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CROATIA:

I am grateful for this opportunity to review progress in the accession negotiations with Croatia and Turkey, and to take stock of developments in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. Your reports covering each of these three countries are to be commended.  There is much in each of them with which we can agree.  

Let me begin with Croatia.  Your report rightly states that Croatia made good progress over the past year. Since the start of the negotiations, 22 chapters (out of 35) have been opened, of which 7 have been provisionally closed. The Czech Presidency will continue to take forward the negotiations.  Two Accession Conferences in particular are planned: at Deputy level in the coming weeks, and at Ministerial level in June.

Your report rightly highlights the importance of reaching a settlement to the outstanding border dispute with Slovenia. I would like to assure this Parliament that the Presidency will continue to make every effort to help resolve this issue and in this context we fully support the ongoing efforts of the Commissioner to find a solution  to allow us to continue with the accession negotiations.  We welcome Croatia´s decision announced on Monday that it accepts the mediation proposed by the group of experts proposed by Commissioner Rehn. We are encouraging both Slovenia and Croatia to work constructively in order to find a permanent and mutually acceptable solution.   
Apart from this important issue, further progress in the wider negotiations depends above all on Croatia itself.  The necessary political, economic, legislative and administrative reforms have to be completed, and it has to meet its obligations under the Stabilisation and Association Agreement. The implementation of the revised Accession Partnership is also important in preparing for further integration within the European Union.  The Council considers that the indicative and conditional roadmap drawn up by the Commission in its 2008 Progress Report is a useful tool.  It will assist Croatia in taking the necessary steps to reach the final stage of the negotiations.  That said, despite good progress, much remains to be done.

Let me pick out some of the key areas where further progress is needed, beginning with judicial reform. The EU has made it very clear that the establishment of an independent, impartial, reliable, transparent and efficient judicial system is essential.  It is a condition for strengthening the rule of law and the proper implementation of the acquis. A professional, accountable, transparent and independent public administration is also key. Significant legislative reforms have been achieved in these two areas, but we need to see how they will work in practice. The same is true of the fight against corruption and organised crime, as outlined in your report. The powers and resources of the Office for the Prevention of Corruption and Organised Crime (USKOK) have been strengthened.  This is also the case with the criminal courts investigating cases in this area  The main issue now is to make sure that the expected results are delivered. The full implementation of the anti-corruption programme and action plan is key to addressing this serious problem.
The Union has also underlined that full cooperation with the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), including access to documents, is essential. We are following very closely developments in this area and we invite the Croatian authorities to ensure that full cooperation with ICTY is maintained. We welcome the recent agreement concerning the missing documents and urge Croatia to deliver on it. 

On refugee return, we note that the implementation of the convalidation decision for validating pension rights has begun and information on the changes to the rules has been made available to the returnee community. On Housing Care, the 2007 cases have been resolved but the 2008 benchmark has not yet been met.  Work on ensuring the sustainability of refugee return must continue.  This also goes for legislation to improve the rights of minorities.
You have rightly highlighted the issue of regional cooperation in your report.  Efforts to improve good neighbourly relations must be continued.  
TURKEY
Let me now turn to the issue of Turkey.  Negotiations with Turkey continued during 2008, and a total of four chapters were opened during the course of the year. 
Despite the EU's encouragement to Turkey to step up its reform efforts, 2008 did not deliver the expected level of reform. Further work on the political criteria remains key. Significant efforts will be needed in a number of areas, as highlighted by the Council in its conclusions of 8 December 2008 and in the Commission's 2008 Progress report.  This is an issue to which you have also drawn attention in your report.

At the same time the Presidency welcomes the recent positive steps udertaken by Turkey including the recently adopted National Programme for the adoption of the acquis and the appointment of the new chief negotiator. It is important that these commitments are now translated into real and tangible action. 
We would like to take this opportunity to stress the strategic importance of Turkey. The Presidency shares the opinion of the Parliament, that Turkey needs to be commended for the progress achieved in the field of energy. We continue to assess ways forward in this crucial area particularly in terms of full support to the Nabucco pipeline project. 

