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MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħa Nru 42 li saret fit-19 ta’ Mejju 2025 kienu konfermati. 

DISKUSSJONI MAL-EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE (CEP) DWAR “THE STAGED ACCESSION MODEL” FL-UNJONI EWROPEA

THE CHAIRPERSON (Hon. Edward Zammit Lewis): You can start by introducing yourselves. 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC (Programme Manager and Senior Researcher from the European Policy Centre): Once again, thank you for having us here. I am the programme manager and senior researcher from the European Policy Centre. This is my colleague Ms Jelena Miletic. We both work at the European Policy Centre, which is a top ranked think tank in the Western Balkans. Currently we are conducting an advocacy mission to Malta, which is the 24th member state that we’ve been to in person. We have already engaged with the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, and now we are engaging with Parliament and afterwards with the civil society. We had a meeting with the Malta European Services (SEM). Every time we discuss enlargement, in particular gradual integration, but we also cover issues that are related to democracy, geo-politics and foreign affairs. Our idea is to exchange views to contribute to your policy discussions, to share our thoughts, and maybe to acquire some of your concerns, and to try and effectively address them. My colleague will now briefly introduce you to our think tank.  

MS JELENA MILETIC (Senior Project Manager from the European Policy Centre): I am leading the project structure within our think tank. I’m in charge of preparing different projects in the areas we are covering with regards to EU integration policies. I’m also in charge of the business development of the organisation. The European Policy Centre covers four main areas: public administration reforms, which is a very broad area, all aspects of public administration reforms, but also within this programme area we cover good governance, rule of law, and even institutions to some point. Our second programme area covers competitiveness in the internal market. The third topic is the green agenda. Here we are covering environmental and energy transition topics. And the fourth area is Europe, where we are trying to cover different EU policies, and to make them familiar not only to the public but also to governments, stakeholders, businesses, and civil society in general. We try to make them familiar with EU requirements and benefits from EU Integration, etc. That is a brief summary of what we do at the European Policy Centre. 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: I’m glad that you have a hard copy of the Model of Staged Accession to the EU paper. This is our prime work, and it was published in 2021. The biggest achievement of this model has contributed to the debates that have led the Union to adopt in 2022 the European Council conclusions of gradual integration. Since then, I’m quite happy to see that some of the ideas were transmitted into the EU’s official thinking. And that was the biggest turning point in 2022. Subsequently we had a new growth plan which incorporated many of the ideas that we came up with. This all stemmed from the fact that we advocated the necessity of gradual integration to avoid the fact that prior to these developments, enlargement was binary, and that could have made sense during your enlargement or a big bang enlargement and the ones that followed, but at that time enlargement had a relatively short access process. 

In fact, the accession process was of four to six years on average. But we see Serbia, unfortunately, marking its tenth anniversary of negotiations! And many other countries were negotiating on an even longer term. Serbia is not doing well these days either. So, the idea is to find a way to sensitise governments and citizens to show them that despite the end goal being further away from sight, there are some interim steps that will actually allow us to work together. And what better way to do it than with gradual integration, that is supposed to bridge this gap, to build trust and to give some hope to citizens that the process is predictable, merit based and dynamic. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: I just want to make a question or a statement that I would like to discuss because I spoke about it as Chairperson in the European fora. With regards to enlargement, not only with regards to the Western Balkans, but more in a general idea, you are saying “setting the stage for enlargement and a stage to accession to the EU”. My impression – and this is my personal opinion not the opinion of the Committee – is that the process is not so predictable, with the ramification that if the process is unreasonably delayed, a country would have a problem to gain support from its own people. If it’s very delayed, the people will start either looking elsewhere or they will start to let go and will be disappointed about it. In my opinion, I believe that there should be a discussion at an EU level, to have a staged accession, but a more predictable and structured process, which I believe there are various factors. Here I am not imputing anything to someone or to any institution, but my impression is that there is no structured process and which is not predictable. What do you think about this issue? 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: I completely agree, and the whole idea of the model is to give it some structure, to make it predictable, both for the candidates and for member states. In that sense we advocated for using the existing legal avenues to make this happen because when we tested the ground, we saw that most member states were not too keen on doing some legal changes. And then we already had a revised methodology. So, with our model we wanted to create something that is implementable in an effective and timely manner. And the way to do it, to address the concerns that you rightly mentioned and which we agree with, was to introduce institutional and financial incentives in a merit based and reversable manner. And that is why we introduced the two pre-accession stages. We had two pre-accession stages and two post-accession stages. With both accession stages we addressed the concerns of sceptical member states when it comes to new key players. But we can come back to this issue later on. 

