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              Excerpt 

Тhe membership in the European Union is strategic interest of the Republic of Macedonia from the day of its independence. The Republic of Macedonia, as a country, which is a part of the process of enlargement of the European Union, has always supported the project for European integration, as a single model for mutual creation of the future, which has ensured to the European continent the longest period of peace, stability and economic prosperity. From the moment when the diplomatic relationships with the EU have been established, the Republic of Macedonia has become a legimate partner of trust and ally of the EU.

The European Union as a unity of diversities, i.e. Europe enriched with cultural, linguistic, historical and national differences that are consistently respected and developed, is the aim towards which the citizens of the Republic of Macedonia are striving. In the process of approximation to the EU, the Republic of Macedonia has undergone all institutional stages of that process. In this context, it is worth mentioning that the Republic of Macedonia has fulfilled all criteria for the start of the negotiations for the membership in EU that is recorded in the last three positive reports and the confirmed recommendation for the start of the negotiations by the EC of the EU in 2009, 2010 and 2011. In the direction of eliminating the smallest observations and in the direction of application of the European standards and values, the citizens of the Republic of Macedonia and the Government continue further with the reforms, in the direction of fulfillment of all criteria for the full membership in the European Union and complete fulfillment of the obligations, taken by the signing of the Agreement for Stabilization and Association.

The Republic of Macedonia constructively and actively participates in the negotiations process under the auspicies of the special representative of the Secretary-General of the UNN, the ambassador Matthew Nimetz with a view to overcome the irrational issue, imposed by the Republic of Greece relating to the differences regarding the name of the our country. The Republic of Macedonia is continuously committed to finding mutual acceptable solution that does not indanger the Macedonian national identity, language and culture.
But, despite the maximum commitment on this issue, still lacks the start of the negotiations for the full membership. Why is this happening? Whether one illusory dispute, imposed by our southern neighbor will be further obstacle for the start of the negotiations? Whether Member States of the EU are unfair towards the Republic of Macedonia and etc., are questions that the authors of this text will try to answer.
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Brief history of the European integration process

From the moment of the independence of the Republic of Macedonia (8 September 1991), its strategic interest is the membership in European Union. From the moment when the diplomatic relationships have been established with the EU (December 1995), the Republic of Macedonia has bezome a legimate partner of trust and ally of the EU. In the process of approximation to the EU, the Republic of Macedonia has undergone all institutional stages of that process, starting with the signing of the Agreement for Cooperation in 1997. The Agreement for Stabilization and Association (ASA) between the Republic of Macedonia and the EU was signed in April 2001 and entered into force in April 2004.

The stabilization and association process has become a framework for the European course of the countries of the Western Balkans, certainly including the Republic of Macedonia, until its accession. The priorities which have been given to the Republic of Macedonia concern its capacity to fulfill the criteria set out in the European Council from Copenhagen of 1993 and the obligations, laid down within the stabilization and association process and in particular the obligations which the Council has determined in the conclusions of 29 April 1997 and 21-22 June 1999, the last Declaration of the Summit in Zagreb of 24 November 2000 and the 2003Thessaloniki Agenda.

The European Council in December 2005 gave the Republic of Macedonia a candidate country status for the European Union membership. The decision of the European Council for granting the Republic of Macedonia the status of candidate country was a political recognition for the progress that the Republic of Macedonia made in the realization of the reform processes and in building an open and democratic society. The European Council in Thessaloniki introduced Accession Partnerships
 as a way of realization of the European perspectives for the countries of Western Balkans. The proposed Accession Partnership updated the European Partnership from January 2006, on the basis of the findings of the Progress Report of the Republic of Macedonia for 2007. The partnership established both new and the remaining priorities for action. The new priorities were adapted in accordance with the concrete needs of the country and its stages of preparation, and they are renewed according to the needs. The priorities referred in this Accession Partnership are selected on the basis of real expectations that the Republic of Macedonia can meet or advance them significantly in the period of the next few years. Difference is made between short term priorities, which are expected to be fulfilled in the course of one to two years and mid term priorities, which are expected to be fulfilled in the course of three and four years2. Priorities concern both the legislation and its implementation. Despite the priorities the partnership ensures guidelines for financial support of the country.

In February 2008, the EU Council of Ministers adopted the Accession Partnership for the Republic of Macedonia. The Accession Partnership contains 8 key priorities which are the condition for obtaining date for negotiations. The key priorities of the Accession Partnership are set by the European Commission. That is the reason why the Government of the Republic of Macedonia in March 2008 adopted measures and activities for realization of the main priorities from the Accession Partnership. The Assembly of the Republic of Macedonia, on its session held on 15 December 2008, adopted a Resolution for the priorities in 2009 for the accession of Republic of Macedonia to the European Union.  

