Topic: Regional cooperation as a precondition of Western Balkans accession to the EU 
Guest: Goran Svilanović, Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe

Moderator: Sanja Elezović, executive director of FOSI ROM
In the last session of the of Forum of European Integration Schools in 2006, Centre for Civic Education, Centre for Development of NGOs and European Movement in Montenegro with support of the Foundation Open Society Institute, Representative Office in Montenegro, and in cooperation with the Faculty of Political Sciences, organised a lecture on the topic of “Regional cooperation as a precondition for  Western Balkans accession to the EU”, on 21 November 2006. The guest of the Forum ESI was Mr Goran Svilanović, Chair of the Working Table I of the Stability Pact for South East Europe and the former Foreign Affairs Minister of FRY.

Regional cooperation in SEE is one of the priorities of the European foreign policy. EU was itself created out of the need to unite, to bring the neighbouring countries together and to establish lasting peace and stability on the European continent. The history of the EU is a history of overcoming divisions and strengthening stability through dialogue and cooperation. From the standpoint of EU, in the context of the association process regional cooperation is one of the ways to endorse the basic principles of functioning in the framework of one closely integrated community.

On the other hand, the countries of the Western Balkans went through a difficult period of conflict and divisions in their recent past. Regional cooperation is thus doubly important as a way to re-establish peace and stability in this region.Despite the obvious advantages of regional cooperation, Mr Svilanović warned that issue has been receiving very little attention in the region. According to him, regional policy is particularly burdensome for the countries which are already ahead in the process of EU integrations. European integrations require enormous investments, and handling your neighbours’ problems adds strain to their time, energy and resources which could be employed for the improvement of the situation within countries. In the context of the “enlargement fatigue”, and with all the uncertainty it brings to the countries in the association process, some of these countries view EU’s insistence on regional cooperation as a replacement for EU itself, and as a barrier to their further progress in the EU integration process. 

“If you analyse the political scene of the Western Balkan countries, you will note that all the political elites have built their victories on the basis of European integrations: the same with Montenegro, or Serbia. After the failure o the European Constitution in referendums in France and the Netherlands, it is clear that the road to EU will not be as short as they expected and promised”, Mr Svilanović warns. 

He, however, maintains that such doubts in the intentions of EU are unfounded and that regional cooperation is in fact a chance for these countries to prove, with the aid of ample EU financial and technical support, that they can equally participate in the functioning of the Community. “Regional policy combines integration of the region on trade and economic bases. These countries must find a way to cooperate – common interests can be a good obstacle to conflict”, he added. 

Emphasising other advantages of cooperation in the region, primarily in terms of attracting investments, he explained: “Brussels is not the only one interested in the strengthening of ties among the Balkan countries. Fostering economic links creates a wider market and attracts “bigger” capital, which is typically not interested in tiny markets of these individual countries”.

Mr Svilanović stressed that for the countries of the Western Balkans, it is important to realise that the formal EU membership and fulfilment of the minimum conditions for the membership do not constitute the essence of the process. “The real goal is to implement reforms in such a way as to improve the situation within the country and the living standards of its citizens.”

“The countries of the region must also develop alternative forms of cooperation, especially in economic terms. The EU is not the only framework for integration for Western Balkan countries. There are plenty of other international initiatives where the region should become more actively involved”.

According to Svilanović, for Montenegro, as a coastal country, the Ionic-Adriatic initiative is very important, as it provides additional means for projects in the area of environment, protection of the sea, fisheries, etc. 
Svilanović concluded his lecture saying that regional integration is in the interest of all parties: “One should acknowledge the progress of each country in the region, but it is also important to maintain the balance, to prevent the gap between these countries from increasing and creating a misbalance, because this could result in further tensions. The vacuum created by unequal progress should be closed through regional initiatives”. 
