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MINUTES

of the meeting of 19 May 2022, 14.00-15.30

in association with the Committee on Foreign Affairs
Room SPAAK 3C50

The meeting opened at 14.00 on Thursday, 19 May 2022, with Vladimir BILCIK (Chair)

presiding.

1. Adoption of draft agenda

The Agenda was adopted without any changes.

2. Adoption of the draft minutes of the meeting of the EU-Montenegro Delegation of
18 November 2021

The draft minutes were adopted as in the draft
3. Chair's announcements

D-ME Chair Mr Vladimir BILCIK welcomed PM Dritan ABAZOVIC, pointing out how the
new government had a historic opportunity to speed up the country’s EU accession process,
which had been in a stalemate for the past year and a half. The task ahead was not easy, because
the adoption of key decisions to enable Montenegro to move forward on its EU accession path,
required a qualified majority in Parliament. In addition, considering that the government would
have a limited mandate of one year, no more time should be lost.
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Mr BILCIK said that today’s meeting was very timely given the recent adoption of the draft
resolution on the 2021 Commission report on Montenegro by AFET. He further mentioned the
EPP’s recent visit to Montenegro and their meetings with PM Abazovi¢ and President
Dukanovi¢, who met with EP President Roberta Metsola during his latest visit to Brussels on
11 May, as well as the upcoming AFET mission to Montenegro on May 25-26.

Mr BILCIK concluded by asking PM Abazovi¢ how he assessed the domestic political situation
in Montenegro, with a focus on the newly formed minority government and its challenges, ways
to unblock EU reforms, the implementation of sanctions against Russia, the impact of the war
in Ukraine on Montenegro’s economy, the plans to sign a Fundamental agreement with the
Serbian Orthodox Church and to join the Open Balkan initiative, and the constitution of the
Montenegrin Delegation to the EU-Montenegro SAPC Delegation.

In her opening statement, AFET Vice-Chair Ms Zeljana ZOVKO welcomed PM Abazovié and
Ambassador Petar Markovi¢, Head of the Mission of Montenegro to the European Union,
recalling the upcoming AFET visit to Albania and Montenegro. She expressed appreciation for
the new government’s commitment to reforms towards EU accession, its pro-NATO course,
and its alignment with EU sanctions adopted in light of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine.
She stressed that Montenegro continued to be seen as the “frontrunner’ in the enlargement
process, considering that all 33 screened chapters had been opened. Nevertheless, MS ZOVKO
highlighted the importance of progress in the areas of rule of law, the judiciary, media freedom
and the fight against corruption, which were crucial for advancing in the accession negotiations.

4. Exchange of views on the formation of the new minority government in Montenegro
and the way ahead in the presence of Mr Dritan ABAZOVIC, Prime Minister of
Montenegro, Mr Michael MILLER, Head of Unit for Montenegro and Serbia in the DG
Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations of European Commission, and Ms Elsa
FENET, Head of the Division ‘South-East Europe & Western Balkans’ in the European
External Action Service

PM ABAZOVIC stated that the main challenge for the new government was to move faster on
European integration and to send positive signals to the EU and to the entire region. He stressed
the importance of being together after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, describing the new
government as pro- European. For this reason, Montenegro followed and would continue to
follow the EU’s foreign policy. Regarding the fight against organized crime and corruption,
PM ABAZOVIC mentioned the arrests of the President of the Supreme Court and the President
of the Commercial Court, which could be considered as important results in terms of
strengthening the rule of law, obtained during the last 20 days. He further stated that political
consensus would be needed on pending key judicial appointments, including the election of the
Chief Prosecutor, members of the Constitutional Court, and the Judiciary Council.
Nevertheless, the government was bringing the political parties together to dialogue and it
would achieve these goals by the end of the spring parliamentary session.

PM ABAZOVIC asked for help to accelerate the integration process, specifying that the
Western Balkans must not be perceived as the black hole of Europe: opening the doors to
Montenegro would also mean sending positive signals to the region. Should the Western
Balkans remain outside Europe, then it would not be impossible to have "another Ukraine™. The
new government would have a friendly neighbouring policy and support every initiative that
could build trust in the region. In this regard, Mr ABAZOVIC hoped to see reciprocity. He
further asked for help in the promotion of more Western investments in the transport and energy
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sectors in Montenegro, where every company that wanted to conduct fair business would be
welcome. The Prime Minister concluded by confirming Montenegro’s alignment with the
sanctions against Russia, even if the implementation might be problematic, and mentioning the
Ukrainian refugees whom Montenegro welcomed.

Mr Michael MILLER (DG NEAR) focused on four key messages. He welcomed the new
government, stressing the importance of building political consensus and cross-party
cooperation on EU-related reforms. He further defined as a priority the progress on rule of law,
especially in the areas of freedom of expression, the fight against corruption and organized
crime and judicial reforms, which would unblock accession negotiations. The third key message
on which MR MILLER insisted was the importance of building resilience and diversifying the
economy by implementing the economic and investment plan, for which the EU had worked
hand in hand with Montenegro to set out an ambitious, green and digital agenda. Concerning
the EU’s solidarity with Montenegro in the context of Russia’s unprovoked and brutal invasion
of Ukraine and its impact on Western Balkans, MR MILLER stated the importance of
implementing the sanctions and fighting disinformation. He declared that Montenegro could
count on technical assistance to increase resilience, as well as help for food security to alleviate
the impact of the war. He also expressed his appreciation for Montenegro’s readiness to
welcome Ukrainian refugees and for the friendly regional policy of the new government.

