European Economic and Social Committee

7th WESTERN BALKANSCIVIL SOCIETY FORUM

Tirana, 16-17 April 2019

FINAL DECLARATION

The European Economic and Social Committee (EE&Pfesenting the economic and social
components of organised civil society in the Euesp&nion (EU), held its seventh Western
Balkans Civil Society Forum with the support of theropean Commission and the Regional
Cooperation Council. The forum brought togetherrespntatives of Western Balkans trade
unions, employers and civil society organisatioBESC members, representatives of the
governments of the Western Balkans, and EU andniati@nal institutions.

The following major themes were discussed at theurRo assessment of and prospects for
relations between the EU and the Western Balkdres;role of the social partners and civil

society organisations in promoting regional coopena(in trade and investment, connectivity

and people-to-people relations); and the stateaftdialogue and of enabling civic space in
the Western Balkans.

The forum participants adopted the following deatiam:

On the assessment of and prospects for relatiotvedesm the EU and the Western Balkans:

The participants:

3.

welcome the progress made by most of the partnetisei region towards EU accession since
the last Forum, which took place in Sarajevo iry 2017: Montenegro and Serbia have opened
a number of new chapters, albeit at a slower pame éxpected; Albania and North Macedonia
have continued with the reforms needed in ordestact EU accession negotiations, hopefully
later this year; Bosnia and Herzegovina is moviogvard towards obtaining EU candidate
status; and Kosovdhas undertaken reforms that allowed the Europeannission to issue a
positive opinion on visa liberalisation for Kosousitizens;

express satisfaction that the long-standing naseeisas finally been solved between Greece
and North Macedonia; now that this issue is no éonigindering North Macedonia's path
towards EU integration, ask the Council to validdiis significant effort and follow up on the

*
This designation is without prejudice to positiams status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 #Bd Opinion on the Kosovo

declaration of independence.
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10.

11.

European Commission's recommendation to open adonesggotiations as soon as the
necessary conditions are fulfilled;

fully support intra-regional cooperation in the Waa Balkans; at the same time stress the
importance of individual merit in the enlargemenbgess, where each candidate for EU
membership is judged according to its own results;

welcome the Commission's new strategy for the West®alkans entitled "A credible
enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engadenith the Western Balkans", and its
six flagship initiatives; urge all EU institution® contribute to the implementation of the
actions stipulated in the Action Plan in Supportte Transformation of the Western Balkans
for 2018-2020;

note that the Strategy clearly states that all teesywanting to join the EU need to resolve their
bilateral disputes beforehand, and express the tigtesolutions will soon be found to all such
pending disputes; point out that there are ong@raests in a number of Western Balkan
countries and in that regard stress the importasfceffective dialogue within functional
democratic institutions, as well as the importaoicthe right and freedom of citizens to express
themselves;

are convinced that the enlargement of the EU, anpaiticular the spread of its democratic
values and legal standards to the Western Balksuiis,the interest of both the region and the
EU; express the hope that enlargement will remaia of the EU's priorities, despite the
multitude of challenges it is currently facing;loah the new European Parliament and the new
European Commission to continue to be supportiveEdf enlargement policy after the
European elections in May 2019 and to improve ttomtbox for engagement with the Western
Balkans;

welcome the Sofia Declaration of the EU-WesternkBas Summit of 17 May 2018 and its
Priority Agenda and encourage future presidencieshe Council of the EU to keep the
integration of the Western Balkan countries hightogir list of priorities; invite EU institutions
and EU Member States to regularly involve represderds from the countries of the Western
Balkans in EU summits, starting from the Sibiu Eagan Council to be held next month, as
proof that the EU considers this region to be péits future;

express concern about the shrinking space for sivifiety in a number of countries in the
Western Balkans; encourage the authorities in tlestévn Balkans to redouble their efforts to
ensure respect for the rule of law, fundamentahtsig judicial reform, the fight against
corruption and the independence of journalists eddom of the press — some of the core
European values that every EU Member State shegloerct;

once again stress the need for an EU enlargeméioy pbat focuses on democratisation, the
rule of law, intra-regional cooperation and thelding of trust, as well as a more structured and
systematic approach in terms of civil society m#pttion; invite the EU to consider and
support, alongside its top-down strategies, ciedisty's bottom-up strategies for promoting the
rule of law;
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12.