With institutional participation, when we talk about stages, this is just a different name and a specific name to mark a point in time from which a country would have gradual increased access to specific incentives. So, institutions would require opening the doors to the EU Council and the European Parliament, in a predictable way. We made it predictable with the latest proposal which says the following: “If a country opens a cluster, then it would have this prediction or it would be predictable that it would have access to working play level of the Council”. 

That is why Albania has just opened a cluster in the single market. It knows that it could count on invitations without voting rights for an occasional exchange of views in the areas corresponding to that open cluster. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: That would be held at a technical level.

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: Yes, but we don’t stop there. If a country closes a chapter, this will entail in terms of predictability, that it could have the right to participate at …  and ministerial levels corresponding to that closed chapter. We believe that a pre-institutional tool is made predictable because it is in two stages. It doesn’t need to be co-staged, but it has some sense of graduality. And the fact that the country is closer to membership the more access it would have, for example, to EU bodies because we believe that this would be a win-win situation. It is a good communication tool for citizens to have their voice count in Brussels, and it shows that although they don’t have a decision-making power at the moment, they can nonetheless share their concerns, and that these concerns can be taken into account. 

Getting information and actually work towards the European - not just EU - strategic autonomy. In particular in these geo-political times, I believe that socialisation would be even more important while adding the fact that this institutional incentive would be gradual and predictable and it would incentivise our government to start building its institutional capacities earlier rather than later. Imagine Montenegro, a country with half a million people, barely managing as it is to cover business affairs in Brussels, the burden they would face upon getting membership! Malta might have had similar issues and so you completely understand it. To avoid this situation, we would like to see Montenegro as the key and genuine front runner being gradually involved in the Council, while we also discuss other avenues like the ones we mentioned, Commission expert groups, comitology and the European Parliament. The story doesn’t end there. We also talk about financial incentives which you rightly mentioned.

Now we have the new growth plan, and as the Head of the DG ENEST, Gert Jan Koopman said, the new growth plan for the Western Balkans is actually a form of staged accession because it increases the financial carrot but makes it conditional. This way we would embed the process with conditionality but also predictability because the country would know that from one stage to another, or from completion of certain reform steps to a higher rate of completion of those steps, they would be able to count on more funding. In that case, our recommendation is that there is a necessity to continue discussing the financial incentive beside the institutional one.  

This is important because the negotiations and the Multiannual Financial Framework are about to start or have already started, and that is why we came up with the proposal to have the next instrument for enlargement for the Western Balkans, six at least, in the amount of €21 billion. You might wonder why €21 billion but we estimated that the current amount we have, if you account for the grants for the new growth plan and the IPA, which is the instrument for pre-accession, the overall amount of funding amounts to 40% of the amount we would have as member states. Thus, we argue that graduality needs to continue even in the next financial cycle, and from 40% we should increase the funding to 60%. In this way we incentivise, we increase the carrot but make it fully conditional. 

Currently only the new growth plan is conditional. So, the next instrument is fully conditional but also with increased funding. And we believe that what the Commission says is correct, because there is a necessity to bridge the socio-economic gap sooner rather than later, and with these funds we could potentially do it. With these funds we can also give more leverage to the EU to condition the reforms. And finally, we can allow the candidates to start building their social capacities because we heard stories, like for example, from Bulgaria, who had pre-accession assistance, and then became a member state. But the gap was so big that they were unable to absorb all the funding, and they were actually net contributors in the first couple of years instead of being net recipients! I’m sure that Malta had these difficulties in the first years of accession and so you can relate to what I’m saying. 

