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	Main results of the Council
The Council discussed and adopted conclusions on the enlargement and the stabilisation and association process. “The debate demonstrated that enlargement remains a vital and defining policy of the EU. In fact it is probably one of the most successful policies ever, both for its transformative implications and as a foreign policy tool”, said Sandro Gozi, State Secretary for European Affairs of Italy and President of the Council, after the meeting.

In this context, the Council also expressed its serious concern following the recent arrests and clamp down on media freedom in Turkey. "Freedom of media is a fundamental EU value which we expect to be fully respected by everyone, including candidate countries aspiring to join the EU", commented State Secretary Gozi at a press conference following the Council.

The Council and the member states meeting within the Council adopted conclusions on respect for the rule of law, establishing a political dialogue among member states to promote and safeguard the rule of law within the EU. This new instrument complements the infringement procedure - in the case of a breach of EU law - and the so-called article 7 procedure of the Lisbon Treaty, which allows for the suspension of voting rights in the case of a serious and persistent breach of EU values. "By adopting the conclusions the Council recalled that the rule of law is one of the key values on which the EU is founded and a matter of common concern for member states. The dialogue established today will help us to ensure that the rule of law will continue to be a commonly shared objective, in full respect of the principle of equal treatment and objectivity", said Sandro Gozi.

The Council exchanged views on the Commission's 2015 work programme and politically endorsed conclusions on multiannual programming and legislative planning with a view to strengthening inter-institutional cooperation and ensuring a more rapid and efficient legislative process. “Improving the functioning of the EU, making its proceedings more transparent and effective is key for the future of the EU”, highlighted State Secretary Gozi. “That is why we launched in the General Affairs Council a joint reflection on the functioning of the Union. Progress towards a joint programming and stronger inter-institutional cooperation are important steps in the right direction”.
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ITEMS DEBATED
Enlargement and Stabilisation and Association Process

The Council adopted the following conclusions:
"1.
The Council takes note of the communication from the Commission of 8 October 2014 on the Enlargement Strategy and Main Challenges 2014-2015 and the progress reports on Turkey, Montenegro, Serbia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo*, and of the conclusions and recommendations therein.

2.
In line with the renewed consensus on enlargement approved by the European Council on 14 and 15 December 2006, and the Council conclusions of 13 December 2013, the Council reiterates that enlargement remains a key policy of the EU and continues to contribute to mutual benefits of peace, democracy, security and prosperity in Europe. The Council continues to attach great importance to the credibility of the enlargement process, which remains crucial for maintaining the momentum of reforms and public support for enlargement both in the region, where it should be promoted through better communication, and in the EU Member States.

3.
Active and credible accession negotiations, which respect the EU’s commitments and established conditionality, along with all the other dimensions of the EU-Turkey relations addressed in these conclusions, will enable EU-Turkey relations to achieve their full potential. The Council reaffirms its unequivocal commitment to the European perspective of the Western Balkans. In line with previous Council conclusions and in the framework of the Copenhagen political criteria and Stabilisation and Association Process, that remains the common framework for relations with the Western Balkans up to their accession, it also reaffirms the need, in accordance with the renewed consensus on enlargement, for fair and rigorous conditionality and the principle of own merits, combined with the EU's capacity, in all its dimensions, to integrate new members.

4.
The Council welcomes the efforts of the Commission to strengthen the focus on addressing fundamental reforms early in the process and in particular the emphasis on the three pillars of the rule of law, economic governance and public administration reform. These issues linked to the Copenhagen criteria are of horizontal significance, fall within established conditionality, and need to be tackled with determination.

5.
The Council underlines the central importance of the rule of law. In line with the new approach, key challenges that require particular and urgent attention include, in particular, judicial reform, the fight against organised crime and corruption, the freedom of expression and the media, the rights of persons belonging to minorities, the non-discriminatory treatment of national minorities, as well as tackling discrimination of vulnerable groups such as the Roma, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) persons. Further work is also required to promote gender equality and the rights of women. The Council looks forward to the completion of preparations aimed at candidate countries’ participation as observers in the work of the EU’s Fundamental Rights Agency. The rule of law is also crucial for economic development and creating a favourable business environment and investment climate.

6.
The Council welcomes the Commission's increased focus on strengthening economic governance and competitiveness, with the aim of improving the business environment and boosting growth, job-creation and investment. To support efforts towards meeting the Copenhagen economic criteria, the Council notes that for the Western Balkans, this will involve the preparation of Economic Reform Programmes. In particular, the Council welcomes efforts to reflect the European Semester process at the EU level in the new economic governance approach and encourages further work on this. Based on these programmes, the Council will set out targeted policy guidance. In this context the Council recalls the importance of accurate and reliable statistics as a key factor in economic governance. The Council looks forward to the establishment of a high-level economic dialogue with Turkey. It underlines the importance for European citizens and business of improving energy and transport networks and connectivity. In this regard, the Council also calls for closer cooperation with EU Member States as a contribution to EU energy security, including the infrastructure to diversify supply sources. Supporting economic growth and development should also mitigate migratory pressure on the EU.

7.
The Council welcomes the Commission’s enhanced approach on public administration reform. It looks forward to a more structured, political discussion in the Stabilisation and Association Agreement bodies, as well as the use of the accession negotiations to encourage the necessary reforms, in order to address politicisation of public service and challenges in terms of its transparency, accountability, professionalism and effectiveness.