13.

welcome the European Commission's proposal to aserdhe funds allocated to the new
Programme for Pre-accession Assistance for 2027-2F 1ll) and invite all EU institutions

to support this increase; believe that a substaimizaease in pre-accession assistance would
enable partners from the Western Balkans to bembptepared for accession, meet the acquis
standards and improve economic and social conveegerith the EU; consider it extremely
important to strengthen social and civil dialognetlhe Western Balkans and encourage the
Commission to further facilitate the access of petelent social partners and civil society
organisations, as well as associations of invetstigigournalism - key democratic actors true to
European values in the region - to IPA funds;

welcome the positive effect the Berlin process e on the Western Balkans, building on the
EU enlargement process, and express high expeddio the sixth Western Balkans Summit
that will take place in Pozhaon 4 and 5 July; express the hope that the sparéthers and civil
society organisations will be invited to contribtbethe Summit.

On the role of civil society organisations in praing regional cooperation:

The participants, in the areatodide and investment

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

stress that the Central European Free Trade Agrgeamel Regional Economic Area (REA)
have great potential to increase intra-regionalerand economic growth, to the benefit of all
the citizens of the Western Balkans; point out thalitical stability and good neighbourly
relations are fundamental prerequisites for econognowth; stress that a common regional
market would bring new jobs, lower costs, a falitav of goods and people and more investors
to the Western Balkans;

stress that all unjustified tariffs imposed on imip®mf goods and services between the CEFTA
parties should be lifted; likewise point out thae$tern Balkans authorities need to address all
major obstacles, including bilateral disputes am@ fmovement of citizens, to achieve further
progress in regional economic integration and teatieto attract foreign investment;

emphasise the importance of properly implementiegGEFTA agreement and REA, as well as
reducing regional trade tensions between the partiéth regard to trade, stress that the
Western Balkans need to establish regional mutegnition mechanisms in relevant areas in
order to reduce non-tariff barriers and streamtiosder crossings;

point out that, in order to attract private investiy the authorities of the Western Balkans need
to make sure that firms can enter, compete on dquak on and exit the market; stress that in
order to create new jobs it is important to haviaurable and more predictable business
environment, but also to develop adequate supmorfoster labour market integration of
vulnerable groups such as people with disabiliflesing people, women and minorities;

invite the European Commission to further faciétdearning and development through the
exchange of best practice at regional level; gsighould be given to building the capacity of
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19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

relevant stakeholders, facilitating access to trerket and finance and providing business
advisory services;

recall that social and civil dialogue is key to teeonomic and social development of the
Western Balkans and the EU; call for better trarmpey and earlier and greater involvement of
the social partners and civil society organisatiorigrge regional projects, as a precondition for
successful implementation of the REA; welcome teeldishment of Chamber Investment
Forum of the Western Balkans;

encourage authorities in the Western Balkans teshsignificantly in quality education, from
early childhood development all the way to techinead university education, in order to
enable a smooth transition from school to work tmgromote entrepreneurship; point out that
lifelong learning and vocational education andnireg are of crucial importance for a functional
economy that can cope with the challenges of diggtiion;

stress that strengthening the rule of law and ifightorruption is crucial in improving the
business and investment climate across the regiiah, strong and independent institutions,
enforcement of legislation, reduction of the infatneconomy and modernisation of public
administrations being of particular importance;

express concern at the fact that only a limited Imemof businesses in the Western Balkans use
internet and digital tools to increase their prdatity and further their development; call for
support for micro-enterprises and SMEs to help thedevelop and implement their IT projects
and gear activities and programmes better to tiesds;

stress that the EU is the largest trading partndriaggest investor in the Western Balkans and
therefore that it is in the EU's own economic iestrto make the region more attractive for
trade and investment, and to join up its transorergy and digital networks.

