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European Economic and Social Committee


WESTERN BALKANS CIVIL SOCIETY FORUM
Brussels, 27-28 March 2006

CONCLUSIONS
The European Economic and Social Committee, representing the economic and social components of organised civil society in the European Union, has organised the first Western Balkans Civil Society Forum. It has brought together almost 200 participants, including representatives of Western Balkans civil society organisations, the EESC, European and international socio-professional organisations, European NGOs, Economic and Social Councils of the Member States and the Western Balkans, EU institutions and international organisations. The staging of this Forum has demonstrated the willingness of civil society players to meet on a cross-border basis to discuss a better future together. The participants stressed how important it was that the European Union and the region's governments should listen to the voice of civil society in the Western Balkans. 
After two days of discussion, the Forum participants have adopted the following conclusions:

General comments

1. The participants take note of the outcome of the informal EU foreign ministers' meeting held in Salzburg on 10 and 11 March 2006. Both the European future of the countries of the Western Balkans, and support for the Agenda drawn up at the Thessaloniki Summit in June 2003, were reaffirmed.
2. However, the participants point out that the effects of the conflicts which have torn the region apart over the last fifteen years are still being felt. Peace remains a fragile process, closely tied to the continued existence of recent, and sometimes disputed, state constructs. Moreover, the coexistence of different communities is still often problematic; this is especially true since the issue of refugee return has not been resolved everywhere.
3. Aside from purely political issues, the participants are anxious to point out that the fight against poverty and corruption are also major challenges for the region's future.

4. 2006, a year of political and symbolic milestones such as the referendum on the independence of Montenegro on 21 May and negotiations on the future status of the province of Kosovo, promises to be decisive in shaping the future of Serbia-Montenegro and of regional stability.

5. In this context, the participants believe it vital to press ahead vigorously with the Stabilisation and Association Process. The EU must unequivocally establish itself as a major political and financial player in the region, in order to avoid repeating the mistakes made in the 1990s.
6. Lastly, the participants welcome the willingness shown in the recent Communication from the European Commission, The Western Balkans on the road to the EU: consolidating stability and raising prosperity, to strengthen dialogue with, and encourage the development of, civil society. 

Situation of civil society in the Western Balkans

7. The participants welcome the on-going development of an organised civil society in the Western Balkans. Freedom of association is guaranteed and has enabled the growth of civil society organisations addressing various issues. Employers’ associations and unions have particularly profited from this general action.
8. However, the abundance of such bodies is partly linked to a combination of short-term factors, particularly the influx of international financing following the conflicts of the 1990s. Given the gradually declining impact of these factors, certain sources of financing for civil society organisations (CSOs) will slowly dry up. These organisations will consequently need to diversify their sources of financing to gain more independence and put their activities on a stable footing.
9. Structured social and civil dialogue and structured active partnerships are therefore necessary in order to enhance the impact of CSOs' activities on the different policies of the region's countries.

10. Social dialogue is still at a developmental stage in the region. Although numerous labour laws have been adopted and Economic and Social Councils are gradually being set up, the quality of dialogue is still clearly unsatisfactory, both between the government and social partners and amongst the social partners themselves.  Moreover, existing ESCs often find it difficult to ensure that they effectively represent the active social partners. 
11. The considerable number of active non-governmental organisations in the region's countries, working in very varied areas (education, combating poverty, refugee return, gender equality, minority rights etc.) provide a promising foundation for the future of civil dialogue in the Western Balkans. However, they will face two major challenges in the near future:  convincing the region's governments of the need to have a structured and constructive dialogue with them; and improving coordination with other NGOs while developing effective cooperation with the social partners.
12.  The participants nevertheless point out that a structured and effective social dialogue is essential to the economic development of the region's countries and therefore to the fight against poverty. Similarly, a regular civil dialogue, accepted by all, facilitates the emergence of the checks and balances that are crucial to the proper functioning of a democracy.
Recommendations to the region's governments, the EU and organisations active in the region

13. The participants call on the national governments of the region to systematically seek a peaceful outcome to the political disputes left over from the 1990s, in order to provide the population with the security and economic development that the region so badly needs. These issues must be settled with absolute respect for the rights of minorities.
14. The participants urge the governments of the region's countries to fully respect the activities of legitimate civil society organisations, to encourage the development of social and civil dialogue, inter alia by drawing up an appropriate regulatory framework and, subsequently, to take more account of the opinions, recommendations and know-how of civil society organisations. They expect the European Union to support this process. 

15. The participants call on the EU to establish itself as the guarantor of political and economic stability in the region by maintaining the objective set out in Thessaloniki and reaffirmed in Salzburg: the accession of the region's countries to the EU. 

16. In order to fulfil this commitment, the participants call on the Member States to encourage mobility of all kinds between the Western Balkans and the EU. One means of doing so would be to relax the current visa requirements.

17. The participants call on the EU to press ahead with the Stabilisation and Association Process, involving civil society organisations in the Process in a more meaningful way. This must entail the inclusion of provisions for the creation of Joint Consultative Committees, made up of civil society from the EU and the signatory countries, in future Stabilisation and Association Agreements.
18. The participants believe that the future Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance should facilitate the fight against poverty in the region and against the most pernicious forms of human exploitation.

19. The participants also call upon the European Commission to equip the future Instrument for Pre‑accession assistance with the budget resources needed to fund civil society organisations' activities – examples of which are to be found in the areas of education, anti-corruption measures, the defence of minority rights and the promotion of equal opportunities, particularly regarding gender – and to develop social and civil dialogue.

20. The participants call on all parties concerned (the EU, the individual countries, the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe, international organisations, socio-occupational organisations, non-governmental organisations) to maintain their efforts for the region and coordinate their activities on the ground, in order to better respond to the population's needs.

21. The participants support work such as that carried out by the International Labour Organisation, and urge the latter to step up its presence in the region. 

Future activities with the EESC

22. The participants call on the EESC to provide the follow-up to the present Forum through its Western Balkans Contact Group.

23. With a view to providing a reference document that can be used by all parties, an in-depth study on civil society in the Western Balkans countries is to be carried out by the EESC in cooperation with the region's civil society organisations.

24. The EESC undertakes to support the development of social and civil dialogue in the region, in collaboration with the European Commission and the International Labour Organisation.

25. This support will take the form of practical actions, beginning with the creation of Joint Consultative Committees with those countries that have entered into negotiations on EU membership. Therefore, an initial JCC will soon be set up with Croatia.

26. The EESC will develop its relations with the region's existing ESCs. Moreover, it will support the creation of ESCs where appropriate. In this context, the EESC will support the setting up of a national ESC in Bosnia and Herzegovina, in cooperation with the organisations involved in the project.

27. The EESC will, where appropriate, support and take part in the activities of the region's different civil society organisations, especially in the area of exchange of experience and best practice.

28. Lastly, the participants plan to hold a second Western Balkans Civil Society Forum by 2008 at the latest, to review the development of the situation in the region and cooperation between the EESC and Western Balkans civil society organisations.
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