8.
Strengthening the functioning and independence of democratic institutions is essential. This includes ensuring constructive, inclusive and sustainable dialogue across the political spectrum, notably within the parliament and with civil society. In this regard, more needs to be done to foster an enabling environment for civil society organisations.

9.
Developments beyond the EU's borders underline the importance of further deepening cooperation on foreign policy issues. Bilateral foreign policy dialogue should be enhanced. In this regard, the Council underlines the importance of progressive alignment with the EU’s foreign policy positions, notably on issues where major common interests are at stake, such as on Russia and Ukraine.

10.
The Council recalls the continued EU financial assistance, in particular in the form of the new Instrument for Pre-Accession (IPA II) for the period 2014-2020. The launch of IPA II sees the introduction of a sector approach, enhanced coherence between the financial assistance and the overall progress made in the implementation of the pre-accession strategy, increased budget support and prioritisation of projects. Coordination with international financial institutions is being further strengthened.

11.
Good neighbourly relations and regional cooperation are essential elements of the Enlargement process, as well as of the Stabilisation and Association Process, and contribute to prosperity, stability, reconciliation and a climate conducive to addressing open bilateral issues and the legacies of the past. The Council welcomes the efforts made to overcome legacies of the past, foster reconciliation and support inclusive regional cooperation, including through promoting a climate of tolerance and condemning all forms of hate speech or wartime rhetoric. The Council reiterates the need to avoid any source of friction or actions that could damage good neighbourly relations and the peaceful settlement of disputes. Continuous efforts are needed in this regard, including the protection of all minorities, ensuring equal rights for all citizens, and addressing the issues of missing persons and refugee return. The Council underlines the need to continue handling domestic war crimes cases, as well as addressing impunity for war crimes and to ensure accountability, including fully cooperating with and supporting the work of ICTY and the EULEX Special Investigative Task Force.

12.
In general, continued efforts are needed to tackle outstanding bilateral disputes, including border disputes, in order to ensure that they do not have a detrimental effect on the accession process. Outstanding disputes and issues should be solved in line with international law and established principles, including through implementation of legally binding agreements, inter alia the Agreement on Succession Issues.

13.
While recognising in particular the importance of visa liberalisation for citizens, the Council encourages the Commission to continue to closely monitor the implementation of all conditions set for visa liberalisation, including through its follow-up mechanism. The Council encourages the authorities concerned to actively continue their efforts to take all the necessary measures against the abuse of the visa free travel regime in order to ensure its unrestricted continuation and encourages them to continue the constructive cooperation in the field of the management of migration flows.

14.
The Council fully supports the work of the South-East European Cooperation Process and the Regional Cooperation Council, its operational arm, and its focus on addressing the targets and priorities of the SEE 2020 Strategy. The Council takes good note of the June 2014 decision of the SEECP to make Kosovo a participant. The Council underlines the importance of regional economic cooperation sharing best practice on economic governance and promoting connectivity and inclusiveness within the region and with the EU. In this regard the Council welcomes the work of the Western Balkans Investment Framework which supports investments boosting jobs and growth and promoting connectivity, based on a coordinated approach for the major investments along the main infrastructure corridors. The Council welcomes all regional initiatives aimed at strengthening inclusive dialogue and cooperation.

ENLARGEMENT

TURKEY

15.
The Council reaffirms the importance it attaches to EU relations with Turkey. Turkey is a candidate country and a key partner for the EU. Its dynamic economy provides a valuable contribution to the prosperity of the European continent. The EU should remain the anchor for Turkey’s political and economic reforms. Turkey can accelerate the pace of negotiations by advancing in the fulfilment of the benchmarks, meeting the requirements of the negotiating framework and by respecting its contractual obligations towards the EU. In this context, the Council welcomes the commitment of the Turkish government to EU accession and looks forward to the concrete follow-up of its recently adopted EU Strategy which aims to reinvigorate Turkey’s accession process.

16.
The Council recalls the important regional role of Turkey and its active involvement in its wider neighbourhood. The very serious developments in the region, in particular in Syria and Iraq, render it crucial that dialogue and cooperation on foreign policy issues is increased within the framework of the EU-Turkey political dialogue. The Council welcomes the reception and shelter by Turkey of well over one million refugees fleeing the violence in Syria and Iraq. The EU will continue to support Turkey so it can deal effectively with the increasing flow of refugees. The political dialogue should be used to develop closer cooperation against ISIL and its funding networks, as well as to enhance the cooperation to stem the flow of foreign fighters. The Council also welcomes the active counter terrorism dialogue between the EU and Turkey, and the exchange of best practice on the prevention of radicalisation and recruitment to terrorism. Operational cooperation will be further enhanced by the adoption by Turkey of further relevant counter-terrorism legislation, including on data protection. The Council recalls that the PKK is on the EU list of terrorist organisations. In line with the Negotiating Framework, the EU continues to encourage Turkey to develop its foreign policy as a complement to and in coordination with the EU, and to progressively align with EU Common Foreign and Security Policy.

17.
The Council welcomes the continued implementation of reforms adopted in previous years, in particular measures announced in the September 2013 democratisation package, and the Action Plan for the Prevention of Violations of the European Convention on Human Rights. The Council also strongly supports the renewed efforts towards a peaceful settlement of the Kurdish issue. The Council encourages further engagement by all parties to move the process forward.