In a nutshell these pre-accession stages or graduality, by introducing these institutional carrots and financial carrots, it would be legally based in the existing order while acting as a gain changer that could bring help to people in the Western Balkans and shows that the EU indeed is serious about enlargement. But it could also send a good message to Ukraine and Moldova because although we developed these ideas in the context of the Western Balkans, I can tell you that I will soon be going to Moldova, and of course they would appreciate increased funding while understanding the necessity to have it conditioned while also having the possibility to gradually have access to more and more EU bodies. In a nutshell that is how the pre-accession period was envisioned by us. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. The Hon. Beppe Fenech Adami. 

HON. BEPPE FENECH ADAMI: Thank you for your explanation. We were there 20 years ago. We lived the pre-accession period. At times we lived the frustration of the people out there, who at some point in time were thinking that we were taking them for a long journey. So, at this very moment it’s very important for Europe to send the right message. I wouldn’t bind it with timeframes, but I would rather speak about milestones. If the milestones are achieved, then membership is possible. I say this more today than I would probably say it 20 years ago because Europe is at a crossroad, and the temptations out there for a number of countries to look elsewhere other than the European Union is a reality. I think that the reality on the ground out there is that there is this anti-EU movement, which is already gaining ground in member states, and potentially in applicant states, who have given up, or it seems that they are being taken for a long ride. 

So, yes, we do understand because our negotiation process, 20 years ago, was not an easy process, and at times the public sentiment out there could have been why are we spending so much of our energy on such a route when in actual fact things were projected to have been easier? We do appreciate that the people out there do need a certain sense of certainty as to when membership shall become a reality. Again, I don’t think it should be a matter of timeframes, but I think it should be a matter of milestones. I think saying that the negotiation process will take five, six, ten years will probably give comfort to applicant countries not to proceed on what has to be done because they will know that time will facilitate their process. I believe that it should be a milestone incentivised process of an extension rather than a matter of timeframes. What I find interesting in this paper we have here is that you even proposed a two-tier level of membership. 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: I didn’t come to that part yet. 
HON. BEPPE FENECH ADAMI: Tiny Malta, which is tiny as Montenegro, prides itself and I think our winning argument out there is that tiny Malta sits around the table with all the big countries in the European Union and has all the rights other European Union members have! That is a fantastic right however it is a big responsibility. I must say - and the Hon. Edward Zammit Lewis was a Minister and he’s aware as well - that catching up with the big countries around the table is not always that easy because the reality is what it is. I must admit that this reflects itself even on a parliamentary level. We are a Parliament where we are not geared up as much as we should be till today, 20 years down the line, in terms of analysing and understanding what is happening in the European Union in terms of legislation and otherwise. 

So, yes, I agree that there should be some sort of plan as to where negotiations start and where negotiations end. I don’t think they should be attached to a timeframe; however, I’d like to hear from you about how you foresee after accession a situation where you have member states with a two-tier European Union. I’m not sure that would be popular out there because even locally, I think that the winning card, the winning argument, the winning justification of us acceding to the European Union was actually because once we’re there, we’re there to decide with the rest, and so we are equal. We had and if we were out of the European Union, we would still have a situation where whatever happens in the European Union will affect us. And now that we are within the European Union, we are around the table to have our say. So, I need some convincing as to how this will give comfort to the people out there that you can have a two-tier European Union once we have become members of the European Union! 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: No problem. We agree that the essential principle of the EU is the principle of equality between member states, and that you cannot take any action that would bring harm to this principle, otherwise this could reshape the Union not in the way the original treaties envisioned. But at the same time, we recognise the necessity that some candidates, or acceding countries, might risk being stuck in the process for reasons unrelated to their reform process. Even in the case, for example of Montenegro or other countries, they might do their reforms, but some sceptical member states might still decide to keep them at bay and block their official accession until the EU itself is reformed. The only argument we have heard, not to name the countries, but you might be familiar with the fact that more and more countries are afraid of new veto players. That is the argument. How will you reconcile the principle of equality between member states while finding a solution that would address the concern when it comes to new veto players? Here we came out with two proposals. 

