, Commissioner Johannes Hahn and Members of the European Parliament,
Ivo Vajgl (ALDE, Slovenia), Richard Howitt (S&D, UK), and Eduard Kukan (EPP, Slovakia) launched talks with
political leaders. The European Commission mandated an expert report on rule of law issues and agreed on
Urgent Reform Priorities. In July 2015, the four main political parties reached the EU-brokered 'Przino
agreement', which included measures for preparing the country for snap elections, initially planned for
24 April 2016. Some results were achieved: the opposition returned to parliament; a Special Prosecutor and
a Parliamentary Committee were appointed to work on the wiretapping scandal; Gruevski resigned and an
interim Prime Minister stepped in. However, the top priorities of media reform and clearing the voter
registry were not met. The opposition warned it would not participate in the elections under such conditions.
Although initially the ruling party was unwilling to postpone, after intense political talks with EU and US
mediation, the date was fixed for 5 June 2016. Holding credible elections is crucial, as failure to do so could
lead to more chaos, and jeopardise the 'conditional' recommendation for EU accession talks to begin.

2015 progress report: accession process 'at a critical juncture'
The 2015 progress report notes backsliding in the areas of democracy, rule of law, media freedom, electoral
reforms and financial discipline. It notes that the political crisis and the opposition boycott of parliament led
to further erosion of trust in the institutions, and prevented efficient oversight by key bodies. The contents of
wiretapped conversations 'underscored' previously reported issues, implying that fundamental rights are not
respected, and that there is political interference with judicial independence, media freedom and elections;
as well as corruption. The report urges the parties to restore dialogue, implement the Urgent Reform
Priorities and the Przino Agreement, and ensure the Special Prosecutor's independence. It states that inter-
ethnic relations remain fragile, and calls for completion of the revision of the 2001 Ohrid Framework
Agreement. Corruption and organised crime remain widespread, and public administration and the judiciary
prone to political influence. Compared to other countries in the region, alignment with the EU acquis is
relatively good, but legislative implementation remains insufficient, particularly on human rights. Media
freedom is also problematic: the country holds the region's worst record, dropping significantly to 117th in
the Reporters without Borders index. On a positive note, the report acknowledges the increasing role of civil
society, as well as the constructive part the country has taken in the region on improving good neighbourly
relations, particularly envisaging a 2015 agreement with Greece on 11 confidence-building measures.
FYR Macedonia has been a candidate for EU membership for ten years. Six recommendations for accession talks
to begin have been blocked due to the name dispute with Greece. In its 2015 Enlargement Strategy Paper, the
Commission made its next recommendation 'conditional' on the implementation of the Przino agreement and the
Urgent Reform Priorities, to be assessed after the elections. The Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET) adopted a
motion for a resolution on 29 February 2016, inviting the Commission to report on progress before the elections.
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