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MINUTES
of the meeting of 7 December 2021, 15.30-16.30
Brussels, remote via Webex

The meeting opened at 15.30 on Tuesday, 7 December 2022, with Andreas Schieder (Chair)
presiding.

1. Adoption of draft agenda

The Agenda was adopted without any changes.

2. Adoption of the draft minutes of the Delegation meeting of 15 March 2021 and of the
EU-North Macedonia Joint Parliamentary Committee meeting of 25 March 2021

The draft minutes were adopted as in the draft.

3. Exchange of views on the political, economic and pandemic situation in the Republic
of North Macedonia, and its relations with the European Union, with Ambassador
Agneza RUSI POPOVSKA, Mission of the Republic of North Macedonia to the EU; Mr
Alberto CAMMARATA, Deputy Head of Unit for North Macedonia, Albania, DG
NEAR, European Commission; Ms Elsa FENET, Head of Division ‘South East Europe
& Western Balkans’ in the European External Action Service.

Chair's announcements

In his opening statement, D-MK Chair Mr Andreas SCHIEDER (S&D, AT) reminded that the
European Parliament’s (EP) resolution adopted on 25 March 2021 welcomed North
Macedonia’s clear strategic orientation and commitment to EU integration, as manifested by
the continued implementation of the EU-related reforms, since then also confirmed in the
European Commission’s report in October. He added that the EP commends the work on
resolving bilateral issues with the neighbouring countries and further called on the Member
States to stand by their commitments and show clear political will, enabling the Council to
approve the negotiating framework and hold the first intergovernmental conference with
North Macedonia as soon as possible to prevent further delays, and confirming the credibility,
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objectivity and reliability of the accession process.

Mr SCHIEDER underlined that according to the latest European Commission report issued in
October, North Macedonia achieved further progress, and was moderately prepared in most
areas. He further warranted the support from the EP for the future reforms and the beginning
of the accession negotiations with North Macedonia.

Mr SCHIEDER commended the continued positive and innovative experience the EP has
built in cooperation with the Assembly of North Macedonia, and referred to the three already
held successful rounds of the Jean Monnet Dialogue, and the next one planned for early 2022.

Mr SCHIEDER regretted the postponement of the 19th EU-North Macedonia Joint
Parliamentary Committee (JPC), which had been scheduled for 21-22 December in Skopje,
caused by the election of the JPC co-Chair, Mr KASAMI, and the Vice Co-Chair, Mr
MUCUNSKI as mayors in the recent local election, after which they had both stepped down
from their duties in the Assembly.

Ambassador RUSI POPOVSKA elaborated on the local elections that took place in October
and brought about a change of power on the local government level, but also triggered PM
ZAEV’s resignation announcement both as party leader and as PM; she further reminded that
after a minor party left the ruling coalition, the opposition tried to topple the Government, but
failed to secure a majority vote in the Assembly. She explained that political talks are ongoing
between the Government and a smaller opposition party set to join the ruling majority, thus
enlarging it and assuring political stability in the Assembly. According to Ambassador RUSI
POPOVSKA, the real reason for the creation of a new ruling coalition and the preservation of
political stability was the prospect to start the accession talks before the end of the year. She
also pointed out that the first census in 20 years was completed, and that the results would be
published in March 2022.

Ambassador RUSI POPOVSKA recognised the strong and unwavering support of the EP for
North Macedonia’s future in the European Union, and recalled the different forms of ongoing
cooperation such as JPCs, the Jean Monnet Dialogue, as well as the informal exchanges
between members of the Assembly and the European Parliament. Ambassador RUSI
POPOVSKA further argued that the EU-related reforms are advancing at a steady pace, with
great focus on fundamentals, rule of law, fight against corruption and organized crime. When
asked by Mr SCHIEDER about the public support for EU accession, she confirmed that
opinion polls show that support remains traditionally high in North Macedonia, but
underlined that while it was usually between 70 % and 80 %, it has dropped by 10-15 % over
the last two years, since Bulgaria had been blocking the accession talks.