One is more innovative, and the second one is more conventional, but both are really relevant, particularly now considering that the number of candidate countries is increasing, and the expectations are rising, and that any unfair blockage of a single country who met the reforms would send a damaging effect to all the others, and thus weakening the overall promise but even the geo-political position of the EU. So, as for the more original one, and that is the one that we called stage 3, takes place when the country has fully committed or completed all the reforms. So, let us say Montenegro completes all the reforms, the Commission approves it, the member states agree, and they become a member. In that sense, they would get all the rights and obligations as all the other countries with exception to veto rights in certain areas. 

You might wonder if this will create a second-class membership. We argue that it doesn’t for two reasons; first, we would limit the temporary derogation to a specific timeframe. Temporary derogations have been used before, not in Malta’s case, but in Poland’s case and in other big bang countries, where they had their labour movement limited for seven years. One could have argued that they were second class members because they didn’t have one of the four fundamental freedoms of the single market, yet it happened because that was a political necessity. So, we believe that in this case, by limiting this veto limitation to a period of seven years, it could be ten or five years, it would be a matter of political compromise that we could soften the scepticism of some member states that are afraid that newcomers … 

THE CHAIRPERSON: And facilitate membership as well.
 
MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: Indeed. So, in that case, Montenegro would sign the Accession Act, Malta and other countries would ratify it, but we would use the very same Accession Act which actually has legal power on par with the founding treaties to adjust the treaties as to allow for this country to have its vetoes limited to a seven year period, and thus buying the EU more time to continue internally reforming itself while having the new comer on the inside. Secondly, we avoid second class membership by the fact that this limitation would automatically expire. So, we wouldn’t have the possibility of a single member state deciding that the newcomer should forever not have this kind of say, and this would simply be impossible and incompatible with the founding treaties and would also be very negative in terms of PR and communication with the citizens in the newly acquired member states. In that sense, we had many scepticisms at first when we proposed this stage 3, as we called it, and stage 4 being a stage in which the country would actually get its veto active. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: A sort of sunset clause. 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: Yes. 

HON. BEPPE FENECH ADAMI: And you believe that on the ground there is appetite for this? 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: At first there was zero appetite, but since the war started, I can tell you that now we’ve been to 24 member states, and that is the first thing many countries ask about. It doesn’t need to be universally applied with veto limitation, but some sort of original decision-making limitations that would require consent of the candidate. And I can reassure you that under assessment in many member states, not to mention any names, but also in some relevant bodies in Brussels. This is considered both in the case of the Western Balkans but also in the Eastern trio. And I can tell you  - and this information is already public – that for example, the previous government of Macedonia stated in many discussions in public debates that if it takes North Macedonia to renounce its veto rights for a certain period of time, but instead achieving all the other issues that currently seem completely out of reach, then that is something they would more than be ready to accept if that is what it takes for them to become a future member state. 

I had another meeting among the Eastern Trio partners – without mentioning any names - and one of the highest officials brought this issue on their own, arguing that EU membership is something that is a lifelong dream and goal for that country, and if what it takes to achieve their goal is for this to be limited, then so be it. So, that is one of the ways how we foresee future members to progress when it comes to enlarging the Union. Naturally this requires communication, and that is why we come to Malta and other countries to break some concerns and doubts that existed before and to clarify how it would completely work in practice. And as one of the very important member states argued, in case all member states agree politically to make this happen, and as the last political compromise the candidate approves this measure, politically they would be creating a legal precedent that would be applicable to other candidates as well. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: What I wish to add is that this last point you mentioned makes sense because I believe that time is of essence with regards to what happened in Ukraine and secondly, the membership became more political than economic or to the adherence of the Acquis Communautaire. We must admit that the priority is highly political. So, this will grant the flexibility needed. I’m not diminishing what my colleague said because the integration is that everyone should be equal, and everyone should be on the same table. I believe that a lot of aspiring states and even the EU are, to a certain extent, in a panic mode, and that they believe that a larger Union will help with regards to reinforcing the security architecture of Europe. 

