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Stability Pact's Increased Regional Ownership

From its beginning in summer 1999, with tensions in South Eastern Europe still high, the Stability pact was designed to increasingly transfer its activities to the countries of the region, including political initiatives being steered by Governments of SEE themselves in a co-ordinated and truly regional fashion.  The following achievements reflect this increased "regional ownership" of the Pact.

· SEECP: Within the Stability Pact, the South-East European Co-operation Process has not only been revived, but it also agreed to send a representative of the (rotating) chair (FRY in 2002) to the Brussels based Informal Consultative Committee.  Within this forum comprised of EU Commission, EU Council, EU Presidency and Special Co-ordinator of the Stability Pact, the SEECP-representative gives SEE its "voice" and guarantees a mechanism of permanent consultation and co-ordination.

· Free Trade in SEE: following a Memorandum of Understanding signed in June 2001, 7 countries in SEE have begun bilateral negotiations for Free Trade Agreements.  The ambitious schedule provides for 21 such agreements by the end of 2002.  So far, 9 have been signed; the rest are under negotiation or will be so shortly.  This network of FTA's will create an enlarged and tariff free market of 55 million consumers and thus increase investment and export opportunities for SEE.

· Through the Sava River Basin Initiative, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovenia and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia are developing the Sava River as an international navigation route and ensure the sustainable development of the Sava River Basin by regulating the utilisation, protection and management of its water and related resources.  An international framework agreement and a development plan are being prepared.

· In order to foster a broad security dialogue and promote arms control and confidence building measures, the Stability Pact partners established, in October 2000, a Regional Arms Control Verification and Implementation Assistance Centre (RACVIAC) in Zagreb with eighteen participating countries.
· Small Arms and Light Weapons: The proliferation and illicit trafficking of small arms and light weapons remains a threat to the regional security and stability.  The Stability Pact has developed a comprehensive Regional Implementation Plan.  A Regional Clearinghouse in Belgrade, operated by UNDP, opened on 8 May 2002.  The Clearinghouse helps SEE governments and NGOs develop regional projects to stem the illicit flow of such weaponry.  The Implementation Plan was approved in Budapest in November 2001.

· 13 Countries Jointly Practiced Forest Fire Fighting in Croatia in May 2002.  Up to 1000 participants, including 100 fire fighting and rescue teams participated in 67 events.  This joint military-civilian operation marked an important step on the way to establishing regional cooperation amongst the various disaster relief units in Southeastern Europe and Nato's Euro Atlantic Disaster Response Unit.  At the Regional Table in Bucharest (5 June 2002) 11 countries and the International Federation of Red Cross/Red Crescent signed a Declaration on Cross-border Cooperation in Disaster Prevention and Preparedness.

· SECI Crime Fighting Centre: SEE Information Exchange Centre for Fighting Organised Crime in Bucharest marked its official opening in October 2000 and is, since February 2002, connected to INTERPOL via the Romanian INTERPOL National Bureau.  It is staffed by 15 liaison officers (police and customs officers) from 9 SECI countries working in close co-operation with international law enforcement experts.

· Through the actions of the Gender Task Force and its national support structures (Governments and Civil Society) in the countries of the region, Gender equality has become a part of the mainstream political agenda in all SEE countries.  The percentage of women elected in national parliaments has increased.  The current regional average percentage of women MP’s is 11%.  Increasingly, women are appointed to highest executive positions.

· The Regional Return Initiative amongst BiH, Croatia and FRY seeks to find permanent solutions for the up to one million refugees and displaced persons left over from the period of war.  Apart from achieving record numbers of returns (over 100'000 in 2001), the Initiative has seen very strong involvement of the three Governments, including a combined financial commitment of 500 million Euro to complement the financial assistance given by international donors.

· With the Ljubljana Statement of Intent, SEE countries reaffirmed in June 2002 their intention to develop information societies as a part of the Stability Pact's eSE Europe (electronic Southeast Europe) Initiative.  The countries agreed to develop an ambitious regional action plan, called eSEE AGENDA, which shall be approved at a ministerial conference in Belgrade this autumn.  eSEE is chaired by FR Yugoslavia.
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