18.
The Council welcomes the entry into force in October of the EU-Turkey readmission agreement. The Council also welcomes the findings of the report of the Commission on progress made by Turkey in fulfilling the requirements of the visa liberalisation roadmap. Progress in the dialogue on visa liberalisation will be founded on a performance-based approach and conditioned on effective and consistent implementation by Turkey of the requirements in the visa roadmap. In this context, the entry into force of the law on foreigners and international protection in April 2014 and the adoption of the regulation granting temporary protection to refugees in October 2014 represent significant progress in the area of migration and asylum. While regretting the unilateral statement made by Turkey in this regard, the Council expects full and effective implementation by Turkey of both the readmission agreement and the visa roadmap vis-à-vis all EU Member States, including non-discriminatory visa-free access to the Turkish territory for the citizens of all EU Member States. Adequate implementation by Turkey of existing bilateral readmission agreements and readmission provisions contained in similar agreements between Turkey and EU Member States remains a priority. Cooperation between Turkey and all EU Member States, aiming in particular at reinforcing the management of the common borders with all EU Member States, needs to be increased.

19.
The Council urges Turkey to work on reforms which should provide for adequate checks and balances fully guaranteeing freedom, including freedom of thought, expression and of the media, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including rights of women, children and persons belonging to minorities, freedom of religion and property rights, as well as enhance implementation of all the judgments of the European Court of Human Rights. The Council recalls that under Article 46 of the European Convention of Human Rights, the contracting parties undertake to abide by the final judgments of the Court in any case to which they are parties. Legislation on the right to association and the right to assembly, as well as on intervention by law enforcement officers, should be brought in line with European standards. The Council remains concerned at the undue interference by the executive in the judiciary, frequent changes to key legislation without due consultation of stakeholders, and restrictions on access to information. In order to address all these issues, the Council considers that stepping up cooperation and strengthening common activities in the area of rule of law and fundamental rights will bring Turkey closer to the EU and speed up work on possible future discussions in these key areas.

20.
The Council regrets that the response by the government to the alleged cases of corruption in December 2013 cast serious doubts over the independence and impartiality of the judiciary, and demonstrated an increasing intolerance of political opposition, public protest and critical media. In this regard, recent police raids and the detention of a number of journalists and media representatives in Turkey call into question the respect for freedom of the media, which is a core principle of democracy. The Council recalls that progress in accession negotiations depends on respecting rule of law and fundamental rights. The Council emphasises the important role of the Constitutional Court and takes positive note of the growing and active civil society in Turkey, which should be further supported and encouraged as a legitimate stakeholder.

21.
The Council recalls that Turkey is an important trading partner for the EU and contributes to EU competitiveness through the Customs Union. The Council looks forward to discussions with the Commission on the Customs Union, with a view to future proposals aimed at realising its full potential, also in light of the publication of the World Bank study completed in 2014. Given the strong economic links between Turkey and the EU, the Council calls for the development of a high level economic dialogue. Progress under chapter 17 (Economic and monetary policy) would in due course further support such dialogue and encourage alignment with the acquis. The Council also calls for the further strengthening of EU-Turkey energy cooperation with the aim of facilitating the interconnection and integration of energy markets, in line with international law.

22.
In line with the Negotiating Framework and previous European Council and Council conclusions, the Council reiterates that Turkey needs to commit itself unequivocally to good neighbourly relations and to the peaceful settlement of disputes in accordance with the United Nations Charter, having recourse, if necessary, to the International Court of Justice. In this context, the Union expresses once again serious concern, and urges Turkey to avoid any kind of threat or action directed against a Member State, or source of friction or actions, which damage good neighbourly relations and the peaceful settlement of disputes. Moreover, the EU stresses again all the sovereign rights of EU Member States. This includes, inter alia, the right to enter into bilateral agreements and to explore and exploit natural resources in accordance with the EU acquis and international law, including the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea and also stresses the need to respect the sovereignty of Member States over their territorial sea and airspace. The Council recalls that the European Council, in its conclusions of 24 October 2014, expressed serious concern about the renewed tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean and urged Turkey to show restraint and to respect Cyprus’ sovereignty over its territorial sea and Cyprus’ sovereign rights in its exclusive economic zone.

23.
Recalling its conclusions of 11 December 2006 and the declaration of 21 September 2005, the Council notes with deep regret that Turkey, despite repeated calls, continues refusing to fulfil its obligation of full, non-discriminatory implementation of the Additional Protocol to the Association Agreement towards all Member States, the fulfilment of which could provide a significant boost to the negotiation process. In the absence of progress on this issue, the Council will maintain its measures from 2006, which will have a continuous effect on the overall progress of the negotiations. Furthermore, Turkey has regrettably still not made progress towards the necessary normalisation of its relations with the Republic of Cyprus. The Council reiterates that recognition of all Member States is a necessary component of the accession process. The Council invites the Commission to continue to monitor closely and specifically report on all issues covered by the declaration of 21 September 2005 in its forthcoming annual report. On this basis, the Council will continue to closely follow and review progress made, in accordance with its relevant conclusions. The Council reiterates its call for progress without any further delay.

24.
The Council welcomes the engagement by the parties to the settlement of the Cyprus problem, as demonstrated in the joint declaration of 11 February 2014. As emphasised by the Negotiating Framework, the Council expects Turkey to actively support the negotiations aimed at a fair, comprehensive and viable settlement of the Cyprus problem within the UN framework, in accordance with the relevant UN Security Council resolutions and in line with the principles on which the Union is founded. Turkey’s commitment and contribution in concrete terms to such a comprehensive settlement is crucial. Under the current circumstances, the Council considers it more important than ever to ensure a positive climate so that negotiations for a comprehensive Cyprus’ settlement can resume.

