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JOINT DECLARATIONEN



The EU-Serbia Civil Society Joint Consultative Committee (JCC) is one of the bodies set up under the Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the European Union and Serbia. The JCC enables civil society organisations (CSOs) from both sides to monitor Serbia's progress towards the European Union, and to adopt recommendations for the attention of the government of Serbia and the EU institutions. The JCC understands the notion of civil society as encompassing organisations of employers, trade unions and other economic, social and civic interests.

The JCC is made up of 18 members, nine from each side, representing the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and Serbian civil society. During its current term, the JCC is co-chaired by Tasos Yiapanis, general secretary of Panagrotkis Farmers Union and Boško Savković, secretary-general of the Serbian Association of Employers. 

The meeting was held in Brussels. The JCC discussed the current state of play in EU-Serbia relations and accession process negotiations with the EU, the opportunities for Serbia presented by the New growth plan and Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans, the post-election situation in Serbia, and an overview of the state of democracy and the rule of law in Serbia.


1. On the state of play in EU-Serbia relations and the accession process 

1.1. The JCC reiterates its regret about the absence of progress since the opening of negotiations under cluster 4 on the Green Agenda and sustainable connectivity in December 2021, and expresses its hope for a swift opening of cluster 3 – Competitiveness and inclusive growth. The JCC calls on the Serbian authorities to make the most of the current enlargement momentum and advance on reforms and their effective implementation. 

1.2. The JCC congratulates the EESC on being the first EU body to open its doors to Enlargement Candidate Members (ECMs)[footnoteRef:1], and looks forward to the participation of Serbian ECMs in EESC activities. The JCC calls on other EU institutions to reinforce the gradual integration approach by exploring ways to grant access to certain aspects of their work, which would not only help in terms of building administrative capacities and adapting to the EU policymaking and legislative processes, but would also send a strong signal of engagement to the candidate countries.  [1: 	Enlargement: Representatives from EU candidate countries will now join the work of the EESC | EESC (europa.eu)] 


1.3. The JCC congratulates the EESC's delegation led by the EESC president on the sign of strong engagement sent by its visit to Serbia on 16 February 2024, not only to express appreciation to Serbian civil society in light of its enhanced participation in the EESC's work through the ECMs initiative, but also as a message of commitment to Serbian civil society organisations and social partners in the accession process. The JCC expresses its wholehearted support to Serbia's civil society and encourages it to continue its efforts despite the numerous challenges it is facing.

1.4. The JCC reiterates its call to the Member States to continue to be supportive and credible on EU enlargement policy and in parallel, to ensure that the EU has the capacity to accept new Member States and function effectively. In that respect, the JCC duly notes the Commission's Communication on pre-enlargement reforms and policy reviews[footnoteRef:2] of 20 March 2024. [2: 	Communication on pre-enlargement reforms and policy reviews - European Commission (europa.eu)] 


1.5. The JCC emphasises the importance for Serbian authorities to maintaining EU integration as their strategic objective. With Serbia having the lowest level of support for EU membership in the region and maintaining a decreasing trend[footnoteRef:3], the JCC strongly recommends stepping up communication on both sides to enhance the public's understanding of the benefits associated with EU membership.  [3:  		BB 2023-PO.pdf] 


1.6. The JCC calls on the Serbian authorities to clarify Serbia's foreign policy stances, including by fully aligning with the EU's CFSP, and to resolve its outstanding regional issues, including through constructive engagement in the EU-facilitated dialogue on normalisation of relations with Kosovo[footnoteRef:4], in the interest of advancing Serbia on its path to EU accession. The JCC calls on all relevant parties to urgently work on enabling decent living conditions for the citizens living in the territory of Kosovo and Metohija, including on finding a solution for payments in RSD currency. [4:  		This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo Declaration 	of Independence.] 


1.7. The JCC reiterates its support for initiatives conducive to unleashing greater potential from regional cooperation, based on implementation of EU rules and standards, as well as to speeding up the accession process. In that respect, the JCC expects that the new Action Plan for the Common Regional Market (CRM AP) will consider the limited scope of the implementation of the CRM AP, as well as the institutional framework that accompanies it. The new proposal should encourage more intensive and deeper regional cooperation and responsibility and be in accordance with the desire for access to the EU single market, foreseen in the New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans.

1.8. The JCC expects that the New Action Plan will highlight the importance of assessing environmental and social risks, in line with the best available environmental practices, and in compliance with the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, especially when it comes to developing industrial projects. Investments in mining should comply with the existing EU legislation and international conventions on protection of biodiversity, as well as comply with the “no-go” zones for valuable ecosystems and water resources. 



2. On opportunities for Serbia of the New growth plan and Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans

2.1. The JCC welcomes the New Growth Plan and the accompanying Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans as crucial in offering the region opportunities for closer integration with the EU’s Single Market, and as a key catalyst for economic growth and convergence with the EU, offering tangible benefits that will improve citizens’ quality of life.

