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	European Commission position on points 
of the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) opinion considered as essential

	The Commission agrees that enlargement is a merit-based process, and it remains key for the credibility of the enlargement policy that candidate countries and potential candidates move ahead on their respective EU paths only once they implement the necessary reforms. To preserve this credibility, strict conditionality and accountability are paramount. 
The Commission welcomes the support of the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) for the Reform and Growth Facility for the Western Balkans (RGFWB) and its emphasis on conditionality. The RGFWB is designed to link financial assistance to measurable progress on socio-economic reforms as well as reforms under the fundamentals (democracy, rule of law, fundamental rights). Thus, it aims to ensure that EU support directly contributes to sustainable development and alignment with EU standards. The Commission is committed to a transparent process to ensure effective implementation and maximise the positive impact of each reform step. 
The Commission fully shares the view that candidate countries and potential candidates should be supported in assessing both advantages and drawbacks of early market integration as provided for in the RGFWB. The Commission also supports the implementation of customised mitigation measures for identified drawbacks incorporating the input of the social partners and civil society, to maintain public support. 
Conducting inclusive consultations is a priority and the RGF Regulation[footnoteRef:1] calls for EU and Beneficiary partners’ Government to consult civil society organisations. However, the details of the national processes related to this important topic are contained in the specific section of each Reform Agenda prepared by the Western Balkans partners as these remain the responsibility of the national authorities. [1:  Regulation (EU) 2024/1449] 

Regarding the disappointment expressed by the EESC at the lack of inclusion of the Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) and social partners when developing the RGFWB, the Commission would like to inform that during the drafting stage of the instruments, the Commission (Directorate-General for Enlargement and Eastern Neighbourhood – DG ENEST), with the support of the Technical Assistance for Civil Society Organisations (TACSO), organised an on-line meeting with regional CSOs. Representatives from CSOs shared their views on relevant reform priorities. In June 2024, the Reform Agendas were also discussed at the Western Balkan Civil Society Forum. 
The Commission (DG ENEST) manages regional programmes contributing to the implementation of the Youth Action Plan[footnoteRef:2], notably in its aspects of youth participation in decision-making process. In this context, it is worth mentioning the Youth Lab project[footnoteRef:3] and the support to the Regional Youth Cooperation Office (RYCO).[footnoteRef:4] [2:  	Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the Council, Youth Action Plan (YAP) in EU external action 2022 – 2027, available at fe1bcd30-58da-4a37-ab2a-61848789da60_en (europa.eu)]  [3:  	Regional Cooperation Council | Western Balkans Youth Lab Project (rcc.int)]  [4:  	Regional Youth Cooperation Office – RYCO (rycowb.org)] 

The Commission has supported the pilot initiative of ‘Enlargement Candidate Members Initiative’, which has enabled meaningful involvement of civil society from candidate countries in actively shaping EU policies. CSOs serve as crucial intermediaries between the government and the public, ensuring transparency, accountability, and inclusivity throughout the reform process.
The Commission has been involving CSOs in the preparation of the Commission’s annual enlargement package reports. The contributions collected through the consultations, organised locally and in Brussels, have provided valuable insights and input and contributed to the assessment of the situation and reform efforts in the candidate countries and potential candidates, in particular in the area of the fundamentals. 
The annual enlargement communication and reports have consistently emphasised the need to improve and protect an enabling environment for civil society. The reports monitor the situation in the enlargement countries and give concrete suggestions for improving the situation on the ground. In its most recent enlargement Communication, the Commission notes that “The enabling environment for investigative journalism and civil society should be improved and continuously protected. [..]As concerns civil society, while legal frameworks for freedom of association usually align with international standards. However, in practice, civil society organisations are not always able to register and operate freely, with some countries having a constrained or difficult environment. [footnoteRef:5]” [5:  	SWD(2024) 690 final, SWD(2024) 691 final, SWD(2024) 692 final, SWD(2024) 693 final, SWD(2024) 694 final,  SWD(2024) 695 final, SWD(2024) 696 final, SWD(2024) 697 final, SWD(2024) 698 final, SWD(2024) 699 final] 