In October 2009 according to the progress of the Republic of Macedonia and in compliance with the Stabilization and Association Agreement, having also regard to the progress made in meeting the political criteria, complying with the European legislation and th progress made in respect to all areas covered in the dialogue on visa liberalization, the European Commission recommended initiation of the negotiations for full membership of Macedonia in the European Union. The European Commission gave a proposal for transition to the second phase of implementation of the Stabilization and Association Agreement (SAA). On 19 December 2009, according to the country’s progress in the area of justice, freedom and security and meeting the goals within the dialogue on visa liberalization, the visa was revoked for Macedonia. The rules of visa-free regime are respected by the majority of passengers. In order to ensure continuous implementation of the obligations, a mechanism for monitoring the post visa liberalization was established in terms of increasing the number of asylum seekers in the region.

In December 2010, the Council of EU reaffirmed the assessment of the European Commission that Macedonia sufficiently fulfills the political criteria and noted that the European Commission confirmed its recommendation to start negotiations with the Republic of Macedonia. This recommendation and the recommendation from the previous year were not sufficient for the Council to take a positive stand on the Commission proposals. At the end of 2010, the Government adopted the National Program for Adoption of the Acquis Communautaire - revision 2011. This National Programme is a key document for the process of European integration that reflects the dynamic of concordance of the national legislation with the European legislation, adjusting the national institutions to the European administrative structures, the necessary dynamic for strengthening the institutions in implementing the legislations, as well as the necessary resources for realization. The Programme follows the structure of the Copenhagen and Madrid criteria i.e. it includes the following parts: political criteria, economic criteria, ability to undertake the obligations that arise from the membership, the administrative capacity, preparation of the national version of acquis communautaire, and informing and communicating with the general public3.

By the end of October 2011, the European Commission came out with a positive Report for the progress achieved by Republic of Macedonia in the process of preparation for the EU membership4. This Report, as well as the others, mainly, follows the same structure as in the previous years. The Report: shortly describes the relations between the Republic of Macedonia and the Union; analyses the situation in the Republic of Macedonia in relation to the political criteria for membership; analyses the situation in the Republic of Macedonia in relation to the economic criteria for membership; considers the capacity in the Republic of Macedonia for completing the obligations of membership i.e. acquis delivered in the basic agreements, secondary legislation and the Union policies. As a whole, this Report, as well as the previous two in 2009 and 2010, indicates the achieved progress of the Republic of Macedonia and attained the recommendation for starting the membership negotiations.

Institutional structure of the European integration process 

With the adoption of ‘The Strategy bases of the Republic of Macedonia for acquiring associative EU member status’ in September 1997, the Government of the Republic of Macedonia set up grounds for establishing management system of the European integration process. In the function of major effectiveness and efficiency as well as increasing obligations towards the European Union, this system has been continuously upgraded. Today, the institutional structure of this system is composed of a Committee for Euro-Atlantic Integration, Working Committee for European Integration of the Government of the Republic of Macedonia, the Deputy Prime Minister of the Government Responsible for European Affairs, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs – Sector for the European Union as well as other authorities and bodies
. Its current structure is as follows:

· Committee for Euro-Atlantic Integration – represents the decision-making body of the country policy in the European integration process. The Committee is chaired by the Prime Minister and the members of the Committee are the Deputy Prime Ministers of the Government and all Ministers in the Government, as well as the Governor of the National Bank of the Republic of Macedonia and the President of the Macedonian Academy of Sciences and Arts (MASA). 

· Working Committee for European Integration of the Government of the Republic of Macedonia – is chaired by the Deputy Prime Minister of the Government responsible for European Affairs and the members of the Working Committee are all state secretaries of the ministries. This operational and interministerial body defines the methods and dynamics for implementation of strategic decisions, political guidelines and priorities of the Government and carries out monitoring on the realisation of the actual tasks. 

· The Deputy Prime Minister of the Government responsible for European Affairs – manages and coordinates the operative part of integration process of the Secretariat for European Affairs, ensures coordination and conformation of the work of the state administrative authorities and other bodies and institutions in the preparation of the Republic of Macedonia relating to negotiations and membership in the European Union. 

· The Ministry of Foreign Affairs – Sector for the European Union – is responsible for the communication with the European structures through the Mission of the Republic of Macedonia in Brussels, gathering valid and timely information that have impact on the integration process, as well as presenting uniform perspectives and positions in the European structures.

