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MINUTES

of the meeting of 4 November 2020, 13.30-15.00

Brussels (remote through WebEXx)

The meeting opened at 13.32 on Wednesday, 4 November 2020, with Tanja Fgjon (Chair)
presiding.

1. Adoption of the draft agenda
The Agenda was adopted without any changes as in the draft.
2. Chair’s announcements

Ms Tanja FAJON (S&D, Sl) stressed the absence of a “viable opposition” in the new Serbian
Assembly, which creates a situation not conducive to political pluralism in the country, as also
stated by the Serbia 2020 Commission report, where the oversight of the Parliament over the
executive is described as purely “formalistic”. She noted that the new government was
composed of all three coalitions that crossed the 3% threshold in June. She also said that the
European Parliament’s SAPC Delegation would closely monitor implementation of the
OSCE/ODIHR’s 29 recommendations to improve the conduct of elections. D-RS Chair aso
stressed that the EP remained committed to relaunching the Inter-Party Dialogue (IPD), which
should be broad, involving all pro-European political forces. She expects the new government
to speed up EU related reforms, while also noting the fact that the current parliament will have
a limited term, as President Vuci¢ announced snap elections by April 2022. Ms FAJON also
drew attention to a drastic rise in physical attacks on journalists this year, and aso on attacks
on NGOs and individuals critical of the government. D-RS Chair stressed the importance of the
implementation of all agreements and commitments reached in recent years within the
framework of the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue and welcomed the fact that severa high-level
meetings had taken place since June.
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3. Exchange of views with H.E. Ms Ana HRUSTANOVIC, Ambassador of the Republic of
Serbia to the EU, Mr Christos MAKRIDIS, Deputy Head of Unit for Serbia in the
European Commission and with Ms Elsa FENET, Head of Division 'Western Balkans
in the European External Action Service on the post-electoral landscape in Serbia -
including the political, economic and pandemic situation - and on Serbia’s relations
with the European Union

Serbia’s Ambassador H.E. Ms Ana HRUSTANOVIC started the meeting with presenting her
condolences to French and Austrian colleagues for the recent terrorist attacks in Vienna,
condemning any sort of radicalism. After having presented the worsening pandemic situation
in Serbia, she went on to present the 21 June elections results and the priorities of the “reform
oriented” and “crisis-mitigating” government. The Ambassador stressed that Serbia had
partially or fully accomplished 70% of the EP-facilitated IPD objectives. She said that the
current parliament of Serbiastill represents the dominant public preference, with an almost two-
million strong support to the ruling party. The main priorities of the new government, voted in
on 28 October 2020, include fight against COVID-19, preserving Serbia’s interest in Kosovo,
fight against organised crime, preserving neutrality and acceleration of reforms, especialy in
the area of rule of law.

Serbia has opened 18 chapters out of 35, with 2 provisionally closed. The Ambassador said to
be “very disappointed” with the dynamics of the process, hoping that the new enlargement
methodology will inject more dynamism into it. She hopesfor new chaptersto be opened under
the German Presidency.

On media freedom, the Ambassador informed participants on the implementation plan of the
new media strategy, which is expected to be adopted by the end of this year. She promised to
look into particular cases of attacks on individuals mentioned by the Chair in her opening
address. Ambassador also touched upon the results in the fight against corruption, and Serbia’s
encouraging achievements in macro-economic stability softening COVID-19 effect. The
country’s predicted GDP drop by 1% in 2020 would be one of the best results in Europe,
Ambassador said. Serbia’s current CFSP alignment rate is 60% and it remains among the top
three contributors to CFSP missions. Although Serbia “is not pursuing any red lines” in the
Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue, it insists on “no cherry-picking” on previous commitments,
mentioning the establishment of the Community of Serb Municipalities (CSM) in particular.

