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Brussels

The meeting opened at 14.00 on Monday, 22 May 2023, with Theresa BIELOWSKI (Vice Chair)
presiding.

1. Adoption of the draft Agenda

The draft agenda of the meeting was circulated by the Secretariat. 1t was adopted without changes.

2. Adoption of the Minutes of the Delegation meeting of 14 November 2022

The minutes of the Delegation meeting held on 14 November 2022 were distributed to the Members on
Wednesday, 10 May. No comments were received, and the minutes were therefore adopted without
changes.

3. Chair’s announcements

The Chair informed the attendees that preparations for the upcoming 16th EU-Albania Stabilisation and
Association Parliamentary Committee (SAPC) meeting in Tirana on 19 July were underway, with the
draft agenda to be distributed soon. She also noted that this delegation meeting serves as a forum for
discussing significant events having taken place in Albania since the last SAPC meeting in December.
Ms BIELOWSKI then invited Mr Sven SIMON to provide a short overview of the Election Observation
Delegation’s findings concerning Albania’s local elections of 14 May.

4, Debriefing by Mr Sven SIMON, head of the EP Election Observation Delegation, on the
14 May local elections in Albania
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MEP Sven Simon delivered an informative briefing on the Election Observation Mission's assessment
of the Albanian local elections held on 14 May 2023. He emphasized that while it is nota regular practice
for the European Parliament to observe local elections, the EP decided to do so nevertheless,
underscoring the significance of Albania as a priority. The mission comprised four Members
representing four distinct political groups, it was embedded into the OSCE ODIHR mission, leading to
joint conclusions.

Mr SIMON firstly acknowledged the EP's longstanding history of supporting Albania on its path
towards democratic progress. He noted that the observation mission coincided with the screening
process that Albania initiated last year, further emphasizing the shared commitment to Albania's
development.

Regarding the elections themselves, Mr SIMON stated that they were considered generally ‘well-
administered’ and expressed content that opposition parties decided to participate, recognizing it as a
positive step towards inclusive democratic practices. However, he raised some concerns regarding the
electoral process. One observation was that local issues did not receive adequate attention during the
political campaign, with national-level matters taking the spotlight.

Mr SIMON informed that the Election Observation Mission monitored the voting process on Election
Day in three differenttowns, namely Tirana, Durrés, and Elbasan. One significant challenge encountered
was technological issues, which not only failed to assist but also resulted in delays throughout the
process. Additionally, the presence of a considerable number of people outside voting premises raised
concerns about potential intimidation and undue influence on voters.

Furthermore, Mr SIMON noted that the election results demonstrated a clear favour towards the ruling
party, once again, suggesting a certain level of imbalance in the Albanian electoral landscape. The
overall campaign was characterized by heavy polarization, contributing to a tense political atmosphere,
he added.

Despite these challenges, Mr SIMON conveyed hope for positive change as a result of the newly elected
mayors' efforts. The Election Observation Mission's assessment aimed to provide an impartial
evaluation of the process, with the ultimate goal of supporting Albania in strengthening its democratic
institutions and fostering inclusive and transparent electoral practices.

5. Exchange of views on the political and economic situation in the Republic of Albania, and
its relations with the EU with:

- H.E Ms Suela JANINA, Ambassador of the Republic of Albania to the EU;

- Ms Michela MATUELLA, Head of Unit for Albania, North Macedonia, and Acting
Director for Western Balkans, DG NEAR, European Commission;

- Ms Elsa FENET, Head of Division 'Western Balkans', European External Action Service.

Ms BIELOWSKI expressed appreciation for Albania's full alignment with EU foreign policy amid
Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine. She added that the European Parliament assures Albania of
ongoing strong support for its reform agenda. Welcoming the above-mentioned guest speakers, the Chair
invited them to share their insights on Albania’s current developments, the upcoming months, and the
challenges ahead.

H.E. Ambassador Ms Suela JANINA took the floor, sharing a comprehensive overview of the recent
developments in Albania. She emphasized the significance of the well-administered local elections,
which saw the participation of 61 municipalities and were closely observed by a substantial number of
international observers, including OSCE ODIHR and the embedded EP delegation. While
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acknow ledging the presence of some irregularities, the proactive step taken by the prosecutor's office in
initiating proceedings on approximately 31 cases of political crimes showcased Albania's commitment
to upholding democratic principles and the rule of law, she said.

Furthermore, Ambassador JANINA highlighted some other major events that have shaped Albania's
recent political landscape. Notably, the country had the honour of hosting the EU Albania Summit in
December 2022, marking a significant milestone as it was the first time the summit was held outside of
the EU. This event underscored Albania's growing importance in the region and its increased
engagement with the EU. Following the success of the summit, Albania is eagerly anticipating the
upcoming Berlin Process Summit, scheduled to take place in Tirana in October 2023. This continued
high-level engagement reflects the EU's recognition of Albania's progress and the increased accessibility
of the EU in the Western Balkans. Ambassador JANINA additionally expressed enthusiasm for the
Western Balkan countries advancing in their EU accession paths.