The Commission considers that bilateral disputes must be solved as a matter of urgency by the responsible parties. Where border disputes are not resolved bilaterally, parties should submit them unconditionally to binding, final international arbitration, the rulings of which should be fully applied and respected by both parties before accession and considered in preparation of Accession Treaties. The Commission will pay particular attention to resolving these disputes and providing support, as appropriate. 
On 20 March 2024, the Commission Communication on pre-enlargement reforms and policy reviews[footnoteRef:6] laid the ground for the policy reviews announced by President von der Leyen in her 2023 State of the Union address. It looked at the implications of a larger EU in four main areas: values, policies, budget and governance. It emphasises the need to be well-prepared, with full commitment from all sides, for the benefits of enlargement to materialise. On 27 June 2024, the European Council adopted its ‘Roadmap for future work on internal reforms’ and invited the Commission to present by spring 2025 in-depth policy reviews containing operational elements on the four strands mentioned above. On 18 July 2024, President von der Leyen confirmed in her political guidelines for 2024-2029 that the pre-enlargement policy reviews would focus ‘on individual sectors such as the rule of law, the Single Market, food security, defence and security, climate and energy and migration, as well as social, economic and territorial convergence more broadly. We will also put forward proposals to enhance Europe’s capacity to act’.  This exercise should help to identify gaps and needs for change, with first options, so that EU policies continue to deliver on their intended objectives in a larger Union. The EU must use enlargement as a catalyst for progress, to the benefit of all sides. [6:  	(COM)2024 146; EUR-Lex - 52024DC0146 - EN - EUR-Lex (europa.eu)] 

The Commission shares the view that the predictability of the accession process serves as a powerful incentive for the Western Balkans to fulfil their commitments and implement necessary reforms. A key aspect of the new Growth Plan is its conditionality; the payment mechanism is tied to the achievement of key reforms that have been previously agreed upon by the Commission, EU Member States and the Beneficiaries, ensuring a highly predictable process.
The Commission reaffirms its support for the EU accession process of the Western Balkans. The Commission acknowledges the need for credible reforms, adherence to fair and rigorous conditionality and the importance of a merit-based approach. These principles align with the EU’s objective of promoting democracy, stability and integration within the region.
The inclusion of some enlargement countries in the Rule of Law Report as of 2024 (Albania, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia) will support the implementation of the recommendations in the enlargement reports, which remain the main tool to steer the accession process. The Commission will include other enlargement countries in the Rule of Law Report as and when they are ready, as set out by President von der Leyen in her Political Guidelines for the next Commission (2024-2029).
[bookmark: _Int_PTxnurek]The Growth Plan for the Western Balkans encourages the ‘fullest possible participation in Commission-led expert groups,’ in accordance with EU law, without excluding other potential forms of institutional participation for candidate countries and potential candidates. The enlargement partners can benefit from programs that are operated in cooperation with other EU agencies thus ensuring that the benefits of these programs are extended even in cases where participation by external entities is not explicitly provided under EU law.
The Commission agrees that it is essential to intensify socio-economic convergence efforts with a focus on improving the quality of life for citizens and maintaining public support in the region. The Commission is committed to working closely with all partners to leverage the current momentum and demonstrate the value of increased EU financial investments for the Western Balkan’s development.
The Commission takes note of the EESC proposal to include the Western Balkans in its initiatives linked to the Green Agenda. The Green Agenda for the Western Balkans is shared between the region and the EU, having been adopted with the Economic and Investment Plan for the Western Balkans and endorsed by the leaders of the region through the Sofia Declaration in November 2020. The Growth Plan for the Western Balkans, and its accompanying EUR 6 billion RGFWB, prioritises the green transition and decarbonisation. The new action plan for the Common Regional Market is designed to align with the Green Agenda, integrating concrete measures that will facilitate the Western Balkans’ progress towards decarbonisation and sustainable development. 
The Commission is already supporting the implementation of the policies related to the Green Agenda in the form of investments and technical assistance, including through the EU4Green initiative and the Regional Cooperation Council.