2.2. The JCC is looking forward to the upcoming adoption of the EESC's opinion on the New growth plan and Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans[footnoteRef:5]. The JCC also welcomes the robust conditionality approach, emphasising key reforms, especially as regards the Fundamentals cluster and calls on the Serbian authorities to seize the opportunities the Plan can offer Serbian citizens by engaging in genuine reforms and their implementation. The JCC calls on the EU institutions to establish clear and transparent guidelines on the application of the conditionality package.  [5:  		New growth plan and Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans | EESC (europa.eu)] 


2.3. In line with the EU partnership principle and the social and economic objectives of the New Growth Plan, the JCC calls on the Serbian authorities to involve civil society and social partners and business community in developing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating the Reform Agendas in a timely and meaningful manner. The JCC recommends that the Reform Agendas should include a summary of the consultation process outlining how the input of the stakeholders is reflected.

2.4. The JCC welcomes the efforts of the business community in Serbia, Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Serbia, and the Western Balkans 6 Chamber Investment Forum towards the accession of the Western Balkans to the single market of the European Union, as the first step towards the full membership in the European Union, along with the alignment with the acquis. The European Union is a strategic economic and political partner of Serbia and the Western Balkans.

3. On the elections in Serbia 

3.1. Following the 17 December 2023 parliamentary and local elections, the JCC takes note of
· The preliminary statement from the OSCE/ODHIR[footnoteRef:6]; [6:  		Serbia, Early Parliamentary Elections, 17 December 2023: Statement of Preliminary Findings and Conclusions | OSCE] 

· The statement by High Representative Borrell and Commissioner Várhelyi on 19 December 2024[footnoteRef:7] [7:  		Statements by HRVP Borrell and Commissioner Várhelyi on Serbian elections - EU u Srbiji (europa.rs)] 

· the debates in the European Parliament on 17 January 2024[footnoteRef:8]; [8:  		Verbatim report of proceedings - Situation in Serbia following elections (debate) - Wednesday, 17 January 2024 (europa.eu)] 

· The resolution of the European Parliament on 8 February 2024[footnoteRef:9]; [9:  		Serbia did not fulfil its commitments to free and fair elections, say MEPs | News | European Parliament (europa.eu)] 

· the final report by CRTA on 14 February 2024[footnoteRef:10]; and [10:  		CRTA :Final Election Observation Report - Summary - CRTA] 

· the ODHIR's Final report[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  		ODHIR Final report on elections in Serbia 17/12/23] 

·  final report of the UN Committee on Human Rights[footnoteRef:12].  [12:  		https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR%2FC%2FSRB%2FCO%2F4&Lang=en
              ] 


3.2. The JCC expresses deep concerns about reports of election shortcomings and irregularities. It calls on the Serbian authorities to carefully examine and implement, in an inclusive and transparent manner, all of the recommendations from the ODHIR's final report. That includes the need to initiate legislative amendments well in advance of elections, address concerns about the accuracy of voter lists, increase public confidence in elections, prevent pressure on voters and provide a clear separation between official functions and campaigning. The JCC also calls on the Serbian authorities to address the allegations of organised “migration of voters”, vote buying and the dominance of the incumbent President in the campaign. 

3.3. In line with the merit-based process applied to the Fundamentals cluster, the JCC calls on the EU institutions to define concrete measures to be taken if clear election breaches are noted and the ODHIR's recommendations are not properly implemented in the upcoming elections. Therefore, the JCC calls on OSCE to consider mediating in the dialogue between the authorities and the opposition parties regarding the implementation of the ODHIR’s recommendations.

3.4. As clearly stated in a number of previous declarations, the JCC once again points out the key issues of media pluralism and media freedom, especially relevant in electoral periods, regretting media bias and the absence of reactivity by the Regulatory Body for Electronic Media (REM). The JCC encourages the Serbian media to enable fair and equal access, as well as an objective representation of all candidates.

3.5. As unanimously adopted in the declaration in Belgrade of 17 November 2023, the JCC reiterates its call to the European institutions to support, and to the Serbian authorities to immediately award the fifth national frequency, with the aim of achieving media pluralism necessary in the current media landscape.

3.6. Ahead of local elections in a number of Serbian towns and municipalities, as well as the repeated elections in the City of Belgrade, the JCC calls on the Serbian authorities to allow all the elections to take place in one and the same day. The JCC considers that this would minimize the identified illegal migrations of voters. 

3.7. With the same aim in mind, the JCC calls Serbian authorities to arrange the voters’ lists also according to addresses, thus allowing each citizen to see in advance who is registered at his/her address. 

3.8. Ahead of the Belgrade elections announced for  2 June 2024, the JCC urges the Serbian authorities to put in genuine and concrete efforts to render them fair and just, by implementing all ODHIR’s recommendations ahead of announcing and conducting the elections. The JCC also encourages the Serbian citizens to fully exercise their fundamental right and responsibility to engage in the democratic process by casting their votes in the elections. 



