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Though the crisis is already affecting both the EU and the
Western Balkans, and no one can predict its magnitude or
duration, this fact should not have a negative impact on EU
enlargement. The countries of this region have received on
many occasions clear confirmation of their EU prospects.
There is definite proof of the EU’s commitment to Serbia and
the Western Balkans. Since 2000 the EU market has offered
duty-free access for Serbian products. The EU has assisted
Serbia with funds amounting to around two billion euros in
order to consolidate institutions and speed up reforms. And
a further one billion euros has been allocated up to 2011 in
the context of the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance
(IPA). In particular, as announced by Commissioner Rehn,
the Commission is looking into the possibility of using part
of IPA funds to support the Serbian budget. Moreover, the
Commission might also provide macro-financial assistance.
This clearly shows that the EU is committed to helping Ser-
bia weather the economic crisis.
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Serbia will--most likely--join the EU
within the next decade. However, the
speed of this process primarily depends
on the pace at which the country makes
progress in aligning its norms, policies and
institutions to EU standards.

The Current Position

Where does Serbia currently stand in
the European integration process? Let me
recall the Progress Report that the Com-
mission issued last November. We noted
a number of weaknesses concerning, in
particular, the functioning of parliament,
judiciary and regulatory bodies. We no-
ticed a number of shortcomings in the
field of competition and in areas related
to the spending of taxpayers’” money
such as public procurement, state aid and
financial controls. At the same time, we
were pleased to find a stronger Serbian
commitment to cope with these chal-
lenges.

The Serbian National Program for In-
tegration (NPI) adopted last October is a
good basis for further progress. Moreover,
setting an “internal” target date for EU ac-
cession preparations can help mobilize the
necessary political energy. However, for a
target date to be credible, the pace of re-
forms needs to be adequate and achieve-
able, and sufficient financial resources
must be allocated. The NPI needs to be
turned into new, effective laws, and these
laws must be properly implemented. Re-
cent amendments to the parliamentary
rules of procedure should allow for an ac-
celeration of legislative activity. And the
forthcoming budget revision should not
jeopardize Serbia’s European integration.

Missing Framework

Unfortunately, a formal legal frame-
work for EU-Serbia relations is still miss-
ing. Conditions for unfreezing the Interim
Agreement and ratification of the Stabi-
lization and Association Agreement--full
cooperation with the ICTY--have not yet
been met. Nevertheless, the Serbian au-
thorities have given a strong political sig-
nal by starting the voluntary implemen-
tation of the Interim Agreement, which
is resulting in the reduction of customs
duties as well as in the strengthening of
competition policy. This will bring cheaper
products to Serbian firms and consumers.
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It will also create a positive track record
that will allow shortening of the time
required to open accession negotiations
once conditions are met and Serbia ap-
plies for EU membership.

Obviously, the current crisis makes it
more difficult to find the resources nec-
essary for implementation of new norms

and policies and strengthening of the ad-
ministration. However, the crisis must not
become a pretext for slowing reforms.
On the contrary, Serbian taxpayers’ mon-
ey needs to be used in a more efficient
way. Citizens" purchasing power needs to
be defended by improving competition
in the Serbian market. Opportunities for
workers and entrepreneurs need to be
enlarged by making Serbian companies
more competitive.

Liberated Potential

As Commissioner Rehn has stressed,
Serbia has an important potential that ex-
pects to be liberated. In this context, an
experienced administration, a vibrant civil
society and many talented people in the
intellectual and economic fields are an

important asset. However, all this energy
needs to turn into strong political will. I'm
sure that Serbia can move much faster
towards EU membership. Recent develop-
ments in areas related to visa liberaliza-
tion show that if there is consensus on
achieving a clear goal, rapid progress is
possible. The European integration process
is, therefore, the best catalyst for the re-
forms that Serbian citizens and companies
need.