Mr Christos MAKRIDIS, Deputy Head of Unit for Serbia in the European Commission
presented the key findings of the European Commission 2020 report on Serbia. Among
positives, Mr MAKRIDIS mentioned Serbia’s pre-crisis macro-economic devel opments, which
have helped managing setback from COVID-19. The European Commission new Economic
and Investment Plan will also help Serbia’s post-pandemic recovery. He expressed hopes the
2020 country report would be used by the new government as a springboard for EU-related
reforms, including implementation of OSCE/ODIHR recommendations and that of the new
media strategy, constitutional amendmentsin the field of judiciary, and full implementation of
merit based recruitments in public administration. He emphasised that the progress on the rule
of law was not as fast and productive as it should be expected from a negotiating country. The
annual Stabilisation and Association Council (SAC) is planned to be hold later this year®.

LIt is planned to be held on 17 December 2020.
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Ms ElsaFENET, Head of Division 'Western Balkans in the European External Action Service,
while acknowledging Serbia’s 60% CFSP alignment rate, including positive recent alignments
on Nagorno-Karabakh and Belarus, also drew attention to cases of non-alignment (Russia,
Venezuela, Myanmar, Hong-Kong) and urged for further progress in that regard. On the
Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue, she commended the renewal of the process and reiterated that the
establishment of CSM must be addressed.

Following the statements of the guests, Chair opened the floor to the members of the
Delegation.

MEP Andor DELI (EPP, HU) positively assessed the fact that minority MPs were part of the
leadership of the new parliament. He aso noted the gender balance in the composition of the
new government. In his view, a government of national unity is an important message in the
light of the challenges (primarily COVID-19 crisis) and highlights the urgency of the reform
processes and dialogue with Pristina. He suggested that the EEAS and DG NEAR should
outline in apotential roadmap what would happen once K osovo and Serbia reach an agreement
in terms of EU accession processes of both countries, which would, he said, prevent the EU
from repeating the mistake made with North Macedonia.

MEP Franc BOGOVIC (1st Vice-Chair, EPP, Sl) said that Economic and Investment plan was
agood sign for Serbia, given thefact that, in hisview, IPA fundswere not big enough. He asked
the Ambassador if the EU had provided enough resources to Serbiafor priorities such as green
energy transition, stopping brain drain and managing migration on the Balkan route.

MEP Vladimir BILCIK (EPP, SK), Standing Rapporteur for Serbia, expressed his hopes to
present the Draft Report on Serbia to the Committee on Foreign Affairs next month,
circumstances permitting. He asked Ambassador HRUSTANOVIC how Serbia’s goal of
pursuing an independent foreign policy and European integration process go hand in hand. He
also asked what the priorities of the new government would be, given its short mandate, and
was in particular interested in the public communication strategy on the benefits of EU
membership, since he sees room for improvement in the area of Serbian public opinion. He
finally asked about the Serbian parliament’s plans for continuing the Inter-Party Dialogue in
the coming months.

Ambassador HRUSTANOVIC called the proposal put forward by MEP DEL| for DG Near and
EEAS roadmap a “courageous idea”. She said that Serbia would like to see more funds for the
Western Balkans, but it had to be realistic and was satisfied with the current amount. The new
government will continue to deal with the priorities mentioned by MEP BOGOVIC. The
Ambassador stressed that Serbia was pursuing an independent foreign policy in the frame of
the EU accession. She also said that the new government would continue to be active in
promoting the benefits of the EU membership, but this was a two-lane road - apart from
constructive criticism, she said, Serbia would need the EU institutions to send messages that
EU needs the country.

Ms Elisa FENET stressed that commitment to the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue was key for the
overal progress to the EU and that a lot of reporting made by the EEAS on the process was
already going on at the Council, which is responsible for decisions on progress in the EU
accession process.

Mr Christos MAKRIDIS said that the aim of Commission’s Economic and Investment plan was
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not to provide more funds but to enable more projects that can use the funds. He reassured the
interlocutors that any progress in the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue was very much expected and
appreciated by all Members States.