4. On the state of democracy and rule of law in Serbia  

4.1. The JCC deeply regrets the backsliding of democracy in Serbia reflected by 
· The Freedom House 2024 Serbia report[footnoteRef:13] ranking Serbia as partly free with a downward tendency;  [13:  		Serbia: Freedom in the World 2024 Country Report | Freedom House] 

· Civicus reporting on the civic space in Serbia qualifying it as obstructed[footnoteRef:14];  [14:  		Serbia - Civicus Monitor] 

· International Idea's global democracy monitoring[footnoteRef:15] reporting declines in representation, civil liberties and freedom of association and assembly; [15:  		Serbia (idea.int)] 

· The European Endowment for Democracy's 2023 report[footnoteRef:16] expressing concerns about the democratic process and decline in media freedom.  [16:  		EED Annual Report 2023 (democracyendowment.eu)] 


4.2. The JCC expresses deep concerns about the rise of violence in Serbia, including the consistent promotion of violence and normalisation of hate speech coming from the media and the authorities, often encouraging harassment, intimidation, explicit targeting and attacks against opposition politicians, journalists and activists. Moreover, the JCC once again strongly condemns the growing problem of strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) targeting journalists, human rights defenders and civil society representatives and their organisations. The JCC also calls on officials to refrain from spreading inflammatory rhetoric against representatives of civil society. The JCC particularly condemns the recent escalation of threats and violence against journalists and academia in Novi Sad and calls on the Serbian authorities to ensure that perpetrators are prosecuted accordingly[footnoteRef:17].  [17:  		SafeJournalists Network and Coalition for Media Freedom: Urgently Resolve All Cases of Frequent Threats to Journalists – IJAS (nuns.rs)] 


4.3. The JCC expresses deep concern regarding the apparent lack of response from competent authorities regarding the present undue influence on the judiciary. This influence encompasses both internal pressures affecting the fundamental freedoms of speech and association among judges and prosecutors. The JCC aligns with the statement from the European Judges for Democracy and Liberty (MEDEL) which urges the judicial authorities in Serbia, primarily the High Prosecutorial Council and the Prosecutor General’s Office, to protect freedom of speech and association and to prevent actions aimed at dissuading those who openly express critical positions on the judicial system in Serbia[footnoteRef:18]. [18:  		Statement of MEDEL about the freedom of association and speech in Serbia - Udruženje tužilaca Srbije (uts.org.rs)] 


4.4. The JCC once again urges the authorities to spare no effort in securing a genuine enabling environment in which organised civil society and social partners can thrive, and warns about the distorting effects of GONGOs on democracy.

4.5. The JCC expresses concern about the growing organized non-institutional and institutional pressures to stop the implementation of the Law on Gender Equality and gender-sensitive policies, which also include the field of employment and work.

4.6. [bookmark: _ftnref1]The JCC highlights once again the vital importance of recognising the principle of decent work, based on written contracts, safety, and decent and timely pay, and of properly addressing labour market issues such as: encouraging collective bargaining, the regulation of teleworking, fighting against corruption  and combatting the informal economy. The JCC calls on Serbia to continue with labour reforms in line with the principles of quality of work and quality of life[footnoteRef:19] and international decent work standards. It is necessary to improve the education system at all levels, ensure the rule of law, and robust institutions to stop further departure of citizens of Serbia, among whom the most numerous are young people and skilled labour force. [19:  	https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/key-components-sustainable-quality-work-during-and-after-	recovery.] 


4.7. The JCC reiterates the importance of young people for the future of Serbia and therefore the importance of taking concrete measures to turn the country into a place with future prospects and opportunities for young people, enabling them to stay and prosper. Timely involvement of young people in the design and implementation of social and political changes is extremely important. The JCC  encourages the Serbian authorities, to introduce a youth impact assessment tool, so-called Youth Test, in line with the EU Youth Strategy.

4.8. The JCC regretfully notes that Serbia is following a global trend of a downward trajectory pertaining to the right to freedom of association and collective bargaining, in which Serbia scores as prone to systematic violations of rights[footnoteRef:20]. [20:  	2023_ituc_global_rights_index_en-v2.pdf (ituc-csi.org)] 


4.9. The JCC calls on the Serbian authorities, in the framework of the Social and Economic Council (SEC) and in consultation with the National Convention on the EU and other relevant stakeholders, to speed up their action on implementing the action plan for Chapter 19 on Social policy and employment.

***

The JCC instructs its co-chairs to forward this joint declaration to the EU-Serbia Stabilisation and Association Council, the EU-Serbia Stabilisation and Association Parliamentary Committee (SAPC), the European External Action Service (EEAS), the European Commission and the government of Serbia and all relevant ministries. The JCC calls for this declaration, like all previous declarations, to be published on the relevant sites and widely disseminated by both the EU and Serbian authorities. 

***

In accordance with the EU-Serbia JCC's Rules of Procedure, this joint declaration was adopted unanimously. 

The next JCC meeting is to be held in Belgrade in the second half of 2024. As agreed in the previous meetings, the assessment of an enabling environment for civil society and fulfilment of the Copenhagen political criteria for accession are a permanent part of the JCC's meeting agenda.
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