As far as Turkey´s progress to accession, we would like to highlight, that progress in the area of freedom of expression is essential for the overall progress in the negotiations.  Besides the welcome amendments to article 301 of the Criminal Code, which has had a positive effect, there still exist a number of legal provisions which remain in place which could lead to restrictions in this area.  Website bans, often disproportionate in scope and duration, remain a cause for concern.  Adequate legal solutions are also required to ensure that religious pluralism is brought in line with European standards. 
A comprehensive anti-corruption strategy needs to be developed. We are concerned also at the increased number of reported cases of torture and ill-treatment, in particular outside official places of detention. The law on the duties and legal powers of the police, amended in 2007, must be monitored closely in order to prevent violations of human rights. The ratification of the Protocol to the Convention Against Torture (OPCAT) is vital.

As far as the Southeast is concerned, we welcome the announcement of the guidelines and general content of the South-East Anatolia Project. We now await concrete steps, leading to the economic, social and cultural development of the region. This must include addressing longstanding issues such as the return of internally displaced persons or the question of village guards.
As far as EU-Turkey relations are concerned, it is clear that Turkey needs to fullfill its obligation of full, non-discriminatory implementation of the Additional Protocol. This is an important issue, as highlighted in your report, and should be addressed as soon as possible as it clearly affects the pace of the accession negotiations. Issues covered by the declaration of 21 September 2005 will continue to be followed up, and progress is urgently awaited.
Furthermore, Turkey also needs to commit itself unequivocally to good neighbourly relations and to the peaceful settlement of disputes. 
Despite all these difficulties, progress continues in a range of areas.  Work is currently under way on chapters 16 (Taxation) and 19 (Social policy and employment.  Despite the fact that negotiations are becoming more complex as they advance, the Czech Presidency is committed to making progress on those chapters where progress is possible. Moreover, the Czech Presidency puts emphasis on reaching progress in chapter 15 (Energy) - in compliance with energy issues as one of its priority.

FYROM
The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia is a dynamic country with considerable potential.  At the same time it faces a number of significant challenges.  Both these points are brought out admirably in your report.  There is indeed much in the report with which the Council is in agreement.

Your report places considerable emphasis on the question of a date for the opening of accession negotiations. You also rightly highlight the wish of all sides to find an early and mutually acceptable solution to the issue of the name.

As far as recent developments are concerned, the early elections in June 2008 were held in several stages following significant problems both during the run-up, and on the original election day (1 June).  OSCE/ODIHR/Council of Europe noted that there was a "failure to prevent violent acts" in the run-up to the elections, and that the elections did not live up to a number of key international standards. 
As a result, we underlined to the Government and all political players the importance of addressing these core points in the run-up to the presidential and local elections due in a few days time. It is our impression that this message has been heard, and that significant efforts are being taken to prevent any disruption.  We shall see whether these efforts bear fruit.

The Commission's 2008 Progress Report is helpful.  We have taken note of the "Blue print" drawn up by the Government of the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.  It is a detailed text which represents a serious effort to take on board the Commission's recommendations. Against the background of the region as a whole, the document and the work that has gone into it should be viewed positively.

The internal cohesion of this multi-ethnic state is of course key to its future development.  I would therefore like to endorse the importance which this Parliament attaches to the Ohrid Framework Agreement  This has been pivotal in drawing the country back from conflict, and in assisting in its path towards greater European integration.
On visa-liberalisation, we are currently at an evaluation stage, and I would not wish to pre-judge the outcome. On a personal basis, I would simply say that I have much sympathy for the hopes and aspirations of ordinary citizens of the former Yugoslavia who would like to be able to travel freely again. But the essential pre-condition remains to be the preparedness of the country to fulfil the specific criteria set out in the (visa-liberalisation) roadmap. Personally, I hope that positive developments can be achieved soon.

This brings me to one of the key points in your report and resolution. The Czech Presidency is fully committed to the European perspective for the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.  Further progress in this direction is achievable. But the key objectives of the Association Partnership have to be fulfilled, and we need evidence of well-conducted elections, in contrast to what happened in 2008.  These points will be evaluated by the Commission in its next Progress Report.  We look forward to this report, and to further developments in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.
