Topic: EU after Lisbon and the perspective of the Western Balkans

Participants: dr Thomas Schmidt, Ambassador of the Republic of Germany to Montenegro; Miodrag Lekić, professor at the Sapienza University in Rome and Petar Turčinović, ambassador of the Republic of Croatia to Montenegro
Moderator: Stevo Muk, President of the Managing Board of Institute Alternative
In the framework of the Forum of European Integration Schools, Centre for Civic Education, Centre for Development of Non-Governmental Organisations and European Movement in Montenegro, in cooperation with the Faculty of Political Science of the University of Montenegro and with support of Foundation Open Society, Representative Office in Montenegro organised on 11 December 2007 a panel discussion, titled “EU after Lisbon and the perspective of the Western Balkans”. The guests of the Forum were dr Thomas Schmidt, Ambassador of the Republic of Germany to Montenegro; Miodrag Lekić, professor at the Sapienza University in Rome and Petar Turčinović, ambassador of the Republic of Croatia to Montenegro.

Ambassador of Germany dr Thomas Schmidt spoke about the importance of discussion on the Lisbon Treaty and the associated reforms not only for EU but also for the aspiring candidates. In that sense, he assessed that opening up a debate in Montenegro on the further reforms of the Union and the possible consequences for Montenegro is needed and valuable. 

Montenegro has a good basis for a quick, successful path to EU. However, there are also numerous obstacles that should be faced. The most difficult of these are, according to Schmidt, are the still very lively „old habits and old networks“. Montenegrin society has not yet matured into a meritocratic society with strong institutions whose role is to serve and protect the citizens. Nepotism and corruption stemming from the traditional way of thinking and doing – based on “old connections and old networks” can only be eradicated if the basic habits are changed. This is a long, complex process, but not impossible. Final results will not be achieved overnight, but if Montenegro demonstrates serious intentions to face this problem the gate to EU will be opened, he underlined.
Schmitt emphasised that Germany has a clear regional approach for the Western Balkan countries, based on the German system of values, respect for human rights, pluralism and functional democracy and a common concept of European integrations.

“Montenegro, as a transparent democracy, economically stable and corruption-free state with strong institutions is a state which Germany, but also all other EU members, will gladly welcome as member of the club” stated Schmitt. After they fulfil all commitments set out in the EU Association Process all Western Balkan countries will have their place in the community with other states. In this sense, the Lisbon Treaty will have no impact on the speed of accession, considers Schmidt.

Former head of Montenegrin diplomacy and professor at the Sapienza University in Rome Miodrag Lekic said that Montenegro and the other countries of the Western Balkans, when talking about European integrations are “perceived as Balkan express“. He also reminded on the words of the European Enlargement Commissioner Ollie Rehn that “new candidates for EU will be taking local trains.” 

He considers that in the process of the European integrations two elements are equally important: objective parametres and international context. That context, according to him, is not nowadays especially favourable for the states that are aspiring for the membership. EU is still under the influence of so called ,,enlargement fatigue“ whereas the problems of the organised crime and illegal migrations are still in the focus of the attention of European politicians, warned Lekic.

There is a lot of work in front of Montenegro, a lot of competent negotiators and negotiations, as well as patience and persistence. Further on, Lekic commented the need of organising a referendum on accession to the EU. According to him, there are no good reasons for that since the support for the EU is undoubted. However, he considers accession to NATO as separate issue on which Montenegrin society is visibly divided.
Ambassador dr Petar Turčinović in his presentation put an accent on importnace of education for the countries of Western Balkans and their faster way to the EU. Special importance should be given to science and scientific researches, which unfortunately got only minor attention in the countries of Western Balkans, he concluded.  Science and scientific innovations and researches are important for economic development of countries and successful fight with competition at the European market, warned Turčinović. 

The Forum was followed by long and dynamic discussion of the participants and panelists.

.

