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Stability Pact Working Table I

Democratisation and Human Rights

Strategic guidelines for 2003 and beyond

In its 4th year of existence, the Stability Pact (SP) continues to place top priority on fostering cooperation among SEE countries on issues of mutual concern. Regional cooperation is the basis of the EU as such and, therefore, an integral part of preparations for further integration of the SEE countries into European structures. While focusing its activities on a reduced number of core areas where it can add real value, the SP advocates a leadership role for SEE by actively promoting regional ownership of the activities within its scope. In this endeavour, the SP aims at ensuring complementarity with the Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP) and the accession process.

The 21 June EU-Western Balkans Summit in Thessaloniki is expected to reinforce the European perspective of the region, while continuing to stress the concept of conditionality – closer integration if set criteria are met. 

The SAP has clearly established regional cooperation as a precondition for further European integration. As a quid pro quo for an enhanced SAP, and the possible inclusion of SAP-countries into Community programmes, the Balkan countries are expected to further strive towards meeting the Copenhagen criteria.   

This has the following implications for Working Table I (Democratisation and Human Rights):

1) Copenhagen Criteria

WT I will focus on the two key thematic areas (Local Democracy / Cross-Border Cooperation and Media), while identifying ways to transfer responsibilities in other areas to relevant SEE actors with a proven track record. At the same time, WT I will concentrate even more on helping the SEE countries meet the political conditions linked to the Copenhagen criteria. The SP will assist them in strengthening democratic institutions, the rule of law, human rights and respect for and protection of minorities.  

The current role of WT I in enhancing compliance with Copenhagen criteria

Already now, all initiatives under WT I directly or indirectly help countries in SEE make progress in meeting the Copenhagen political criteria. 

Media contribute to establishing open societies by reporting on political and social developments and by revealing undemocratic practices or corruption. Local democracy and cross-border cooperation empower local authorities in a region traditionally characterized by central rule, and create opportunities for these authorities to enter into fruitful and sustainable cooperation with their counterparts across borders.  Projects aimed at enhancing gender equality are effective tools for creating better opportunities for women in political life and for moving away from often-authoritarian old patterns. Other projects strengthen the position of women belonging to ethnic minorities, thus contributing to improved conditions for these minority groups. Activities in the area of education and youth play an important role in awareness raising, and create a better understanding of the region’s common past.  Furthermore, they focus on democratic citizenship and preparing the region’s youth for a European future. Projects undertaken in the area of human rights and national minorities, though generally not showing immediate results, are indispensable if governments have to be made aware of their responsibilities in this field and of the measures they must take to meet European standards. Parliamentary cooperation not only supports the democratic process directly by strengthening the position of elected representatives vis-à-vis their governments, but also indirectly through the constructive role that MPs, representing various interest groups, can play in the areas mentioned above.

2) Enhancing Regional Cooperation & Complementing the SAP

The Zagreb Summit of November 2000 transformed the EU’s regional approach into the SAP, which foresees Stabilisation and Association Agreements (SAAs) to be concluded under a principle of conditionality between the EU and the Western Balkans countries. The SAP aims to bring them closer to EU standards, e.g. meet the Copenhagen criteria concerning democratic, economic and institutional reforms as a precondition for eventual EU membership.

Within the SAP, the EU requires the SEE countries to engage in regional cooperation: Readiness to conclude agreements on regional cooperation in specific areas is considered a “condition for the further development of the relations…with the EU”.  The SAP’s main financial instrument is the CARDS programme, which is designed to i.a. support cooperation in WTI- related areas, i.e. democratic stabilisation, including minority rights, media and good governance.

Supporting the countries of the region in meeting these requirements, but also fostering regional cooperation in a broader thematic and geographic scope, is the aim of the SP and WT I. WT I activities will continue to support SEE on its path towards stabilisation and integration into the European institutions and are complementary to the SAP.

Specific ways in which WT I activities complement the SAP include:

.

· Supporting and facilitating specific SAP activities with a regional component;

· Streamlining existing efforts to assist SEE on its way to political and social integration;

· With their more encompassing approach, WT I-fora can embed SAP activities into a wider context by enhancing regional dialogue on a specific subject.

