Stabilisation and Association Agreements 

The centrepiece of the Stabilisation and Association Process is the conclusion of a Stabilisation and Association Agreement that represents a far-reaching contractual relationship between the EU and each Western Balkans country, entailing mutual rights and obligations. Such an association has a high political value. It is based on the gradual implementation of a free trade area and reforms designed to achieve the adoption of EU standards with the aim of moving closer to the EU. A Stabilisation and Association Agreement embodies the choice for Europe made by the Western Balkan countries and the membership perspective offered to them by the EU.

The EU’s political strategy towards the Western Balkans relies on a realistic expectation that the contract it enters into with individual countries will be fulfilled satisfactorily. Careful preparation with each country before the EU offers such a contract has been and remains a vital component of the Stabilisation and Association Process.

The Stabilisation and Association Agreements are tools which provide, much as the Europe Agreements did for the candidate countries in Central Europe, the formal mechanisms and agreed benchmarks which allow the EU to work with each country to bring them closer to the standards which apply in the EU.

The Stabilisation and Association Agreements focus on respect for key democratic principles and the core elements which are at the heart of the EU single market. Through a free trade area with the EU and the associated disciplines (competition and state aid rules, intellectual property etc) and benefits (e.g. rights of establishment), this process will allow the economies of the region to begin to integrate with the EU’s. For those areas where the agreements do not impose specific obligations relating to the EU acquis, there are provisions for detailed co-operation and discussion with the EU which again have the purpose of helping each country move closer to EU standards. The Stabilisation and Asociation Agreements encourage the active development of regional co-operation and good neighbourly relations.

The Stabilisation and Association Agreements are tailored to the circumstances of each country. However, each agreement is intended to have the common purpose of achieving the sort of formal association with the EU described above. The destination for all countries is expected to be the same: the full realisation of association after a transitional period through implementation of the same core obligations.

The Stabilisation and Association Agreements with the EU are the means necessary to encourage these countries to adopt real reforms towards the immediate objectives of the agreements (full realisation of the association) and beyond.. The mechanisms of the Stabilisation and Association Agreements themselves (from specialist sub-committees to political level meetings such as the Stabilisation and Association Council) will allow the EU to help prioritise reforms, shape them according to EU models, solve problems, and monitor their implementation. Effective implementation of the Stabilisation and Association Agreements is a prerequisite for any further assessment by the EU of the country’s prospects of accession. Each will need time, help and encouragement to implement such obligations properly.