MONTENEGRO

25.
The Council welcomes the progress made in the accession negotiations with Montenegro in the past year, including completion of the extensive screening phase and the beginning of the implementation of the new approach, following the opening of negotiations on the chapters Judiciary and Fundamental Rights and Justice, Freedom and Security.

26.
The Council welcomes the progress Montenegro has made with regard to implementation of reforms aimed to ensure the independence and increased efficiency of the judiciary, as well as the recent appointment of the new Supreme State Prosecutor, and the strengthening of the legislative framework for the protection of fundamental rights, including the law on the Ombudsman. The Council notes with satisfaction Montenegro’s work on a number of issues identified in the progress report and, in particular, the recent adoption of several important measures in the area of prevention of corruption. Montenegro has also continued to implement its obligations under the Stabilisation and Association Agreement, and to play an active role in the region. The Council welcomes Montenegro’s continued involvement in further developing regional cooperation, as well as its full alignment with the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy.

27.
Montenegro is now entering a phase when strong political commitment is required in order to deliver further tangible and lasting results. The Council will continue to monitor closely the progress in chapters 23 and 24 which will determine the overall pace of the negotiations as foreseen in the Negotiating Framework.

28.
The Council stresses that a number of shortcomings identified in the Commission's Progress Report of 8 October 2014 should be addressed in a decisive and effective way. In particular, progress in the area of judiciary and fundamental rights has been uneven. Montenegro needs to further intensify its efforts with regard to legislative reforms and their effective implementation: the interim benchmarks for chapters 23 and 24 should continue to provide clear guidance for future reforms. Particular attention should be given to making up for delays which have occurred, and to further developing a solid track record in the area of rule of law, including with respect to the fight against corruption, notably at high level. While welcoming the political commitment to the reform process by the Montenegrin government, further efforts are needed to guarantee freedom of expression and of the media. Moreover, constructive political dialogue between all political parties in Parliament is important, also in order to ensure citizens’ trust in the electoral process and in state institutions. Strengthening administrative capacities on EU-integration issues will be essential to maintain a positive momentum on the EU path. Increasing professionalism, transparency and tackling politicisation in the public administration also require particular attention. Montenegro should continue to pursue economic reform, notably tackling high unemployment and improving the business environment, while implementing fiscal consolidation measures.

29.
The Council looks forward to the next meeting of the Accession Conference on 16 December 2014.

SERBIA

30.
The Council welcomes the launch of accession negotiations with Serbia on 21 January 2014, and the on-going process of analytical examination of the EU acquis (screening). In this regard, the Council welcomes the high level of preparedness and engagement demonstrated so far by the Serbian Government in the process. In line with the new approach, opening benchmarks have been set under chapters 23 (Judiciary and Fundamental rights) and 24 (Justice, Freedom and Security) requiring Serbia to present comprehensive action plans, in line with the agreed recommendations. The Council positively notes that these chapters are being addressed early in the negotiations and that progress under these chapters will need to be made in parallel with progress in negotiations overall.

31.
The Council welcomes the progress made by Serbia in the past year, including in public administration reform, judicial reform and the fight against corruption and organised crime. Serbia actively participated in regional law enforcement cooperation, which led to effective results in the fight against organised crime. The Council notes with satisfaction Serbia’s ambitious programme of economic and structural reforms and its active involvement in further developing regional cooperation, including to promote economic development and law enforcement in the region.

32.
The Council encourages Serbia to further intensify its reform process. In particular, continued strong efforts are needed to ensure an effective, independent judiciary and to build up a track record in the fight against corruption and organised crime. Particular attention needs to be paid to the full respect of fundamental rights, including protection of the most vulnerable groups, particularly the Roma, as well as to the effective implementation of legislation on the protection of minorities, the non-discriminatory treatment of national minorities throughout Serbia, including in the areas of education, use of minority languages, access to media and religious services in minority languages, tackling discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity, and further improving the business environment and the investment climate. There are concerns about deteriorating conditions for the full exercise of freedom of expression. Attention should also be paid to implementing the public administration reform and to realising the economic and structural reforms to restore fiscal sustainability and ultimately support growth and employment. Serbia needs to proactively encourage the inclusiveness and transparency of the accession process.

33.
Serbia needs to maintain an active and constructive engagement in the normalisation process with Kosovo, which has seen significant progress. The Council will continue to monitor closely Serbia's continued engagement towards visible and sustainable progress in the normalisation of relations with Kosovo, including the implementation in good faith of all agreements reached so far, so that Serbia and Kosovo can continue on their respective European paths, while avoiding that either can block the other in these efforts and with the prospect of both being able to fully exercise their rights and fulfil their responsibilities. The Council recalls that progress in the process of normalising relations with Kosovo under chapter 35 needs to be made in parallel with progress in negotiations overall. Chapter 35 should be tackled early in and throughout the negotiations. This will provide a solid framework for monitoring implementation of agreements reached.

34.
The Council calls on Serbia to progressively align with EU Common Foreign and Security Policy in line with the Negotiating Framework. Serbia should continue to cooperate effectively with EULEX and contribute actively to a full and unhindered execution by EULEX of its mandate and in particular in judicial proceedings. The Council welcomes Serbia’s continued constructive engagement in regional cooperation and in strengthening relations with its neighbours.

35.
The Council looks forward to the next meeting of the Accession Conference and to the opening of the first negotiating chapters with Serbia.