Through the active inclusion of Romania and Bulgaria and other neighbouring countries, WT I can build important bridges between the SAP-countries and their EU accession neighbours, thereby facilitating an exchange of transformation experiences and promoting a substantial political dialogue forum. Here, knowledge gained in the recent enlargement process can be effectively utilized as an important element enriching the SAP.  While promoting the inclusion of SEE countries into Community programmes, an idea currently also explored within the EU, the SP and specifically some of the WT I TFs could more actively incorporate enlargement instruments into their activities (i.a. twinning). In this way, WT I can act as an efficient supporting mechanism to the SAP.

Complementarity to the SAP is reflected in WT I activities in the following way: 

WT I Core Objectives

Media

The media sector is widely accepted as essential for a viable democratic system and is addressed in all SAP reports. The Stability Pact Media Task Force (MTF) serves as a forum for all relevant actors in the field of media assistance, both donors and beneficiaries. The MTF and the Media Working Groups – comprised of media professionals, members of the civil society and representatives from the state authorities – therefore have an important role in advising on priorities for media assistance and projects as well as liaising with the governments in the region. 

In relation to the SAP, the MTF can bring additional donors to the table, thus enhance burden-sharing and serve as a forum for coordination. It furthermore brings together practitioners from different countries of the region and allows them to have a voice in setting priorities. Moreover, the National Working Groups foster dialogue between governments and the media sector.

Local Democracy and Cross-Border Cooperation

Facilitating contacts across borders in South Eastern Europe and the stabilisation of border regions as such is a priority of the CARDS Regional Strategy. The SP Initiative on Local Democracy and Cross Border Cooperation is complementing these activities in the area of donor coordination, the support and development of Euroregions in SEE, and in encouraging the decentralization process through the support of twinning and training activities.

The initiative aims to strengthen democratic institutions at the local level thus empowering local authorities in community leadership and development. Local democracy lies at the core of the reform process as it directly involves citizens’ participation and it is how citizens will ultimately contribute to and evaluate the reform process as a whole. 

Other WT I-activities

Education & Youth

The new “SEE Education Reform Implementation Initiative in view of SAP and Accession Process” is complementary to European developments in the area of education, by linking national education reform in SEE countries with European trends in education. The Initiative will provide access to expertise in education reform of European countries and facilitate capacity building, which will support SEE countries to achieve common European standards in education. Education Ministers of SEE countries are envisaged to sign the Memorandum of Understanding and officially endorse the initiative on the occasion of the Seventh Conference of European Ministers of Education to be held in Nicosia from 27-28 June 2003. 

The initiative contributes to increasing employment and to fighting brain drain in the region. In this context, opening up community programmes, especially regarding education mobility programmes such as Socrates, would be an important signal, particularly to the younger generation, that they belong to Europe.

Parliamentary Cooperation

Parliamentary cooperation with its fully horizontal character contributes to the enrichment of the regional cooperation component of the SAP as well as to the fulfilment of the Copenhagen criteria via its strong correlation with the realisation of the specific goals of the various initiatives that already include this dimension. 

The SP is working to strengthen links, coordinate and cooperate with key players of the initiative (the Troika consisting of European Parliament and the parliamentary assemblies of OSCE and CoE as well as NGOs) in order to create a common platform/framework and synergies for the activities. The EP is currently in the lead of the Parliamentary Troika. The creation of a regional parliamentary assembly in the framework of the SEECP (South East European Cooperation Process), of which the parliamentary dimension is for the moment limited to one annual conference of Presidents of member State parliaments, would complement these initiatives. 

Gender Task Force

The Gender Task Force (GTF) supports a broad range of initiatives in line with its aim of full participation of women in developing stable and democratic societies in SEE. The GTF is a structure with full participation of SEE Governments, parliaments, and civil society actors and was initiated by key gender equality actors in SEE.

GTF work supports SAP goals of enhancing democracy, respect for human rights and protection of minorities in SEE since most of its activities are in these areas. GTF activities are complementary to CARDS programming that does not specifically address gender issues.

