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Conference "Regional Economic Cooperation"

Ekonom:east Media Group
Hyatt Regency, Belgrade, 3 November, 09h30

Speech by Adriano Martins
Deputy Head of EU Delegation
Dear State Secretary Ms. Vesna Arsic,
Ladies and gentlemen
I'm pleased to open this Conference, since regional economic cooperation in South East Europe is very important in the context of EU integration of all countries of the Balkans. I convey my appreciation to the "Ekonomeast Media Group" for facilitating a number of conferences and panels in a regional perspective covering key economic and business topics.
Through regional economic cooperation we strongly contribute to political stabilization of the countries involved. The EU is an example of that. The EU is in itself a model of regional cooperation. It started more than 50 years ago. First, just around coal and steel. Afterwards, leading to broader economic cooperation. And later a strong political dimension. The cooperation inside the EU is a win/win situation . There is no looser State. It fosters prosperity of citizens in all Member States. 
At the same time the EU consolidates peace in Europe. People tend to forget that. Though this is an impressive achievement. Countries that are now Member States of the EU were involved in two world wars just before the start of this cooperation. Now it seems impossible that war happens again in Europe. The magic formula for achieving peace and prosperity is certainly the best that EU can export to the Balkans. The magic formula starts with regional cooperation.
Apart from the wider benefits I mentioned, regional economic cooperation which implies regional trade integration, have also other benefits as you know. It reduces prices to the consumers, to the citizens as it reduces costs of intermediaries and facilitates economies of scale. It also helps to develop innovation and knowledge diffusion. And it increases competitive advantages of each country and of the region as a whole. 
To cut a long story short, it fosters economic grow and employment. 
Meanwhile, Countries of the Western Balkans need to take advantage of the EU accession period. During this period the EU strongly supports the modernization of each country helping to reform key areas of the state administration, judiciary and economy. This period is also an excellent “training field” before having the market of the Country fully exposed to EU-internal competition. 

Thus, Western Balkans countries should wisely invest the time they have to restructure their economies and develop the capacities to cope with competitive pressures and market forces stemming from the EU market.
In Western Balkans, regional cooperation is also a central element of the Stabilisation and Association Process.

The EU has recognized that in recent years, regional cooperation in South-East Europe has made an important progress and that the region has assumed increased ownership of this process. However, some persistent bilateral disputes unduly affect regional cooperation. 

The EU strongly encourages all parties concerned to seek practical and pragmatic solutions in order to ensure the inclusiveness of regional cooperation, without prejudice to differing positions e.g. on the status of Kosovo.
A faster EU accession in the Western Balkans, requires regional economic cooperation and market-oriented reforms.
Over the past decade, in this region, the EU actively supported a number of successful initiatives of cooperation. They encompass different contractual arrangements and formats. For example: CEFTA 2006, Energy Community, South East Europe Transport Observatory (SEETO), eSEE Agenda Plus.
The EU will continue its political and financial support for regional economic cooperation activities and structures through the EU Multi-Beneficiary Programme and through the Instrument for Pre-accession (IPA). From 2007 to 2012, the EU allocated more than €1 billion for regional and cross border cooperation programmes. 
In the case of Serbia's EU integration process, we witnessed two important developments this year: 

1. The entry into force of the Interim Agreement that provides for a gradual opening of Serbian market and approximation of Serbian legislation in the fields of customs, competition, state aid, intellectual property rights (IPR) and transit traffic. 

2. The decision of the EU to ask the Commission to prepare the Opinion on Serbia's membership application. This is a positive political signal and step.
A few words about CEFTA now …
Economic recovery has so far been modest and uneven across the region. We are not yet back to the high growth rates of a recent past. 
Future growth will be to a large extent conditioned by the capabilities of the countries to guarantee a sound business environment. The countries need to assure the investors that the rule of law is in place. It is not enough to adopt new laws and regulations. If their enforcement is not ensured, new laws are pure decoration or as some people say, they become "windows dressing". The business community needs a transparent and predictable environment. 

For this purpose, CEFTA is an important tool. This modern free trade agreement came into force in 2007. It is in line with EU and WTO legislation. It encompasses protection of intellectual property rights, harmonisation on modern trade policy, clear and effective procedures for dispute settlement, etc.
Therefore, an effective implementation of CEFTA is an excellent framework to prepare for EU accession. This concept continues the tradition of the original CEFTA, whose founding members are now EU member states.
Let me congratulate Serbia for a successful year as chairman of CEFTA. Meanwhile, CEFTA is moving into more challenging priorities: 
1. services liberalisation, 

2. cooperation in investment policy, 
3. opening of public procurement markets and 
4. competition policy.  

As a conclusion, I would reaffirm the commitment of the EU to support SEE regional economic cooperation. I n this context we will continue supporting CEFTA both politically and financially. We are expecting strong political endorsement and good will from all CEFTA signatories at the upcoming Joint Committee meeting scheduled for October 12, 2010 in Belgrade.