ICELAND

36.
The Council recalls that following a decision of the Icelandic Government, accession negotiations have been on hold since May 2013. The Council notes that Iceland remains an important partner for the EU through its participation in the European Economic Area agreement, its membership of the Schengen area as well as through co-operation on Arctic matters. The Council stands ready to continue the negotiating process in line with the requirements of the Negotiating Framework, should Iceland decide to resume the negotiations.

37.
The Council also recalls its conclusions on EU relations with Non-EU Western European countries of 16 December 2014, which cover the EU’s bilateral relations with Iceland.

STABILISATION AND ASSOCIATION PROCESS

FORMER YUGOSLAV REPUBLIC OF MACEDONIA

38.
The Council welcomes the fact that the EU agenda remains the country’s strategic priority. The country has achieved a high level of alignment with the legislative acquis. However, there are serious concerns about increasing politicisation of state institutions and growing shortcomings with regard to the independence of the judiciary and media freedoms. Failure to deliver on these issues has damaged the sustainability of reforms. The Council urges the authorities to take decisive action to rapidly address these concerns.

39.
Recurrent political crises between government and opposition parties have showed the need for more constructive and inclusive political dialogue. It is the responsibility of both government and opposition to ensure that political debate takes place primarily in parliament and to contribute to creating the conditions for its proper functioning. As regards the inter-ethnic situation, greater trust between the communities needs to be built. The review of the Ohrid Framework Agreement needs to be completed rapidly and its recommendations implemented.

40.
As set out in the European Council conclusions of June 2008 and the General Affairs and External Relations Council conclusions of December 2008, maintaining good neighbourly relations, including a negotiated and mutually accepted solution to the name issue, under the auspices of the UN, remains essential. There is a need to bring the longstanding discussions on the name issue to a definitive conclusion without delay. Resolute action is required. In light of the overall importance of maintaining good neighbourly relations, the Council notes the continued high level contacts between the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Bulgaria and looks forward to their translation into concrete actions and results.

41.
The Council broadly shares the Commission's assessment that the political criteria continue to be sufficiently met on the basis of cumulative progress achieved and takes note of the Commission’s recommendation that accession negotiations be opened with the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. With a view to a possible decision of the European Council to open accession negotiations with the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, the Council will revert to the issue anytime in 2015, on the basis of an update by the Commission on implementation of reforms, including in the context of the High Level Accession Dialogue, and on tangible steps taken to promote good neighbourly relations and to reach a negotiated and mutually accepted solution to the name issue.

ALBANIA

42.
The Council welcomes the progress made by Albania, which led to the granting of candidate status in June 2014. It notes the positive steps taken in the fight against organised crime, with an intensification of law enforcement activities, notably on drug seizures and towards the reform of the judiciary.

43.
However, the Council notes that important challenges lie ahead. It also notes, in line with its 5 December 2011 conclusions, that the opening of accession negotiations will be considered by the European Council, in line with established practice, once the Commission has assessed that Albania has achieved the necessary degree of compliance with the membership criteria. Further to the Commission’s 2010 Opinion and recalling the conditions set out in its 11 December 2012 and 24 June 2014 conclusions, the Council reiterates that Albania will need to meet the key priorities for the opening of accession negotiations.

44.
The Council invites Albania to intensify its reform efforts and act decisively to address these key priorities. The Council underlines in particular the need for Albania to: continue the reform of the public administration with a view to enhancing its professionalism and depoliticisation; pursue a comprehensive reform of the judiciary to reinforce its independence, efficiency and accountability through an inclusive process and in close consultation with the Venice Commission; intensify its anti-corruption efforts and take further determined steps in the fight against organised crime, including drug cultivation and trafficking, with a view to establishing a solid track record of proactive investigations, prosecutions and convictions in both areas; and take effective legislative and policy measures to reinforce the protection of human rights and anti-discrimination policies, including the equal treatment of all minorities and access to rights for persons belonging to them, as well as to implement property rights. The Council calls on Albania to urgently address the identified shortcomings as regards freedom of expression and media, particularly to strengthen the independence of the media regulatory authority and the public service broadcaster. The Council also calls on the authorities to ensure sustained implementation of reforms already undertaken.

45.
Albania should continue economic reforms aimed at increasing competitiveness, improving the business and investment environment, achieving fiscal consolidation and addressing high unemployment and the high level of informality in the economy.

46.
The Council underlines that constructive and sustainable dialogue between the government and the opposition on EU-related reforms will be vital for progress towards the EU. It is the shared responsibility of both government and opposition to ensure that political debate takes place primarily in parliament and to contribute to creating the conditions for its proper functioning. The Council urges Albania to move forward with its plans to establish a National Council for European Integration, uniting all stakeholders, which should further help to enhance the inclusiveness of the reform process. The Council recalls its invitation to the Commission as set out in its 24 June 2014 conclusions to intensify its support, monitoring and assessment of Albania’s reform process, including in the context of the high level dialogue on the key priorities and through close interaction with the Member States.

47.
The Council welcomes Albania's constructive engagement in regional cooperation and good neighbourly relations, which remain essential, as well as its full alignment with the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy.
Bosnia and Herzegovina

48.
The Council expresses serious concern that the country remains at a standstill in its EU integration process due to a lack of collective political will on the part of the political leaders to address the reforms necessary for progress on the EU path. The Council therefore welcomes the renewed EU approach as set out in its conclusions of 15 December 2014.

