EN

European Parliament \\\‘:é

2019-2024 -

Delegation to the EU-Albania Stabilisation and Association Parliamentary Committee

D-AL_PV/(2022)0207

MINUTES

of the meeting of 7 February 2022, 13.00-14.30
semi remote

room SPAAK 3C50

The meeting opened at 13.00 on Monday, 7 February 2022, with Manolis Kefalogiannis (Chair)
presiding.

Adoption of the draft agenda
The agenda was adopted without objections.

Adoption of the minutes of the Delegation meeting of 15 February 2021
The minutes were adopted without objections.

Exchange of views on the political, economic and pandemic situation in the Republic of
Albania, and its relations with the European Union

Mr Manolis KEFALOGIANNIS, D-AL Chair (EPP, Greece) opened the meeting and in his
introductory statement recalled Albania’s clear strategic orientation and commitment to EU
integration, as acknowledged by the EP resolution of 25 March 2021, and called for the prompt
opening of accession talks with Albania without further delay. He recalled the positive
assessment of the Commission’s report of October 2021 on the judicial reform carried out in
Albania and stressed the need to closely observe and analyse the reforms and their
implementation, notably in the fight against corruption and organized crime, protection of
fundamental rights, especially in the context of minority properties. He reiterated the EP’s
support for Albania on its EU path and for the country’s EU-related reform agenda.

H.E. Ambassador Suela JANINA reiterated Albania’s unchanged commitment to EU
integration and regretted that the European Council has not approved yet the first
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Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) with Albania, despite the country’s positive reform
record, especially in the area of justice, fight against organized crime and corruption, and
sustainable public administration reforms. Ms JANINA briefly informed the audience about the
latest developments in the country, mentioning the general elections held in April 2021, which
led to the new composition of Parliament and government. She recalled ODIHR positive
assessment of the elections and informed about Parliament’s commitment to implement fully
all suggested recommendations with the plan of establishing a cross-party Commission by the
end of February 2022.

Ms JANINA informed about the justice system reform and the full functioning of the newly
established institutions such as the High Judicial Council, the High Prosecutorial Council and
the High Justice Inspectorate, which led to an overall improvement in transparency,
accountability, professionalism and efficiency in the justice system. She added that the vetting
system continued to deliver tangible results to the degree that 61% of vetting proceedings have
resulted in dismissals or voluntary resignations. Out of 805 assesses, investigations have started
for 767 judges and prosecutors. She informed that the Parliament would soon discuss the
extension of the vetting practice. The Constitutional Court for the time had still two vacant
positions, and the procedure of appointing the missing members was ongoing. Ms JANINA
stressed that fight against corruption and organized crime remained a priority for Albania. She
reminded that the Special Anti-Corruption Structure (SPAK) started its functions in December
2019 and delivered on a considerable number of cases connected also to high rank officials in
the judiciary and politicians. She added that training of investigators had also started. She
underlined that, in 2021, more than 21 criminal groups have been dismantled by the Albanian
police in cooperation with its international partners, and that Albania is the only country outside
the EU to work with all EU justice and Home Affairs agencies. When it comes to money
laundering, Albania committed to implement the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) action
plan.

In terms of human rights and fundamentals, especially freedom of expression, Ms JANINA
underlined Parliament’s decision to put aside the decision to amend the media law in line with
Venice Commission’s recommendation. She also informed that the Government embarked on
a property law reform. In the field of human rights, a number of bylaws were in the process of
being approved to accompany the framework law on protection of minorities.

Regarding the economic situation, Ms JANINA informed that in 2021 the growth was around
8.6%, while the forecasts for 2022 predicted a growth of 4.1% - figures confirmed by
international agencies who also recognized Albania’s strong economic recovery during the
pandemic. The Ambassador also expressed her gratitude for the EU’s economic support during
the pandemic. Ms JANINA informed the delegation that the government decided to proclaim
the Vjosa river a protected area, which led to the enlargement of the total protected areas of
Albania to 21% of the entire national territory.

Ms JANINA underlined that Albania remained committed to regional cooperation in the area
of security, but also in matters of economic cooperation, through fora such as the Open Balkan
Initiative. With regard to the CSDP, she confirmed Albania’s full alignment with all EU
decisions and declarations, and informed that since January 2022 Albania had been granted a
non-permanent place in the Security Council of the UN. When asked by Chair
KEFALOGIANNIS about the cross-party consensus in the country, she assured that there is
full consensus on the EU orientation of Albania, supported by the vast majority of the
population (94%).
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In conclusion, Ms JANINA expressed her gratitude for the incessant support from the EP and
the EU Delegation to Albania and expressed hope that the first IGC would take place soon,
preferably during the French presidency of the European Council.