The participants, in the area@nnectivity

24.

25.

26.

strongly support the "Connectivity Agenda" of theestern Balkans to extend the trans-
European transport and energy networks/corridotsaaegion, with the help of funds from the
Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance and inierra financial institutions;

stress the need for Western Balkans authoritiesctelerate project preparation and project
implementation in the areas of transport and enexpych are often hampered by weak public
administration capacity in the Western Balkans lang@oor regional coordination between these
public administrations; point to the need for betterolvement by local communities and the
social partners and civil society organisationthese infrastructure projects;

call for national beneficiaries in the Western Beilk to be involved in regional connectivity
projects from the earliest stages; ask for a perémice tracking system to be established at
regional level, accompanied by related mechanidras ¢an identify and address concerns at
bilateral or regional level at an early stage;
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27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

stress that Western Balkans authorities need toeprb with the adoption of key EU energy
legislation within the framework of the Energy Conomity Treaty and continue their efforts to
create a regional electricity market;

call for the governments of the Western Balkanpawe the way for clean energy transition by
adopting targets for 2030 with regard to renewasiergy, energy efficiency and greenhouse
gas emission reduction in line with the EU's tasgletr 2030, taking into account the socio-
economic context and the Paris Agreement on ClirG&@nge, and to ensure the involvement
of the social partners and civil society organdagiin this process;

call for the phasing out of inefficient coal subegl that encourage wasteful electricity
consumption and distort the energy markets; sugheridea of establishing a dedicated private
investment fund for modern renewable energy in\Western Balkans, reforestation and the
eradication of energy poverty in the region;

welcome the establishment of the Transport Commanitl express the hope that it will soon
become fully operational; stress the importancthefinclusion of the social partners and civil
society organisations in the activities of the B@ort Community;

stress that the authorities of the Western Ballsfrmuld collect, publish and regularly update
statistical data, in line with EU standards, inesrtb allow for continuous monitoring by the
social partners and civil society organisations;oemage political authorities to involve the
social partners and civil society organisationthmdesign of transport and energy policies;

stress that the benefits of connectivity derive aoly from opening up to greater trading
opportunities, but also from knowledge transfersmeen countries; point out the need for
mutual recognition of academic qualifications;

welcome the launching of the Digital Agenda for tiéestern Balkans, which calls for
investment in broadband connectivity, increasingetgecurity and strengthening the digital
economy and society, as well as for gradual rednotif roaming charges, for the benefit of
citizens and companies; welcomes the recent sigointhe all-inclusive regional roaming
agreement which will eliminate roaming costs ag@i1;

stress that citizens and companies are the readrdrof digital development and recommend
that — in order to be able to fully exploit the gtial of digitalisation as a tool for economic

growth and social development — Western Balkangigouents step up their efforts in the area
of digital education and training; call on WesteBalkans authorities to invest more in

modernisation and digitalisation of schools anérable high speed internet in all primary and
secondary schools;

believe that skills mismatches in the Western Badkeas well as challenges in the labour
market generated by digital and technological ckarig the economy, can be addressed by the
development of more effective vocational trainingd aapprenticeship and lifelong learning
schemes, and with closer involvement by the sopatners and relevant civil society
organisations in their design.
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The patrticipants, in the areamdople-to-people relations — building bridges