4. Exchange of views with Ms Nata3a DRAGOJLOVIC, President of the National
Convention on the European Union in Serbia (NCEU) and Mr Rasa NEDELJKOV,
Program Director, Center for Research, Transparency and Accountability (CRTA),
Chief of CRTA Election Observation Mission on the June 21 parliamentary elections
and their outcomesfor the future of Serbia’'s democracy and performance of democratic
institutions

Ms Nata3a DRAGOJLOVIC, President of the National Convention on the European Union in
Serbia (NCEU) drew attention to an ever-widening gap in adeeply divided Serbian society and
the necessity to return dialogue to Serbia's National Assembly and restore conditions for free
and fair elections. She said that the dialogue with the Government of Serbia was nevertheless
possible, both on and off the record, from the point of view of her organisation.

Mr RaSa NEDELJKOV, Program Director, Centre for Research, Transparency and
Accountability (CRTA), Chief of CRTA Election Observation Mission, said that the June
elections had taken place in the ambience of a long-term democratic decline and featured a
drastic inequality in favour of the ruling party. While 70% of recommendations from the first
phase of the Inter-Party Dialogue had been fully or partially implemented, government cherry-
picked technical reforms instead of those focusing on the media freedom, pressure on voters
and abuse of resources. In Mr Nedeljkov’s view, the problem is that there is no recognition of
the existing problems by all actors. He also said that the post electoral atmosphere was not
conducive to democracy in Serbia, with civil society organisations continuing to face pressure.

MEP Andor DELI asked Ms DRAGOJLOVIC if there were any pressures on the National
Convention either from the government or from organisations which are not a part of NCEU.

MEP Franc BOGOVIC expressed his view that a fragmented opposition and a divided society
were the main problem in Serbia. He assessed that the NGOs sometimes seem to be taking over
the role of the opposition, which is a problem for their future work and the level of democracy
in Serbia. He asked in which direction the EP and Serbian partners should go to address the
divisions and lack of dialogue in the country.

MEP Vladimir BILCIK asked if the National Convention was a platform that could help
bringing the divided actors closer together. He said that there was also a huge level of
expectations and encouragement for the new parliament and the new government to tackle these
ISSues.

Ambassador HRUSTANOVIC stressed that she would have many reactions to what Mr
NEDELJKOV had said, but that it would require at least half an hour. She urged for the
discussion to be “more about facts and less about perceptions”.

Ms DRAGOJLOVIC stated that the National Convention regularly criticised the government,
but not individual politicians, and that it was ready to support good laws, strategies and
dialogue. Some of the member organisations of NCEU are under attack by pro-government
tabloids and right-wing GONGOs, but during the meetings with the government
representatives, even though they are not always pleasant, there are no insults or attacks. The
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opposition, on the other hand, sometimes attacks the Convention for “giving legitimacy to the
government”. Ms DRAGOJLOVIC said that she did not know how to overcome the gap
between reality and ideal modes of democracy, but that Serbian civil society was not able to
make changes without the support of EU.

Mr NEDELJKOV said that the way to proceed is to implement ODIHR recommendations to
improve electoral conditions. Commenting on Mr BILCIK’s remark about the communication
strategy of the new government, he said that, according to CRTA’s monitoring, the Serbian
media mostly quote President Vuci¢’s positive remarks when it comes to Russia, China and the
U. S, while the quotes on EU are mostly negative. Ambassador HRUSTANOVIC responded to
that point, that claiming that President \Vuci¢ knew how to be critical of the EU and that partners
need to be able to criticise each other, the way EC Report criticises Serbia. The Ambassador
concluded that all high-level officials continued to emphasise EU membership as Serbia’s
priority.

5. Any other business
No other issues were raised during the meeting.

6. Date and place of the next meeting
The Chair reminded that the meeting of EU-Serbia Stabilisation and Association Parliamentary
Committee had been originally scheduled for July 2020 in Strasbourg, but it had to be postponed

due to both restrictions related to COVID-19 and the electionsin Serbia. The next meeting will
probably take place online after the Serbian Delegation to SAPC is up and running.

The meeting closed at 15.11.
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