Human Rights and National Minorities

Respect for human rights, including the adequate protection of minorities, is a yardstick of modern democracy and a precondition for successful political, economic and social development. Progress in this field is by definition relevant for SEE countries eventually meeting Copenhagen criteria. SAP/CARDS addresses particularly the need to fund other organisations working in this field. Regional initiatives, undertaken in the framework of the Stability Pact, complement CARDS, but this complementarity should also be considered against the background of what other organisations (CoE, OSCE (HCNM, ODIHR, NGOs) are doing. 

3) Cooperation among Task Forces / with other WTs in key thematic areas

In future it will become even more important to enhance cooperation both among WT I TFs and with other WTs. This will ensure optimal use of existing financial and human resources, but also help to create synergies and avoid duplication. Apart from the areas where cooperation does take place, WT I TFs are encouraged to identify additional thematic sectors where cross-WT and cross-TF cooperation is expected to bring added value.

Examples of (potential) cooperation of this nature:

Local Democracy & Cross Border Cooperation (LODE/CBC)

Institutionalized cross-border cooperation (Euroregions) incorporates all aspects of the Stability Pact’s working tables: confidence building and reconciliation through cross border cross-sectoral initiatives in border regions. The LODE/CBC task force relies on input and achievements from other task forces across the board (media, gender, education & youth, trade, infrastructure, migration, border management and security).

Reconciliation Initiative

Together with other partners, the SP recently launched a new initiative that aims to reinforce the reconciliation process in SEE and includes components falling under existing SP-Task Forces. A brainstorming Workshop provided a list of recommendations for the initiative’s approach and activities in 6 thematic areas (E&Y, Human Rights and Justice, Gender, Media, Inter-religious Dialogues, Arts and Culture). Relevant WT I -TFs have been invited to:

- analyze the specific recommendations and determine whether and how they should be 

  addressed;

- identify other relevant initiatives with reconciliation character that the TF could address;

- develop a detailed action plan for relevant recommendations;

- seek appropriate political support or funding for those items that require it.

Parliamentary Cooperation
Initially designed to strengthen the role of parliaments in South Eastern Europe, parliamentary cooperation could be given a wider scope. The main task of elected representatives is not to strengthen the position of their institutions as such but to serve the interests of their voters. These interests are by nature not limited to one sector or geographical area. At the same time parliamentarians are generally well connected through regional networks. 

They are well suited to actively contribute to ensuring a comprehensive approach addressing human rights/democratization, economic and security / justice & home affairs aspects. An attempt will therefore be made to involve the parliamentary cooperation structures developed over the past few years more strongly in supporting the Pact’s core objectives. Actions will go in two directions: inclusion of MPs in the work of TFs concerned and promotion of core objectives in political forums in order to mobilize active parliamentary support.  
4) Regional Leadership

As much as the SAP moves from “Stabilization” to “Association”, the SP aims at enhancing the active participation of SEE countries through its various programmes. The strategic objective is to develop “regional ownership” into “regional leadership”. This means that the countries of the region should increasingly assume both political and financial responsibilities within the initiatives. Within WT I, several activities will still continue with the ultimate objective of transferring them to the region. In this context, the South Eastern European Cooperation Process (SEECP) has developed into a voice of the region and is increasingly addressing also WTI- related issues.

As an example, the overall coordination of the “SEE Education Reform Implementation Initiative” is to be transferred to the SEE region by early 2004, through the establishment of a regional co-ordination office.

Regional leadership is not restricted to providing national governments in SEE with the opportunity to assume responsibility for one initiative or another. Empowering local authorities and strengthening the capacity of local institutions will guarantee that democratic institutions at the local level will be able to provide citizens with the types of services needed for communities to function effectively and prosperously. In the same manner, within the MTF, Media Working Groups across the region consist of media professionals, representatives of the civil society and state authorities, thus ensuring that MTF activities match the actual needs of the region. 

In conclusion, WT I will continue to develop a strategic direction that is complementary to the SAP and that will bring the South Eastern Europe as a whole closer to EU membership. 
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