Furthermore, in the process of approximation of the national legislation to the Eureopan Union legislation active participation is also provided by the following institutions and bodies: the Committee of Working Groups for Approximation of Legislation, the Secretariat for Legislation (evaluating the level of approximation of legislation), the General Secretariat within the Government (to observe Article 66 of the Rules of Procedure of the Government for approximation with the EU legislation), the Assembly of the Republic of Macedonia (adopting the laws in the field of European integration), the Committee for European Affaires within the Assembly of the Republic of Macedonia and the National Council for European Integration 

              Realization of the established criteria and conditions 

In respect of Article 49 of the EU Treaty which states: "Any European State which respects the principles set out in Article 6(1) may apply to become a member of the Union” the Republic of Macedonia applied to become an official candidate on 22 March 2004. This application for membership in the EU is part of a historical process in which the Western Balkan countries are overcoming the political crisis in their region and orienting themselves to join the area of peace, stability and prosperity created by the Union. The European Council awarded the Republic of Macedonia a candidate status in December 2005. This candidate status represented a political acknowledgement of the progress that our country has made in the realization of the reform processes and in the establishment of an open, democratic society.
The Republic of Macedonia welcomed the renewed consensus within the European Union to continue the Union enlargement process with the countries that are already part of that process, as confirmed at the meeting of the European Council in June 2008 under the Slovenian Presidency. It is of special importance that the reached consensus based on principles of consolidation, conditionality, communication and the capacity of the European Union to integrate new members, does not foresee introduction of additional membership criteria. We can see that the same conditions adopted on the meeting of the European Council in Copenhagen in June 1993 apply. On this meeting, among other things, it was concluded that “The acceding countries of Central and Eastern Europe will become members if they whish so. The accession will happen as soon as the country is able to undertake the obligations necessary for membership through realisation of the economic and political conditions”. The Thessaloniki Agenda for the Western Balkans, adopted by the European Council in June 2003 stresses that “The pace of further movement of the Western Balkan countries towards the EU lies in their own hands and will depend on each country’s performance in implementing reforms, thus respecting the criteria set by the Copenhagen European Council of 1993 and the SAP conditionality”.

Let us recall the political and economic criteria and the ability to undertake the obligations of membership in accordance with the obligations established in the Stabilization and Association Agreement.

Political criteria shall relate to the achievement on the part of candidate countries to provide stability of the institutions guaranteeing democracy, rule of law, human rights and respect for and protection of minorities, regional issues and international obligations. Today, the Republic of Macedonia has stable democratic institutions which function properly, respecting the limits of their responsibilities and cooperating with each other. The rule of law is consolidated. In this connotation, we should mention that the main challenge for the country's political stability since independence was the crisis of 2001. The Ohrid Framework Agreement, signed on 13 August 2001, and the commitment shown by the Government in 2001 up to date for its implementation led to the fulfillment of all the above mentioned conditions. All governments of the Republic of Macedonia continue to implement effectively the legislative framework which further reinforces the climate of confidence and stability in the country and reinforce the positive view of EU integration. Due to the broad consensus achieved by Macedonian citizens for Euro-Atlantic integration, as well as the obligations undertaken by the Government, it is more than certain that in the future our efforts will continue to improve the efficiency and independence of the judiciary, the de-politicization of the public administration reform, whose progress was noted in the last EC Report for 2011. Today in the Republic of Macedonia there are not any problems in the area of ​​the respect of human rights. A number of constitutional and legislative changes that provide a high level of protection of minority rights have been made. The country fully cooperates with the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia. The country is committed to regional cooperation.

