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 WORKING GROUP: REGIONAL COOPERATION
Session 1 – Belgrade, November 6th, 2006

Topic: Political cooperation – Regional structures and their evaluation

RECOMMENDATION

In the first meeting of the Working Group for Regional Cooperation a wider political context of regional cooperation in Southeast Europe was discussed with special reference to the participation and interests of Serbia; also, a survey of regional initiatives and sector processes in which Serbia is involved was presented; special topics were identified which will be further discussed in future meetings of the working group; opinions and suggestions on future priorities in regional cooperation were also presented. 

In the opening presentation “Regional Cooperation and Harmonization of International Support” the organizational-structural and functional diversity of regional cooperation in SEE was presented, as well as an overview of regional initiatives such as the Southeast Europe Cooperation Process (SEECP), Stability Pact for SEE (SP SEE), Central-European Initiative (CEI), Southeastern Europe Cooperation Initiative (SECI), Organization for Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC), Adriatic-Ionian Initiative (AII) and the Danube Cooperation Process. In addition, the most important processes of functional regional cooperation were presented. These include the areas of transport, energy, free trade, the fight against organized crime, managing the migration of population, all as an interest connections initiated by the association of towns, local communities, academic circles, non-governmental organizations, chambers of commerce, student organizations as well as youth organizations, media and other civil society actors.

In further opening statements the process of defining new modalities and priorities in regional cooperation were discussed in the context of a gradual cessation of the Stability Pact and the creation of a new body for regional cooperation – The Regional Cooperation Council (RCC), as well as the future relations of the new body with the SEECP as a main political framework whose role, according to the member states, should be bigger. With the advancement of all countries in the region in relations with the European Union, regional cooperation should qualitatively enter a new phase in which the countries are expected to have a more active attitude and a higher degree of involvement and responsibility for political content, personnel and financial aspects of cooperation. International donors will remain present in the region, but with less financial assistance, to be directed primarily towards concrete projects, while it is expected that the countries of the region finance administrative-technical structures. In the following period there will be a number of important tasks for defining a new concept of regional cooperation and Serbia should define its interests and capacities within the context of this new role of the countries in the region. In this new phase of regional cooperation the questions arise: Who will be the future engine of cooperation? Who will lobby with the European Commission and international donors for the assistance in the region? Who will defend the interests of the region, which was until now largely done by the special coordinator of the Stability Pact with his team?

In the context of political cooperation, which was the main topic of the first meeting of the Working Group, special attention was devoted to parliamentary cooperation. Parliamentary cooperation was initiated and coordinated within the Stability Pact as one of the priorities in the First Working Table. Significant results have been achieved in establishing connections between parliaments, and in particular Councils for European integrations that have been institutionalized by the establishing of a Conference of European Integration Councils of the Stabilization and Association Process Countries (COSAP). The Pact was involved in providing financial and expert assistance for the improvement of parliamentary activities in the region, better conditions for the work of MPs, strengthening expert capacities of the administrative apparatus with the aim of providing the institutional memory, and for better technical equipment in the parliaments. This area of cooperation will remain a priority in the new RCC, with the goal of becoming a parliamentary assembly of the SEE when conditions have been met.

In the discussion, in which most of the Working Group members took part, the following opinions, ideas and suggestions were expressed:

· Serbia should reconsider its international position objectively and define its foreign policy interests and priorities, including priorities in regional cooperation. It is necessary to reconsider the new context of regional cooperation and estimate how and to what extent it influences the interests of Serbia, what is changing, where the objective place of Serbia in the region should be, what are the strategy and tactics for accomplishing goals which would contribute to the democratic and economic development of Serbia. 

· It is necessary to perform an analysis of Serbia’s participation in regional cooperation in the last 6 years and based on this analysis, position itself towards future cooperation. It is also necessary to examine all possible directions in political movements in the region and define the position of Serbia.

· It was particularly noted that for the improvement of regional cooperation and permanent enhancement of relations in the region it is necessary that Serbia confronts its past and distance itself politically from the events from the nineties. Any progress in Serbia or strengthening of its international position, including its position in the region, is not possible without full cooperation with the Hague Tribunal and prompt compliance with all conditions.

· Concern is expressed that the break with the negotiations with the EU could be prolonged and that the consequences could be serious. It was concluded that the public’s attention was diverted from the process of EU integrations to other issues in daily politics, as well as that there is an increasing number of elements in politics which revisit the nineties.

· Information on cooperation in areas of visas, refugees, parliamentary cooperation, economic processes, development of an information society, cross-border cooperation and others were exchanged. Strengthening of cross-border cooperation, direct connecting and joint projects with neighbors at local level were seen as the most effective up to the present.

· Concerning parliamentary cooperation and more active participation of the National Assembly of Serbia in international cooperation, it was concluded that the Assembly capacities should be improved in the areas of education of MPs, expertise of Assembly administration, and improvement in technical work conditions. One idea put forth was that the experience of taking part in the work at the Parliament of Council of Europe could be an example for the future Parliament of SEE. In addition, it was suggested that in future regional parliament minorities and their problems should receive appropriate consideration.

· Youth has an important place in the improvement and definition of directions of regional cooperation. The youth of Serbia has a developed cooperation in the region, they initiate association projects, influence the solutions of acute issues, such as visas, the improvement image of Serbia among the youth of Europe, etc. The Student Union of Serbia and other non-governmental initiatives and organizations deal with the problems of youth, but there is no support for the youth on the state level. It was pointed out that it is necessary to apply pressure in order to establish a Ministry for Youth with a clearly defined budget and that a strategy for youth be adopted.

· It was concluded that wider circles of the society and citizens know very little about regional cooperation, economic projects and benefits which the citizens can have from them, opportunities for participation in particular programs and projects, the experiences from other regions and concrete cooperation which brought betterment to citizens, such as the opening of new workplaces. In that sense it was suggested that in the following meetings of the Working group consider in more detail concrete areas of cooperation.

At the end of the meeting the following conclusions and recommendations proposed:

· Authorized state bodies should initiate the adoption of a new strategy for Serbia’s foreign policy in the context of current and future developments in international relations, the European Union’s enlargement strategy, the new concept of regional cooperation and relations with neighboring countries. Serbia should objectively analyze its international position and define its foreign policy interests and priorities which should provide long-term political, economic and social security to the citizens.

· Undoubtedly, it is necessary to further develop, enrich and improve regional cooperation, not only because it is one of the conditions for advancement in EU and NATO integrations, but because it is in the interest of citizens in the region, for whom better political relations, improvement in economic, social and other areas of cooperation should bring better living conditions and realization of human rights. The experiences of other European countries and their regional connections with the aim of a more efficient realization of political and development goals could serve as an example and inspiration (Visegrad Group, Nordic cooperation and other examples).

· Media and other actors in civil society should work on informing and the popularization of the advantages and concrete results of regional cooperation, especially in the areas of transport, trade, energy, education, science and technological development, youth cooperation, the fight against organized crime, actions in cases of natural and other catastrophes and similar topics.
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