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	The Commission supports the overall conclusion of the opinion that the enlargement of the European Union is both a geopolitical imperative and an economic benefit for the EU as a whole. It would, however, have the following comments on some of the recommendations set out in the opinion.
Recommendation 1.1.: The Commission agrees with the EESC on the importance of ensuring the EU is prepared for enlargement alongside candidate countries in order to reap the benefits of a larger Single Market. In line with the recommendations of Enrico Letta’s ‘Much more than a market’ report[footnoteRef:2], the Commission is committed to enhancing Single Market integration while preparing for enlargement. The Commission acknowledges that further improving the functioning of the Single Market in key sectors will boost economic growth, and ensure it is ready to expand in a way that benefits both existing Member States and candidate countries. The Commission is pursuing a gradual integration approach, where candidate countries and potential candidates can gradually participate in specific elements of the Single Market, ensuring economic convergence and avoiding destabilisation. [2:  	Enrico Letta - Much more than a market (April 2024).] 

Recommendation 1.3.: The Commission underlines the importance of the Growth Plan for the Western Balkans[footnoteRef:3], the Growth Plan for the Republic of Moldova[footnoteRef:4], and the Ukraine Facility[footnoteRef:5], and in particular the reform component integral to each of them. Across the candidate countries and potential candidates, the aim is to ensure the highest level of preparedness possible including undertaking fundamental reforms in advance of accession. In the context of the opinion, the Commission would draw particular attention to the reforms relating to the business environment and on human capital development, which are essential to support the economies as a whole and in particular Small and Medium-sized Enterprises. The reform focus on increasing the competitiveness of our partners’ economies will help reduce a possible ‘winners and losers’ dynamic. In addition, the Commission’s approach is that any integration with the EU Single Market in advance of accession can only be done based on the alignment by our partners with EU standards and practices. [3:  	COM(2023) 691 final (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52023DC0691).]  [4:  	COM(2024) 470 final (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52024DC0470).]  [5:  	COM(2023) 338 final (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52023PC0338).] 

Recommendation 1.4.: The Commission is aware of the social disparities highlighted by the Committee and acknowledges the potential short-term impacts on working conditions and public sentiment. Enlargement is indeed more than just a process of aligning policies; it must also promote social cohesion and fairness. In this regard, the Commission is actively aiming to prevent potential adverse effects on workers and communities. This includes utilising targeted initiatives to reduce social and economic disparities within the frameworks of the EU’s pre-accession assistance, the Growth Plan for the Western Balkans, the Moldova Growth Plan and the Ukraine Plan. The Commission also values the EESC's recommendation for an inclusive consultation process and is committed to engaging all relevant stakeholders in addressing the social implications of enlargement.
Recommendation 1.5.: The Commission is supporting actions to strengthen investment screening by the candidate countries and potential candidates. In the pre-accession period, to give one example, work was undertaken in the context of the Central European Free Trade Agreement and the Common Regional Market to introduce regional guidelines. All partners will have to fully align with the Regulation on a framework for the screening of foreign direct investment into the Union[footnoteRef:6] as part of the accession process. [6:  	Regulation (EU) 2019/452 (http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2019/452/oj).] 

Recommendation 1.7.: The Commission fully recognises the geopolitical context in which the current accession process is taking place and is looking at a range of actions, both procedural and substantive, to make the accession process more efficient and effective. The concept of gradual integration, as set out in the Growth Plan for the Western Balkans, the Moldova Growth Plan and the Ukraine Plan is an important tool in this approach. By bringing selected benefits of accession into the pre-accession period, gradual integration can: provide an incentive to accelerate alignment with the acquis and thus speed up the accession process; accelerate economic growth and thus help provide governments with the necessary resources to prepare for accession; and demonstrate to citizens and governments of the region the benefits of maintaining their European path.
[bookmark: _Hlk195002452][bookmark: _Int_wUC9rBoZ]Recommendation 1.8.: The Commission agrees with the importance of conducting inclusive consultations and has encouraged the Western Balkan partners to do so with social partners and civil society organisations in line with the relevant Regulation[footnoteRef:7]. The importance of the involvement of main stakeholders, including civil society and social partners, in particular in the preparation of the Reform Agenda, is clearly stated in the Reform and Growth Facility Regulation. The Western Balkans partners have been requested to engage in such consultation processes. 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. Similarly, the Ukraine Plan is the result of a participatory consultation process as required by the Ukraine Facility Regulation. It involved stakeholders ranging from civil society over the business community and parliament to central and regional government bodies and the international community. For Moldova, several public information and consultation roundtables were organised to involve various stakeholders, including business associations, unions, local authorities, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), think tanks, academia and foundations during the drafting process of the Reform Agenda. Furthermore, during the implementation phase of the Reform Agenda, key reforms will involve both preliminary and public consultations with stakeholders and the wider public. These consultations will be organised by the respective institutions responsible for each reform. Finally, the monitoring process of the Reform Agenda will involve NGOs and civil society organisations. This approach ensures that a wide range of voices are heard as part of the decision-making process, fostering transparency and inclusiveness. [7:  	Regulation (EU) 2024/1449 (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1449/oj/eng).] 







