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Ministerial Statement, Rome
Ministers, 

REPRESENTATIVES of the Republic of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Republic of Bulgaria, the Republic of Croatia, the Republic of Macedonia, the Republic of Moldova, Romania and Serbia and Montenegro;

HAVING REGARD to the commitments that Governments have entered into in the Memorandum of Understanding on Trade Liberalisation and Facilitation signed in Brussels on 27 June 2001 and to the obligations contained therein to meet on a regular basis to review progress, to adopt measures to implement the Memorandum and to develop further trade and investment;

NOTING with satisfaction the completion in February 2003 of negotiations involving 21 bilateral free trade agreements that, fully implemented, will result in a  “virtual free trade area encompassing at least seven countries and 55 million inhabitants” as envisaged in the Sofia Statement of 20 June 2002;

CONSCIOUS that further efforts and reforms are necessary in order to deepen regional co-operation and to ensure that such a free trade area is economically efficient;

WELCOMING the statement at the EU-Western Balkans Summit at Thessaloniki on 21 June 2003 that the future of the Balkans is within the European Union and accepting that the major challenge ahead, as noted there, is for countries to prepare “for integration into European structures and ultimate membership into the European Union through adoption of European standards”;

CONVINCED that regional co-operation and integration are an integral part of the European Union accession process as well as of the European Union Stabilisation and Association process;

DETERMINED to overcome the delays arising in the signature and ratification of some of the bilateral free trade agreements;

STRESSING the primacy of the multilateral trading system and the importance of membership in the World Trade Organisation for all countries in the region; and 

LOOKING FORWARD to furthering Euro-Atlantic integration as envisaged in the Stability Pact Cologne Document;

Have today adopted this Ministerial Statement.

​​--------------------

The Signatory Countries: 

RECONFIRM the importance of realising free trade in South Eastern Europe and their conviction that fostering closer co-operation in South Eastern Europe will speed each country’s integration into the global economy and facilitate accession of the seven countries to the European Union in due course and each on its own merits; 

REITERATE that creating a free trade area is one of the important measures for attracting foreign direct investment

to the countries of South Eastern Europe and thereby increasing the region’s rate of sustainable economic growth;

AFFIRM their determination to take the necessary measures to ensure speedy ratification of the outstanding bilateral agreements and their entry into force at the latest by 1 January 2004; 

CONFIRM their intention to notify the World Trade Organisation promptly of the conclusion of bilateral free trade agreements;

PLEDGE to implement fully and effectively the bilateral free trade agreements concluded; 

REPEAT their instruction of 20 June 2002 in Sofia that all bilateral free trade agreements must be in full conformity with all the terms of the Memorandum of Understanding and with World Trade Organisation rules;

ENCOURAGE those countries lacking free trade agreements with Moldova to complete negotiations and to facilitate Moldova’s participation in free trade in the region in due course.

----------------------

In the Memorandum of Understanding, the Signatory Countries request that the Stability Pact Trade Working Group regularly reviews progress in implementation and proposes measures required to fulfil the provisions of the Memorandum.  To this end, the Trade Working Group has presented a Strategy and Action Plan for 2004.  The Signatory Countries hereby endorse that Plan, the realisation of which they consider essential to stimulate trade and investment in South Eastern Europe and contribute to the process of integration with the European Union and into the multilateral trading system.    
Ministers specifically charge the Stability Pact Trade Working Group to: 

Support further efforts by the countries to identify and eliminate non-tariff barriers affecting intra-regional trade and welcome the Working Group’s implementation of the Procedure to review such barriers; 

Assist the Signatory Countries to harmonise and implement the provisions of the free trade agreements in line with legislation of the European Union and in conformity with World Trade Organisation rules and procedures, in particular with regard to competition policy, sanitary and phytosanitary measures, and technical barriers to trade; 

Recommend how best to harmonise the bilateral free trade agreements with each other in order to improve the transparency of the network of bilateral free trade agreements and its efficient administration;

Formulate options, in accordance with the Memorandum of Understanding, to broaden and deepen regional co-operation in the field of services including facilitating the free movement of economic operators, bearing in mind the importance of the development of services for national economies;

Mobilise additional assistance in the form of studies, action plans, professional-training and institution-building activities from the international community in order to resolve problems that prevent attainment of the Signatory Countries’ priority objectives;

Support the process of accession to the World Trade Organisation for those Signatory Countries that are not yet members;

Implement a promotional programme to inform the domestic and international business communities of the new opportunities for trade and investment provided by the regional network of free trade agreements and to spread the news that South Eastern Europe is open for business;

Report to Ministers within one year on measures taken, or under consideration, for harmonisation of the free trade agreements and recommend additional steps to liberalise and facilitate trade in accordance with the Memorandum of Understanding and with a view to ensuring an economically efficient free trade area in South Eastern Europe.

-----------------

Ministers acknowledge the assistance received to date from the international community, in particular from the European Commission, the OECD, the World Bank, the World Trade Organisation, Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, UK and the USA, and call upon the international community to continue its political, technical and financial support for trade liberalisation and trade-related areas such as infrastructure.

Ministers agree to meet again within one year to evaluate the reports and recommendations of the Working Group and to decide on steps to realise fully a regional free trade area.
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