Ms FENET (EEAS) stated that the Western Balkans remained high on the agenda and that the
political level of engagement from the EU was equally high. At this the delicate moment of the
Russian invasion of Ukraine, foreign policy had never played such a key role, and progress was
essential for EU integration. MS FENET welcomed Montenegro’s full alignment with the EU,
stressing the importance of implementation as well as the position taken in multilateral bodies
such as the UNGA. Regarding regional cooperation, she stated that Montenegro played a crucial
role in creating a positive environment in the common regional market but also in the
Belgrade-Pristina dialogue, because "progress for one was progress for all.”

Debate with MEPs:

Mr Thomas WAITZ (Greens/EFA, AT) referred to the work the EU was doing in the Western
Balkans, taking as an example Albania, North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia,
which nevertheless, according to him, was moving backwards instead of forward. In this
context, he defined Montenegro as the country that had the potential to work in the region,
especially with the new government, which was a unique opportunity that the EU also had to
take advantage of, in order to give the whole region hope and motivation and to rebuild the
support of the population.

Mr Andor DELI (NI, HU) underlined that all previous enlargements had made Europe stronger
and that without the Western Balkans Europe could not be strong enough. He asked how
enlargement fatigue could be overcome and how Montenegro assessed Charles Michel’s
declaration at the ECOSOC meeting, where he declared that progressive accession could be the
way forward. Mr DELI also asked about expectations regarding the Open Balkan initiative and
about the role that Montenegro could play in the Belgrade-Pristina dialogue, particularly after
Kosovo’s application for membership of the Council of Europe.

Ms Corina CRETU (S&D, RO) welcomed the new government’s engagement and enthusiasm
and stressed the importance of resolving problems in the areas of rule of law and corruption.
Whishing good luck to Montenegro, she emphasised the need for a new enlargement strategy.
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Ms Hildegard BENTELE (EPP, DE) asked how stable the new government was and how
Montenegro was preventing China’s and Russia’s foreign influence in the Western Balkans.
She also enquired about Montenegro’s willingness to have a good cooperation with its only EU
neighbour, Croatia.

PM ABAZOVIC declared that if the EU wanted to be composed of 28 Member States again,
Montenegro would be the perfect country. He stated that, despite the internal political fights,
parties were pro-EU, and so were previously sceptic people who changed their minds after the
invasion of Ukraine. Regarding Mr Charles Michel’s statement he said that they had a meeting
where he could see that Michel understood Montenegro’s position. On the Open Balkan
initiative, Mr. ABAZOVIC stated that the real problem was building trust, which must be done
through communication: even if Montenegro would not be part of the initiative, it was ready to
talk and come to an agreement on possible ways of cooperation. On Kosovo's application for
membership in the Council of Europe, he declared that Montenegro respected every country
that had the same will as Montenegro. He confirmed that this could create problems with Serbia,
but stressed that Montenegro had its own foreign policy.

Concerning the stability of the government, Mr ABAZOVIC recalled that now it had the
support of 46 MPs, which meant that it was missing just three votes for a qualified majority,
something that had never happened before. Montenegro was strongly committed to have a good
relationship with the Parliament. On China’s and Russia’s influence, he said that Montenegro’s
strategy was based on a diplomatic offensive, which meant speaking openly to the EU and other
individual. Regarding regional cooperation, PM ABAZOVIC declared that Montenegro was
trying to fix the problems with Serbia and hoped that Bosnia and Herzegovina would find
internal solutions to render the political process effective. On a final note he said Montenegro
was expecting a lot of support from Croatia.

Ms ZOVKO reassured PM ABAZOVIC on Croatia’s support, especially because the new
government included minorities.

Mr MILLER recalled that Montenegro had achieved a lot and, promised that the European
Commission would use all the tools at its disposal to support the acceleration process. He also
underlined the importance of the implementation of the sanctions against Russia.

Ms FENET stated that Montenegro had to continue to deliver on foreign policy and strengthen
the rule of law.

Ms Lena DUPONT (EPP, DE) asked about the strategy to strengthen the rule of law and build
institutions correctly.

Mr Andor DELI (NI, HU) asked whether it was possible to have flexibility over IPA funds in
the Western Balkans.

Mr BILCIK referred to domestic and economic stability and asked whether the European
Commission was looking into the situation.

Mr MILLER specified that Member States did not accept shortcuts on the rule of law. He

confirmed the need for flexibility in the use of budget support, recalling that Montenegro had
suffered a lot because of the pandemic. Nevertheless, he was confident that its economy would
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grow this year, adding as a last point that previously the political will had been lacking in
Montenegro.

6. Any other business
No further issues were raised.
7. Date and place of the next meeting

MR BILCIK informed participants that the 21st EU-Montenegro Stabilisation and Association
Parliamentary Committee (SAPC) meeting had been scheduled to take place on 8-9 June in
Strasbourg. However, given the recent formation of the new government in Montenegro the
SAPC meeting would have to be postponed.

The meeting closed at 15.30.
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