Ms Michela MATUELLA, Acting Director Western Balkans, DG NEAR, European
Commission, opened her statement with a brief overview on the political landscape of Albania.
She informed that since the 2021 elections, the opposition had taken their seats in the
Parliament, as well as the opportunity to chair some important committees, as a consequence
of the electoral reform of 2020 in accordance with the previously achieved cross-party political
agreement.

Ms MATUELLA reiterated that Albania had met all the conditions to open the negotiation talks
with the EU. She emphasized that the unprecedented judicial reform led to substantial results,
together with the reforms aimed at improving the rule of law. She commended the impressive
results of the vetting body and called for its further extension, as recommended also by the
Venice Commission. She stressed the importance of the constitutional amendments that had to
be confirmed in the Parliament and called on all parties to vote in favour and confirm the
reforms achieved so far.

Ms MATUELLA underlined that the EU must preserve its credibility in the Western Balkans
and warned that the public opinion in the region had started reflecting the loss of hope in the
EU because of these delays. She reported the Commissions clear stance to move forward the
accession negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia, as the enlargement is a merit-based
process and all the conditions had been met. Ms MATUELLA reminded of the Commission’s
support for Albania and the region during the pandemic, and commended Albania’s clear
commitment to reform, noting that the reform process needed to continue, especially in areas
of media freedom, minority-related issues, property registration, and fight against corruption,
organized crime and money laundering.

Ms MATUELLA invited the Albanian authorities to announce their readiness to open the
accession negotiations, by taking also full advantage of all the economic and investment
opportunities provided by the instruments the Commission has deployed, such as the IPA IlI
instrument. In conclusion she invited Albania to maintain a convincing case to the EU member
states by continuing reforms, so that, when negotiations would open, the country would be
already at an advanced stage and the delay would be neutralized.

Ms Elsa FENET, Head of Unit, Western Balkans, EEAS, underlined that the planned delegation
visit to Albania was an extremely important signal to the country and the region and she stressed
the importance for the EU to continue showing tangible results and commitment and show to
ordinary people that EU accession is a reality. She informed that the EU continued to encourage
the government to accelerate the administrative preparations, continued to help the government
structures to reform, and continued to encourage political dialogue. She warned that the
opposition was approaching the March local elections in a divisive manner and that the EU
needed to encourage both the government and the opposition to maintain a one-country
approach to EU accession. Ms FENET noted that Albania’s 100% CSDP alignment fully
reflected the country’s commitment to EU integration, and continued to underline the
importance of Albania’s membership in the UN Security Council.

In terms of regional cooperation, Ms FENET welcomed Albania’s continuous and constructive
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engagement in the region. She underlined the importance of inclusive regional initiatives, such
as the Open Balkan Initiative, but also stressed the equal importance of the Regional Common
Market, agreed on the political level by all the countries in the region.

Commenting on the media environment, Ms FENET said that Albania, just like the rest of the
region, was not immune to information manipulation, and warned about manipulation of print
and online media at the expense of public interest. She reminded about the joint commitment
expressed at the Brdo Summit between the EU and Western Balkan leaders to continue to
communicate the benefits of the EU integration for the region to their citizens.

Thomas WAITZ (Greens/EFA, Austria) commended Albania’s decision to make the Vjosa
river a protected area and thanked the Ambassador, PM Rama and all those involved in that
particular case. He acknowledged the ambitious juridical reforms carried out by the authorities
and pointed out that Albania should continue to take advantage of the different tools and
instruments granted by the EU while waiting for the negotiation talks to begin.

Ciaran CUFFE (Greens/EFA, Ireland) complimented Albania for all the progress it had made,
and for meeting the accession requirements. He asked Ambassador JANINA whether there
were plans for upgrading the Vjosa river from a natural park to a national park, to which the
she replied that new strategies to enhance the protection of Albania’s nature, boost tourism and
enable sustainable development of local communities were underway.

Isabel SANTOS (S&D, Portugal; standing rapporteur for Albania) regretted the delay in the
opening of the accession negotiations with Albania. She stressed that an agreement between
Bulgaria and North Macedonia was needed in order to start the accession talks with both
countries. She acknowledged the positive reforms done in Albania and warned about the
decreasing level of EU support in Albania and the region. In conclusion, she expressed hope
that the first IGC with Albania would be approved soon.

Any other business
No other issues were raised during the meeting.
Date and place of the next meeting

The Chair announced that the 14th meeting of the EU-Albania SAPC will take place on 23 -
24 February 2022, in Tirana.

The meeting closed at 14.30.
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