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

welcome the resolution of the decades-long dispatereen Greece and North Macedonia over
the name of the latter and encourage both courtiéslly implement the Prespa Agreement;
emphasise the important role that the social pestard civil society organisations from both
countries will play in the implementation phasearder to build bridges between the two
societies and to reduce scepticism among citizboatahe outcome of the Agreement reached
at the highest political level,

note that the Western Balkans continue to be rahicibout regional cooperation due to long-
lasting conflicts; stress the need for the regimrovercome the legacy of the past and foster
mutual trust and to create a climate conduciveotairsy outstanding bilateral issues; point out
that regional initiatives should ideally be regitypawned and implemented by the Western
Balkans themselves, with the EU being only a featidir in their implementation;

stress that, in order to continue developing adoettip approach, support should be given to
projects by grassroots and local initiatives foduse promoting good neighbourly relations and
addressing common problems in Western Balkans tsegién order to facilitate reconciliation,
propose increasing financial support to regionajgmts focused in particular on exchanges of
experiences between citizens through mobility aadd;

emphasise the important role played by the medieoinflict prevention and resolution, and
underline that public broadcasters should leadwhg in promoting tolerance, understanding
and mutual respect and in constructively contritgito peace in society;

emphasise the specificity of the Western Balkaggrein terms of depopulation as a result of
intra-regional migration and emigration, especiallyyoung people, towards the EU, which has
a significant impact on the demographics and sesiatf these countries and thus on their
socio-economic landscape and outlook;

stress the need for governments to invest much mogreung people and to develop policies in
close cooperation with the social partners and s@tiety organisations representing youth;
point out that improving education, reducing youthemployment and achieving better
inclusion of young people into the societies of Western Balkans is the only way to mitigate
their migration tendencies; encourage regional @igh projects between young people;

stress the need for all stakeholders to furthempte and enhance the role of women and girls,
female entrepreneurship, women-oriented NGOs aimdk tianks as agents of change for the
promotion of peaceful and inclusive societies, udahg conflict prevention, mediation,
peacebuilding and conflict recovery.
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On the state of social dialogue in the Western &agk

The participants:

43.

44.

45,

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

stress the important role that national tripattibelies should play in shaping and monitoring the
Economic Reform Programme (ERP) and the Employnaet Social Reform Programme
(ESRP), and invite the Western Balkans authoriteesegularly involve and consult those
bodies in the process of adopting these importaatichents and all the reforms stemming from
them;

stress the importance of collective bargaining alseya mechanism for creating a fair and

sustainable wage system and combating the gengegaga as well as vertical and sectoral

segregation on the labour market; call on the WedBalkans governments to guarantee the
right of freedom of association, both in law andoactice, and to ensure an environment that
will stimulate the development of collective bargag, including at sectoral level,

stress the importance of the traditional concegabbur relations and of social dialogue, and
invite the Western Balkans authorities, includindoaal level, to increase cooperation with the
social partners operating in the area of socialcpolemployment and economic policies;
emphasise that the social partners should be dedsuhore systematically and in a timely
matter, on all relevant legislative proposals andakh stages when developing strategic
documents;

once again invite the EU institutions and the Wastalkans governments to provide for the
strengthening of the overall capacities of the aopartners, while at the same time fully
preserving their independence;

call for the governments to comply with and guaeantompliance with labour laws, and to
improve tripartite social dialogue;

highlight the role of the social partners in digttansformation and call on the Western Balkans
authorities to include them in a better and moffectifre way, including through collective
labour agreements, in the policy-making procesgsstthat social dialogue will be of crucial
importance in the efforts to alleviate the effeatghe digital revolution on the future of work
and labour relations;

encourage social partners from the countries of Wesstern Balkans to also deepen their
relations at regional level (networking activiteasd sharing of experiences);

in connection with the ILO's 100th anniversary] cal EU and Western Balkans authorities to
support and ratify the new convention to be adomtedng the 108th International Labour
Conference in June 2019: "Ending violence and kamast against women and men in the
world of work™.
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On the state of civil dialogue and enabling ciypase in the Western Balkans:

The participants:

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

ask that, in addition to proper tripartite socigldgue, the Western Balkans governments
consider establishing functioning civil societyldgue mechanisms that involve both the social
partners and civil society organisations, alonglihes of the European Economic and Social
Committee;

remind the Western Balkans authorities of the irtpare of guaranteeing freedom of
association and ensuring an enabling civic space &irong and effective civil dialogue; invite
all Western Balkans governments to adopt natiotmategjies for an enabling environment for
the social partners and civil society organisatiamd their accompanying action plans;

emphasise that freedom of expression and free nadigrerequisites for establishing solid
democracies and allowing a vibrant civil societyd@velop; stress that civil society must be
vocal and take the lead in denouncing the negatéxeelopments in the region in relation to
freedom of expression, such as political pressureth® media; stress the importance of
investigative journalism in fighting corruption;

stress that the social partners and civil socieg@oisations, as well as independent regulatory
bodies, are an important partner for the governmaadtplay an essential democratic role; their
meaningful and systematic participation in workiggpups on drafting laws, strategies and

action plans should be ensured, with the obligatmmeport on the results of consultation

processes;

remind the Western Balkans authorities that theopean Commission's Guidance for the
Economic Reform Programmes notes that the involwenoé civil society organisations in
reporting on and monitoring programme implementatgocrucial to creating ownership and the
broadest possible political support;

stress the importance of stepping up cooperatidim @iwil society organisations operating in the
area of social policies, including systematic cdtasion at all stages of the legislative
proposals;

condemn the attacks on the social partners andl sbdiety organisations by government
representatives and government-funded media; inttiee Western Balkans authorities to
guarantee the protection of human rights defendargj-corruption organisations and
independent journalists and to prosecute and ldnigstice perpetrators and those that have
ordered attacks on the social partners and cigiesp organisations; call for the adoption and
implementation of laws on whistle-blowing and feeps to make the system of whistle-blower
protection more effective in practice;

call for the Western Balkans authorities to endl#e access to information for their citizens,
without unnecessary restrictions;
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59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

following the example of the "Priebe Report" forrfoMacedonia, call on the EU institutions
to monitor reforms in the area of the rule of lamthe EU candidate countries more effectively,
by commissioning independent analyses of mechanibatsendanger democracy and lead to
public institutions being captured for politicalrposes; are pleased that the first such analysis
on the rule of law has just been launched, reldtrgosnia and Herzegovina;

stress the need for improvement in terms of strerghg mechanisms for cooperation with
civil society in EU integration processes;

stress the need for the social partners and @vikesy organisations to proactively establish and
strengthen issue-based and/or sectoral civic n&svas the best way to boost their impact
towards beneficiaries, but also as an effective veaynitigate pressure or intimidation from
political interference; point out that the sociargmers and civil society organisations should
strengthen their capacity and legitimacy by invegtinore in increasing their membership (for
membership-based social partners and civil so@eganisations), as well as communication
capacities with their constituency and the pulliaege;

emphasise the importance of regional cooperatitwd®n civic networks in order to exchange
best practices in their specific areas of experigess that civil society organisations from the
Western Balkans should be regularly invited toipgrdte in debates at EU level,

call on the Western Balkans authorities and EUitutgins to strengthen the capacities of
associations of liberal professions in the WestBatkans; highlight the important role of
chambers of liberal professions in implementing thke of law and in fighting corruption;

highlight the important role of associations ofrjoalists in respecting the freedom of media.

The participants:

64.

65.

invite all relevant stakeholders to implement repmndations from final declarations of
previous EESC's Western Balkans Civil Society Farussued for areas such as fight against
corruption, freedom of expression and media, yaniployment, rights and empowerment of
women, sustainable growth and employment, migratiod minority rights in the Western
Balkans.

request that the EESC transmit this final declaratio the governments of the region, the
European institutions, the Regional Cooperationr€duthe International Labour Organisation,
the Council of Europe and the Polish Presidenah@MWestern Balkans Summit in Pozna
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