Elaborating further on the relations between North Macedonia and Bulgaria, Ambassador
RUSI POPOVSKA lamented the Bulgarian blockade of the accession negotiations with North
Macedonia and warned of the negative effects that are spreading across the region, damaging
EU’s credibility and influence in the Western Balkans. She stressed that both North
Macedonia and Bulgaria have the responsibility to urgently find a formula to unblock the
accession talks, considering that Albania is negatively affected as well. She commended the
proposals of the European Council’s German, Portuguese and Slovenian Presidencies based
on the best international and European standards and pointed out North Macedonia’s
ambitious action plan that in turn calls for compliance and political will from Bulgaria’s new
Government.
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She commended Commissioner VARHELYT’s efforts to reach an agreement between
Bulgaria and North Macedonia and the swift action taken by EEAS to operationalise the
commitments made at Brdo. Commenting a dissonant view expressed by Mr DZHAMBAZKI
(ECR, BG), who claimed that Bulgaria is not blocking the negotiations but rather expects
North Macedonia to show positive steps on bilateral issues, she reminded of the March 2020
Council decision when the leaders of all Member States, Bulgaria included, decided
unanimously to open the negotiation talks with North Macedonia without any conditionality.
In conclusion, the Ambassador stressed that starting the accession negotiations with both
North Macedonia and Albania is a matter of political urgency for the whole region, stakes
being especially high in multi-ethnic societies.

Presenting the economic situation, Ambassador RUSI POPOVSKA pointed out that North
Macedonia’s economic investment plan for 2021 encompassed several investment projects
such as the construction of a railway to Bulgaria, the construction of wind-powered and
photovoltaic parks, solar plants, gas connection with Serbia, and commitment to abandon coal
energy production by 2030. She further expressed her hope that the Western Balkans would
soon be integrated in the EU’s roaming system.

Mr CAMMARATA recalled that North Macedonia continues to fulfil the conditions to open
the accession negotiations as the European Commission’s enlargement package confirmed in
October. The Commission looks forward to the holding of the first Intergovernmental
Conference as soon as possible. North Macedonia has maintained a steady and determined
pace in advancing EU-related reforms, delivering further tangible results in the area of
fundamentals, including through the ‘Europe at Home’ agenda and the *Action Plan 21° on
the fight against corruption. He referred to the progress of the judiciary-related reforms and
the efforts made in consolidating the fight against corruption and organised crime, including
for high-level cases. Mr CAMMARATA referred to the assessment of the local elections by
OSCE/ODIHR and invited the authorities of North Macedonia to continue to address the
remaining recommendations of OSCE/ODIHR and Venice Commission in a timely and
inclusive manner.

Mr CAMMARATA outlined the importance to increase efforts in the areas covered by the
Economic and Investment Plan and speed up the implementation of the Green Agenda for the
Western Balkans. He encouraged the creation of a common regional market.

Mr CAMMARATA reminded that the country was seriously hit by the COVID-19 pandemic
and the economy slipped into recession in 2020, but started recovering since spring 2021,
thanks to a strong fiscal response from the Government. He reminded that the EU provided
North Macedonia with EUR 66 million of non-repayable financial aid for immediate needs,
emergency medical equipment and socio-economic response to the pandemic, and EUR 160
million of macro-financial assistance. The EU has also supported the vaccination campaign in
the country.

Mr CAMMARATA underlined the importance of good neighbourly relations. He stressed
that pending bilateral issues between Bulgaria and North Macedonia need to be resolved as a
matter of priority. Existing bilateral agreements, including the Prespa Agreement with Greece
and of the Treaty of Friendship, Good Neighbourliness and Cooperation with Bulgaria, need
to be implemented in good faith by all parties.

When asked by Mr REUTEN (S&D, NL) what role would the Commission play to convince
member states to find an agreement and start accession talks with North Macedonia, Mr
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CAMMARATA assured that both the European Commission President, Ms VON DER
LEYEN, and Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations, Mr
VARHELY!|, would continue their strong engagement and support the future Presidency to
officially start the negotiations with both North Macedonia and Albania.

Ms FENET underlined that President VON DER LEYEN’s recent visit to the region, as well
as the Brdo Summit and the visit of the High Representative, Mr BORRELL, who engaged
with PM ZAEV, all underlined the importance of the EU enlargement process.

Ms FENET welcomed the fact that after 20 years from the Ohrid Agreement, North
Macedonia successfully maintained an inclusive functioning political society.

Ms FENET pointed out that although official accession negotiations had not yet started, the
present efforts had been already producing results, such as the recognition of the Macedonian
COVID-19 digital certificates across the EU.

Ms FENET commended North Macedonia’s 96 % alignment with the Union’s foreign policy
and its participation in EU CSDP missions, which signalled great commitment to cooperation.
She welcomed North Macedonia’s contribution in the Foreign Affairs Council and its
proposal for more informal engagement on the protection of cyber space, counterterrorism
and tackling disinformation in the region. She welcomed North Macedonia’s constructive role
in the region, in the creation of a common regional market and the implementation of the
Berlin process.

4. Any other business

No further issues were raised.

5. Date and place of the next meeting

D-MK Chair Mr Andreas SCHIEDER informed the Members that the date of the next
Delegation meeting was still unknown, waiting for the next D-MK Joint Parliamentary
Committee meeting to be scheduled first.

The meeting closed at 16.30.
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