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Excellency [Prime Minister,] Minister Udovicki, Minister Joksimovic, Prof.Perisic, 

Local government is a key component of any public administration. As such, it has an important role in the EU integration process. In fact, one of the Copenhagen criteria for membership in the EU is about the administrative capacity to assume membership obligations. All Serbian citizens would benefit from responsive,effective and efficient local and central administrations, and I am glad that the EU can help you in this as a part of the accession process.
Good administration primarily means services to citizens based on principles of transparency, legality, accountability, efficiency and effectiveness. It comprises procedures, mechanism and institutions that enable the citizens to exercise their rights.

The adoption and enforcement of modern legislation is a pre-requisite for creating a sound public administration. Our experience of previous enlargements shows that this can help you achieve a number of goals:
· de-politicise and professionalise administration through regulating the status of civil servants and establishing meritocratic recruitment and promotion procedures; 

· set up clear procedures to increase efficiency of administration as public services provide;

· introducee-government with all of its advantages for the citizens;
· and in particular increase transparency as an essential ingredient of both democratic checks and controls, and anti-corruption measures;

Historically,quality and reliable public services, coupled with legal certainty, have served as major preconditions for the economic success of many EU Member States. And, vice versa, weak administrative and judicial capacity, and uncertainty impedeeconomic and social development. Mediocre administration is a luxury that one cannot afford in the times of fiscal austerity.
I am pleased to say that Serbian authorities have undertaken many steps to modernise and strengthen public administration. Yet much still remains to be done at all levels. 
Local governmentsin particular face numerous challenges such as:

· Decentralisation;
· Good governance and local public administration reform;
· Regional development through enhancing employment, competitiveness and local infrastructure.
Allow me to address each of these challenges in more detail.
First, decentralisation means devolving policies and resources to enable local social and economic development. It is a key pillar of democratic society and a necessary ingredient of balanced regional development. Decentralisation can increase ownership of policies, raise responsibility, and empower the citizens and local communities. Over 70% of the EU legislation is implemented at the local level. This clearly demonstrates the importance of municipalities in the EU, and debunks a popular myth that the EU is a project of the central government alone. 

In order for decentralisation to work, there must be clear lines of responsibility and accountability between and within central and local levels. Serbia needs a general overview of functions delegated to municipalities so that a proper assessment can be done if they have adequate financial and human resources to do their job properly. This is fundamental to moving local development forward.

Second, good governance and adequate administrative capacity are essential for balanced and sustainable development of the entire country.This involves strategic planning, efficient public finance management, a vision, and ownership of goals, policies and actions at local level. In my view, the introduction of programme budgeting as of 2015 represents a good step forward.
In many municipalities, local administration can be improved by ensuring de-politicisation and professionalism through merit based recruitment and promotion procedures. 

Thirdly, the key issues of employment, competitiveness and infrastructure all revolve around creating a good business environment at local level. Although the legal basis is universal, municipalities display huge variation in the duration of procedures for environmental and building permits. This suggests that considerable efficiency gains can be obtained.
Clear spatial plans and further clarification of property and land management issues will no doubt facilitate investments into infrastructure and business development. 

Much of the wellbeing in municipalities depends on public utility companies. A comprehensive restructuring of these companies is necessary to improve their performance and enable sustainable development at local level. 

All these issues require strong and efficient mechanismsfor cooperation and coordination, involving all relevant players. I mean both horizontal coordination of the central government institutions, and vertically one involving other layers of government that play important roles in establishing and running the implementing and regulatory framework. As Serbia progresses towards EU membershipvia successful negotiation process, adequate involvement of the local government, as well as assessment of its capacities, iseven more important.
Ladies and gentlemen,

It is gratifying to see that the Standing Conference has become a strong, efficient and reliable partner in the decentralisation process. We have done many common projects with the Standing Conference. You are a committed advocate and supporter of local authorities in Serbia. I am very pleased with our continuing partnership and cooperation.

The EU has been supporting decentralisation and the application of the principle of subsidiarity in Serbia through a number of projects and programmes. Over 330 MUR of EU funds have been provided for municipal support activities in Serbiasince the year 2000.
The IPA-2 financial perspective which will run from 2014 to 2020 will help candidate countries to reform and strengthen priority sectors, including the Public administration, Private sector development, Social development and Environment, all of which are of direct concern to local governments. Relevant specific sector strategies will define priority investments in areas that should be aligned with the EU Acquis. For example a strategy for environment will focus on areas of water, solid waste, etc. This will resultin specific sector projects. 
You are aware that IPA-2 implementation will be decentralized, and the national authorities will own project management.Serbia will have to successfully take over the responsibility for the implementation of the IPA financial support and the future management of Structural and Cohesion funds. The Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities, with its developed network and in-house expertise, is a valuable partner to the Government in facilitating this process. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,
I came to this event not only to preach to the likeminded people – I have brought some good news too. 

I am happy to announce further support for local administration under upcoming IPA 2014Financing Agreement, soon to be signed between the Government of Serbia and the European Commission. It involves continued support to The Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities in assisting municipalities in important areas such as programme budgeting and property management. 
The EU remains committed to further supporting you in challenging EU integration process, and I wish you all the success.
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