Turning to Albania's commitment to EU alignment, Ambassador JANINA emphasized the country’s
active engagement with the European Commission in the screening process. Albania is diligently
working across three clusters to ensure progress and a smooth transition, she noted. Noteworthy
achievements have already been made in the realm of justice reform, with the establishment of new
justice institutions and the elimination of backlog in the constitutional court. She shared that these
tangible advancements have yielded positive outcomes in the fight against corruption, a priority area for
Albania. Likewise, significant progress has been made in combating organized crime, with notable
attention given to anti-money laundering measures. Ambassador JANINA also highlighted Albania's
dedication to implementing the recommendations set forth by international institutions.

In addition to the political landscape, Ambassador JANINA provided insights into Albania's economic
situation. Despite facing multiple challenges, including a devastating earthquake in November 2019, the
global COVID-19 pandemic, and the impact of Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine, Albania's
economy exhibited resilience, achieving a growth rate of 4.2%. While slightly lower than initial
expectations, this growth is commendable, considering the adverse circumstances. She shared that the
Albanian government has implemented a comprehensive social package to mitigate the impact of the
energy crisis on affected citizens, demonstrating a commitment to supporting those in need.

With ongoing progress and steadfast dedication to overcoming challenges, Albania continues to chart a
path towards further development and increased cooperation with the EU and the international
community at large, the Ambassador concluded.

Ms Michela MATUELLA acknowledged that sufficient information had already been shared regarding
the elections, as detailed by the Election Observation Mission and the previous speakers, Mr Sven
SIMON and the Ambassador. She highlighted that the preliminary results align with previous
recommendations, including those from the Venice Commission. Ms MATUELLA too emphasized the
significant political polarization in Albanian politics, stressing its importance in the future accession
process, which will require consensus across parties on key decisions.

Shifting focus to the screening process, Ms MATUELLA expressed satisfaction with its smooth
progress. Two clusters, namely fundamentals and the internal market are nearly complete, while efforts
are ongoing in the competitiveness cluster, she noted. The overall agenda remains on track, aligning
with the timeline projected last year and aiming to meet the November 2023 target. Ms MATUELLA
underlined the need for the reform agenda to continue progressing, offering words of encouragement.
Shehighlighted the importance of effective communication and dialogue to ensure that citizens are well-
informed about the intricacies of the technical screening process.

Ms MATUELLA then commended Albania for its steadfast orientation in foreign policy, noting that its

partners recognise this commitment. She highlighted Albania's significant role in the region, citing the
recent summit and the upcoming Berlin Process summit as illustrative examples.
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Concluding, Ms MATUELLA briefly mentioned the financial assistance provided to Albania by the
Commission, specifically acknowledging support in the areas of cybersecurity and the energy sector.

Ms Elsa FENET emphasized the significance of the European Parliament having the opportunity to
observe the elections in Albania, recognizing the importance of transparent and democratic elections.
Reflecting on Albania's historical context and the challenges posed by opposition non-participation, she
highlighted the need for increased attention to local political issues. Ms FENET noted that the ruling
party's substantial victory comes with greater responsibility, and she expressed expectations for a
heightened drive and commitment to progressing steadily on the EU accession process.

Furthermore, Ms FENET commended Albania for consistently demonstrating its alignment with the
values shared by the EU. She recognized Albania's unwavering support for these common values,
particularly in terms of foreign policy orientation. Encouraging all political parties to work
collaboratively, she emphasized the importance of collective efforts to advance Albania’'s progress in
the EU accession process. Ms FENET conveyed the EU's desire to witness even more substantial
advancements, continued dedication and cooperation from all stakeholders in the reform agenda.

Ms Theresa BIELOWSKI then inquired whether there is a potential threat of a decline in EU support
within Albania, considering factors such as inflation, rising prices, and the ongoing energy crisis in the
region. The Chair further sought insights into the public sentiment following the first Intergovernmental
Conference and the commencement of the screening exercise last year. Additionally, she inquired about
the methods employed to communicate information about the screening process to the citizens.

Ambassador Suela JANINA responded to the question, acknowledging that frustrations within the
region and the perceived lack of action from the EU have impacted public sentiment. She emphasised,
however, that the trend in Albania is different. The support for EU membership among the Albanian
population is notably higher than in other countries in the region, and even possibly higher than within
the EU itself, ranging from 94% to 97%. Ambassador JANINA expressed confidence that this level of
support will persist and grow even stronger as Albania progresses in the EU accession process. She
highlighted that despite some political polarization, there is a unified national objective when it comes
to EU integration. The pursuit of European integration transcends political divisions, with a shared
commitment among Albanians to make it happen, she added. Ambassador JANINA concluded by
affirming that Albania will continue to be one of the most pro-EU countries in both the region and the
continent.

Ms Elsa FENET also responded by emphasising that the EU continues to be perceived as a symbol of
security, prosperity, and the rule of law in the Western Balkan countries. She acknowledged that this
perception contributes to the support for EU membership within the population of the region, however,
she cautioned against taking this support for granted, noting that maintaining and nurturing this support
requires continuous efforts from both the EU and the Western Balkan countries. Ms. FENET
underscored the importance of ongoing collaboration and mutual commitment to ensure that the support
for EU integration in the Western Balkans continues and grows even stronger.

6. Any other business

No other business.

7. Date and place of the next meeting
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The meeting closed at 15.59.
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