The second point that I’m seeing in this paper, which is very important, is that I believe that a successful Union cannot be successful without bridging the social disparities. This takes us to the emergence of the strength of the far right with regards to immigration, to social disparities, and I believe it should be the main thrust of the Union to bridge these social inequalities within the Union. 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: I couldn’t agree more. If some member states are also afraid that enlargement would be costly, that it would actually feed the Eurosceptics in their country, we had an analysis that has shown that the costs which we have, if you imagine the Western Balkans, it would be 0.02% of their GNI, which per capita is actually €5.8 annually, which is less than two cups of coffee per EU citizen to accommodate statistically from this financial perspective enlargement in that case. Not to mention that, for example, Malta would be able to further benefit from tourism. You already have a lot of services, and you can only imagine how they will continue to travel here. Not to mention that from a non-monetary perspective, and from a security perspective, the Western Balkans can play an important role to address this geo-political time of crisis. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Their concern and the Union’s concern! So, it’s of mutual benefit. 

[bookmark: _Hlk202759522]MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: There would be long-term returns in any investment in the region. I believe that this can bring long-term return to the EU and its member states as well, while helping us to drive out other external factors, such as Russia or maybe China, whom have not always had intentions or projects that were in line with EU’s rule of law and public procurement standards. 

I don’t want to forget one more thing, if you don’t mind me jumping back to the post-accession limitations. We talked about veto limitations which would be considered as a novel or maybe a radical proposal, but another proposal - and I am currently writing a paper which I will publish next month – is the one that focuses on safeguard clauses. I say it’s conventional because, although it is unknown to most of the stakeholders I have engaged with, safeguard clauses already exist in the Acts of Croatia, Bulgaria and Romania. I’m not sure if Malta had those but for Croatia, Romania and Bulgaria I’m hundred percent sure. Their Accession Act introduced it for the first time. So, politically they decided to agree to introduce something that did not exist before, the internal market safeguard clause which is applicable to four freedoms. There you have a large number of chapters, and another one which is not as expensive but still super element, justice and home affairs. The safeguard clauses say that if there is a back sliding in those areas, the Commission, or a single member state, can activate this clause to suspend certain provisions that apply to the areas that I mentioned, which are the single market and justice and home affairs. 

The catch is that you could have applied those clauses within three years upon accession. Our proposal is that you should consider extending the duration maybe to seven or ten years, during which you can apply the safeguard clauses in case there is a back sliding in the newcomer. Secondly, you should consider extending the number of safeguard clauses so that the rule of law ....

THE CHAIRPERSON: There is a court precedent as well in the case of the Commission against Hungary, when Hungary tried to attack the question of EU funds with regards to the rule of law conditions, the conditionality, and obviously, Hungary lost the case.  There you have a case law which allows this conditionality for access of funds and other things that may be available. 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: I’ll make sure that I put that in my paper. Thank you for the suggestion. It makes complete sense. Now you have an overview of pre-accession benefits, there will be talks about incentives and post-accession limitations to address the concerns of member states, thus making this package a unique exercise that really looks long-term and short-term. This is created by us and another partner from Brussels. So, we always had this two-way perspective. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much for these papers. I will take a look at them because it is a very interesting subject and it’s dynamic, in the sense that things are changing with the situation in Ukraine. Some things changed a lot and there was a shift in priorities as well. Thank you for your time. 

MR STRAHINJA SUBOTIC: Thank you very much, it was enjoyable being here in beautiful Malta. It is our first time but certainly not the last! We look forward to coming back. Thank you. 

Fil-5.42 p.m. il‑Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata aktar tard.
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