49.
Moreover, taking into account the fragility of the socio-economic situation, which has been exacerbated by the severe floods which hit the country in May, the Council welcomes the initiatives of the Commission to focus on reforms and issues of direct concern to citizens. The Council welcomes the wider remit of the EU-Bosnia and Herzegovina Structured Dialogue on Justice covering additional rule of law matters, in particular the fight against corruption, the setting up of a joint EU-Bosnia and Herzegovina Working Group to accelerate the implementation of EU funded projects and the development of a ‘Compact for Growth and Jobs’ together with key actors including international financial institutions.

50.
The Council notes that the establishment of an effective coordination mechanism on EU issues would improve the country’s interaction with the EU, including with respect to IPA funding. Progress in this regard would open the way for Bosnia and Herzegovina to benefit fully from the funding available.

51.
The Council calls on Bosnia and Herzegovina to revise its position urgently so that an adaptation of the Interim Agreement/Stabilisation and Association Agreement can be finalised as soon as possible based on Bosnia and Herzegovina's traditional trade with Croatia.

52.
The Council calls on Bosnia and Herzegovina to act swiftly and with determination on the Council conclusions of 15 December 2014.

KOSOVO
53.
The Council notes the initialling in July of a Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) with Kosovo. This EU-only agreement would be the first comprehensive agreement between the EU and Kosovo. The Council takes note of the intention of the Commission to issue the proposals for its signature and conclusion as soon as possible, without prejudice to Member States' positions on status.

54.
The Council welcomes the end of the protracted political stalemate in Kosovo and the formation of the new institutions on 9 December 2014. It calls upon the new authorities in Pristina to engage swiftly on the reforms agenda as well as on the high level Dialogue with Belgrade.

55.
The Council calls on Kosovo to focus on the implementation of the comprehensive reforms necessary to meet its obligations under the proposed SAA. Kosovo faces numerous challenges, which will require strong political will. Particular attention should be paid to improving the rule of law, including judicial independence, and to intensifying the fight against organised crime and corruption. Welcoming Kosovo's progress thus far, the Council recalls that Kosovo needs to address shortcomings raised in the visa dialogue, including mitigating the security and migratory risks of potential visa liberalisation. The need for structural economic reforms addressing the high level of unemployment is becoming urgent. Important reforms such as electoral reform and public administration reforms need to be undertaken as a priority and the protection of minorities addressed.

56.
Kosovo needs to maintain an active and constructive engagement in the normalisation process with Serbia, which has seen significant progress. The Council will continue to monitor closely Kosovo's continued engagement towards visible and sustainable progress in the normalisation of relations with Serbia, including the implementation in good faith of all agreements reached so far, so that Kosovo and Serbia can continue on their respective European paths, while avoiding that either can block the other in these efforts and with the prospect of both being able to fully exercise their rights and fulfil their responsibilities. The Council recalls that progress in the process of normalisation of relations with Serbia is an essential principle of the proposed Stabilisation and Association Agreement and shall underpin the development of relations and cooperation between the EU and Kosovo.

57.
Kosovo should continue to cooperate closely and effectively with EULEX and contribute actively to the full and unhindered execution by EULEX of its renewed mandate. The Council calls for Kosovo, as a matter of priority, to implement the political commitment to establish the specialist court to hear cases arising out of the investigation led by the Special Investigative Task Force by adopting all the necessary legal changes."
Ensuring respect for the rule of law
The Council and the member states meeting within the Council adopted the following conclusions on ensuring respect for the rule of law:

"-
WELCOMING the note of the Presidency on “Ensuring Respect for the Rule of Law”
;
· EMPHASIZING that the European Union and its Institutions are committed to promoting EU values, including respect for the rule of law as laid down in the Treaties;
· UNDERLINING that the rule of law is one of the key values on which the Union is founded;
· EMPHASIZING the role of the Council in promoting a culture of respect for the rule of law within the European Union;
THE COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION AND THE MEMBER STATES MEETING WITHIN THE COUNCIL,

1.
commit themselves to establishing a dialogue among all Member States within the Council to promote and safeguard the rule of law in the framework of the Treaties;
2.
underline that this dialogue will be based on the principles of objectivity, non discrimination and equal treatment of all Member States;
3.
agree that this dialogue will be conducted on a non partisan and evidence-based approach;
4.
emphasize that such an approach will be without prejudice to the principle of conferred competences, as well as the respect of national identities of Member States inherent in their fundamental political and constitutional structures, inclusive of regional and local self-government, and their essential State functions, including ensuring the territorial integrity of the State, maintaining law and order and safeguarding national security, and should be brought forward in light of the principle of sincere cooperation.
5.
agree that this dialogue will be developed in a way which is complementary with other EU Institutions and International Organisations, avoiding duplication and taking into account existing instruments and expertise in this area;
6.
agree that this dialogue will take place once a year in the Council, in its General Affairs configuration, and be prepared by the COREPER (Presidency), following an inclusive approach. The Council will consider, as needed, to launch debates on thematic subject matters. The Presidency will ensure the full respect of the principles mentioned above (paragraphs 2, 3, 4 and 5) throughout the organisation of the dialogue;
7.
will evaluate, by the end of 2016, the experience acquired on the basis of this dialogue."
The dialogue established by the conclusions complements the existing means which the EU might use in the field of rule of law, namely the infringement procedure in the case of a breach of EU law and the so-called article 7 procedure of the Lisbon Treaty which allows for the suspension of voting rights in the case of a serious and persistent breach of EU values.
The adoption of the conclusions follows a discussion at the General Affairs Council on 18 November on the basis of a presidency note, which took account the conclusions on fundamental rights and the rule of law adopted by the Justice and Home Affairs Council in June 2013.
Europe 2020 mid-term review
Ministers took note of a summary report prepared by the presidency on the discussions and the main political messages of the different Council configurations in relation to the mid-term review of the Europe 2020 strategy.