As regards the economic criteria, in the Republic of Macedonia there is broad political consensus on the essential elements of the economic policies. The economy has achieved a high degree of macroeconomic stability with low inflation, balanced public finances and low public debt. The liberalization of prices and trade, as well as privatization, is largely completed. The financial sector is stable. The workforce has adequate general education, and the country has a relatively good transport and telecommunication infrastructure. The business climate is at an enviably high level, while domestic and foreign investments are continually increasing.
The ability of the Republic of Macedonia to assume the obligations of the membership, in accordance with the obligations established under the Stabilisation and Association Agreement and the progress in the adoption, implementation and enforcement of the Acquis have been evaluated positively by the European Commission since the distant 2005 and that evaluation has been repeated in all previous reports.
Conclusion
A key immediate priority of our country is to start the accession negotiations as soon as possible. Starting the process of negotiations for EU membership for the Republic of Macedonia will mean the end of the process of accession to the Union, the adoption of its benefits and values, and full adjustment of Macedonian institutions to the manner of functioning of the institutions of the Union. The negotiations will also entail establishing bases and preparing for the future successful functioning of the Republic of Macedonia as a Union Member State. The negotiations, as a comprehensive enterprise which takes place at a fast dynamics, require full readiness of the state bodies, institutions and structures established to coordinate and conduct the negotiations, before the negotiations themselves. The Macedonian authorities and institutions are fully prepared to implement and start the membership negotiations.
If the European Commission considers that the negotiations for accession to the European Union with the Republic of Macedonia should begin when a sufficiently high level of compliance with the membership criteria has been reached, then a question should be posed as to what is being waited for if those criteria have been fulfilled, as noted above in the text. The three successive recommendations (2009, 2010 and 2011) of the European Commission to start the accession negotiations, the entry into force of the visa-free travel regime in the EU and the accreditation granted to national institutions for decentralized management of four of the five components of the IPA program confirmed the country's progress in implementing the standards and criteria for EU accession.
However, in circumstances where on the one hand we have met almost all political and economic criteria required for EU membership and on the other our southern neighbor imposes upon us the illusory name dispute which grew to become an issue concerning the Macedonian identity and language, we consider it our just right to ask the question whether we will be able in the near future to start the membership negotiations. Is European solidarity with the views of one of its members, views that lack legal arguments; is a sufficient ethical and legal basis for not being given the day for starting negotiations? The answer is certainly negative. In no article of the positive law of EU is it stated that bilateral and illusory disputes should be or are an obstacle to the EU membership of a country. In the practice and history of the EU many cases are known where problems of the neighbors did not constitute an obstacle to the negotiations for membership of one or the other side or to equal membership.
Regarding the political dispute that Greece has imposed on the constitutional name of our country, the Government is prepared to extend the Macedonian - Greek political dialogue, based on the already established strategy and principles. The Government will not accept changes to the Constitution that concern the change of the constitutional name of the Republic of Macedonia and will not accept ideas and proposals that would jeopardize Macedonian national identity, the uniqueness of the Macedonian nation and Macedonian language. The Government will not allow any solution to that dispute imposed by Greece to be accepted without the prior opinion of the Macedonian citizens on a referendum, on which the majority of citizens would agree with the proposed solution.
I would like to finish with the statement that the persistence of the Republic of Macedonia over the last 20 years has been filled with many precedents that have no basis in international law. Our experience with the numerous pressures has created an instinct to deal with them and it has become a part of the people's mentality and a way of thinking of the political elites in power. The international community and the EU, regardless of the current reference, have to understand that the only hope for the survival of the Republic of Macedonia, not to mention the stabilization and progress of the region as a whole, is the promotion and strict respect of the international law in any particular case, without giving ultra vires special privileges to any state/factor separately and to Macedonia to join the EU. Of course, it sounds very difficult to achieve, given the specific national interests in the region, but in the long run, it is worth achiving. If we are to respect the law and the arguments, let us be Europeans not only in word, but in our actions too.
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� Accession Partnership under the EU Enlargement Strategy is a basic document of the European Union for the priorities of the accession of the countries of Western Balkans.


2 Short term and middle term priorities relating to fulfillment of: 1. political criteria: democracy, rule of law - (assembly/elections, government, public administration, system of justice, anticorruption policy), human rights and minority protection, regional issues, and international obligations, 2. economic criteria 3. ability to undertake obligations of membership (32 Chapters in total).


3 The National Programme for the Adopting the Acquis (NPAA) is a comprehensive long term document that defines the dynamic of adopting the Acquis, strategic directions, politics, reforms, structures, recourses and the deadlines that need to be realized in order for the Republic of Macedonia to fulfill the conditions for membership in the European Union. The National Programme for the Adopting the Acquis: determines a detailed plan and schedule for concordance of the national legislation with the Acquis (acquis communautaire) and determines the authorized institutions and bodies for its preparation and implementation; it places a special emphasise on the administrative structures for implementation of the legislation in order to establish new and reforming the existing institutions, as well as supplying adequate trained staff; it comprises budget funds and funds for foreign assistance, necessary for implementation of the projected tasks, as a foundation for further strategic planning and for planning the Budget of the Republic of Macedonia and clearly determines the deadlines for adopting the Acquis.


4 From March 2002, the European Commission regularly informs the EU Council and the Parliament for the achieved progress by the Western Balkan countries.


� See scheme No 1


� The Scheme of the EU Accession process Management System is taken from the site of the Secretariat for European Affairs, Government of the Republic of Macedonia.