The Europe 2020 Strategy is the EU's strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. The strategy is implemented and monitored in the context of the European Semester, the yearly cycle of coordination of economic and budgetary policies (with its specific aspects: budgetary, macroeconomic and structural reforms). Through this process, the Commission evaluates notably whether and to what extent the commitments undertaken by the Member States allow for the delivery of the Europe 2020 objectives.
European Semester

The Council took note of the Commission's Annual Growth Survey for 2015, in which it outlines the main features of its new jobs and growth agenda. It also took note of the 2015 European Semester roadmap as planned by the incoming Latvian presidency.

The Annual Growth Survey sets out what more can be done at EU level to help member states return to higher growth levels. To strengthen and sustain the recovery, the Commission proposes to pursue an integrated approach to economic policy built around three main pillars – boosting investment, accelerating structural reforms and pursuing responsible growth friendly fiscal consolidation. The adoption of the Annual Growth Survey kicks off the European Semester of economic and budgetary policy coordination.
The European Semester roadmap sets out how work will be taken forward under the Latvian presidency in the first semester of 2015. The objective of the roadmap is to ensure that all relevant Council formations work in a coordinated manner and to enable the General Affairs Council to oversee the process.
Preparation for the December European Council

The Council examined draft conclusions for the European Council meeting to be held on 18-19 December.

The European Council will focus on:

· improving the investment climate in Europe; in particular leaders will discuss the Commission's initiative of mobilising 315 billion euro of investment over the period 2015-2017 in the overall context of the EU's efforts to boost growth and jobs;
· the situation in Ukraine;
An annotated draft agenda was discussed by the Council on 18-19 November (14866/14).
Follow-up to the June European Council

By way of a follow-up to the June European Council, the Council took stock of the strategic agenda focusing on the chapter on the EU as a strong global actor.
The exercise was based on a presidency report (16384/14) which sets out a strategic overview of the state of play, the main issues and priorities for the EU's action in this area.

The strategic agenda for the Union in times of change was adopted by the European Council in June 2014.

Improving the functioning of the EU
The Council took note of a presidency report summarising the work of the Friends of the Presidency Group on improving the functioning of the EU.

The Friends of the Presidency Group was activated by the Italian presidency in September following the broad support of the General Affairs Council of 23 July for the idea of examining the current functioning of the EU.

The Friends of the Presidency Group met four times and examined horizontal questions including the role of national parliaments, inter-institutional relations, the work within the Council and the unexploited potential of the Lisbon Treaty.
Legislative programming

Ministers exchanged views on the Commission's 2015 work programme on the basis of a presentation by the Commission. This was a follow up to the Council's discussion on the Commission's priorities at the General Affairs Council on 18 November 2014.

The Council adopted the following Council conclusions on multiannual programming and legislative planning:
"The Council welcomes the intense and fruitful dialogue that has taken place with the Commission around the 2015 Commission Work Programme. This sets a good starting point for our future cooperation and will be further developed over the next years.

Recalling the existence of a structured dialogue between the European Parliament and the Commission, the Council will engage with the Commission to define appropriate modalities for the Council to provide inputs to the preparation of the annual work programme of the Commission and to monitor its implementation.

The Council looks forward to strengthening overall inter-institutional cooperation by ensuring a more rapid and efficient legislative process while preserving the quality of legislation.

To this end, the Council will endeavour to pursue work with the Commission and the European Parliament with a view to establishing a political framework for EU annual and multiannual programming by 2015. In the meantime, the Council looks forward to enhancing its cooperation with the European Parliament and invites the Commission to engage in a dialogue with the Council on the next annual work programme, in the spirit of this possible future agreement."

Further, the Council discussed the text of a draft joint declaration on multiannual programming and legislative planning and invited the presidency to pursue negotiations with the other institutions on that basis.

OTHER ITEMS APPROVED
GENERAL AFFAIRS

EU communication priorities for 2015-2016

The Council endorsed the following themes as communication priorities for the next two years:

a.
EU support to foster sustainable growth, innovation, competitiveness and employment;

b.
Freedom, security and justice (including "immigration/integration", with due attention to sustainable and coordinated policies);

c.
Energy and climate change;

d.
The EU's role in the world, with the focus on contributing to stability in its neighbourhood. Communication on this topic will also include the European Year of Development 2015, having regard to its transversal character and the unanimous engagement of all member states in the implementation of the Year.

The communication priorities will be discussed with the European Parliament and the Commission with a view to a joint political endorsement (16314/14).

Effects of the European Regional Development Fund on biodiversity

The Council adopted conclusions on the European Court of Auditors' special report entitled "Is the European Regional Development Fund effective in funding projects that directly promote biodiversity under the EU biodiversity strategy 2020?", as set out in 16332/14.

Presidency note on achievements in cohesion policy

The Council took note of a presidency note on the main achievements of the Italian presidency programme for cohesion policy set out in 16641/14.

Composition of the Committee of the Regions*

The Council adopted a decision on the composition of the Committee of the Regions (16808/14 + 16870/14 ADD 1). The objective of the decision is to ensure that the Committee of the Regions does not have more than 350 members, in line with article 305 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU.

Following Croatia's accession to the EU the number of members of the Committee was temporarily increased to 353.
The decision on the composition of the Committee of the Regions means that it is now possible to launch the procedure for the renewal of the Committee whose term of office ends on 25 January 2015. Next January, the Council should appoint 350 members and an equal number of alternates in order to allow a seamless continuation of the Committee's advisory activities.

FOREIGN AFFAIRS

EU Maritime Security Strategy Action Plan

The Council adopted the action plan for the European Union Maritime Security Strategy (EUMSS). The action plan sets out to implement the EUMSS, covering five areas: intensified external action; maritime awareness, surveillance and information sharing; capability development; risk management, protection of critical maritime infrastructure and crisis response; as well as maritime security research and innovation, education and training. See action plan.

Conclusions on non-EU Western European countries

The Council adopted conclusions on a homogeneous extended single market and EU relations with non-EU Western European countries (16325/1/14 REV 1).

Negotiating mandate for one or several association agreement(s) with Andorra, Monaco and San Marino

The Council adopted a mandate authorising the Commission to negotiate, on behalf of the Union and its member states, one or several association agreement(s) with Andorra, Monaco and San Marino.

COMMON SECURITY AND DEFENCE POLICY

EU monitoring mission in Georgia

The Council extended the mandate of the EU monitoring mission in Georgia (EUMM Georgia) until 14 December 2016. For more details, see press release.

DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION

Post-2015 agenda

The Council adopted conclusions on the post-2015 agenda, the new framework for the international community's efforts towards poverty eradication and sustainable development. The full text is set out here (16716/14).

New partnership for disaster management

The Council adopted the following conclusions on cooperation between humanitarian aid and civil protection authorities: building a new partnership for disaster management:

"1.
Recalling Decision No 1313/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 on a Union Civil Protection Mechanism
, which states that the Commission and the Member States shall identify and promote synergies between civil protection assistance and humanitarian aid funding provided by the Union and Member States in the planning of response operations for humanitarian crises outside the Union;

2.
Recalling Council Regulation No 1257/96 of 20 June 1996 concerning humanitarian aid
;
3.
Considering the Joint Statement by the Council and the Representatives of the Governments of the Member States meeting within the Council, the European Parliament and the European Commission of 2008 - "The European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid"
 which emphasises that civil protection assistance in response to humanitarian situations must be in line with the humanitarian principles and should be needs-driven and complementary to and coherent with humanitarian aid, recognises the central and overall coordinating role of the United Nations, particularly the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), in promoting a coherent international response to humanitarian crises; and specifies that, in complex emergencies, recourse to civil protection assets should rather be the exception;
4.
Recalling the Regulation (EU) No 375/2014 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 3 April 2014 establishing the European Voluntary Humanitarian Aid Corps ("EU Aid Volunteers initiative")
;
5.
Having regard to the Council conclusions on the EU approach to resilience of 28 May 2013
, which underline the importance of assisting vulnerable and disaster-prone countries and regions in developing effective early-warning information systems and disaster management and risk reduction strategies;

6.
Underlining the civilian nature of European civil protection, while considering the UN's “Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets to Support United Nations and Humanitarian Activities in Complex Emergencies” and the “Oslo Guidelines on the Use of Foreign Military and Civil Defence Assets in Disaster Relief”, which recall that the use of civil protection resources in response to humanitarian situations must be in line with the humanitarian principles and emphasise that military assets should only be used as a last resort under civilian leadership;
7.
Acknowledging that significant progress has been achieved in promoting closer cooperation between civil protection and humanitarian partners in recent years;

8.
Considering the outcome of the consultation meeting involving both civil protection and humanitarian aid experts, which took place in Brussels on 12 September 2014 and demonstrated the added value of improving synergies between humanitarian aid and civil protection authorities.
THE COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION
9.
Emphasises that enhanced cooperation between civil protection and humanitarian aid authorities in disaster response operations as well as in prevention and preparedness missions can make an important contribution to the shared objective of saving lives in risk-prone countries outside the Union.
10.
Stresses the importance of further enhancing the European response in humanitarian crises, building coordination and cooperation between civil protection and humanitarian aid assistance in line with the European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid.

11.
Agrees that in the field of disaster preparedness and response as well as disaster risk reduction, relations with the relevant United Nations bodies and UN-led structures in the field should be further enhanced with a view to improving cooperation and coordination, building upon existing arrangements, while recognising the UN's overall coordination role.

12.
While acknowledging their different mandates and modi operandi, recognises the complementary role of humanitarian aid and civil protection, and thus underlines the importance of increasing awareness amongst the two communities in order to strengthen synergies in providing the European response to disasters as well as in promoting disaster management.

13.
Underlines that the potential of the Emergency Response Coordination Centre (ERCC) in linking up civil protection and humanitarian aid authorities, together with other relevant EU bodies and services, should be further encouraged.
14.
Recognises the potential of the European Emergency Response Capacity (EERC/"voluntary pool") also in humanitarian crises outside the Union, emphasising that its mobilisation should not reduce the general preparedness level for disasters inside the Union and be considered on a case-by-case basis to ensure efficient response.

15.
Underlines the importance of building local capacities in disaster prone areas and recognises the potential input of European civil protection and humanitarian aid actors in strengthening the resilience of communities.
16.
Recognises the importance of Linking Relief, Rehabilitation and Development (LRRD) as part of an integrated approach towards mitigating crises and disasters, in particular through improved disaster preparedness.
Invites the Member States to:
17.
Promote, where relevant, initiatives to raise awareness regarding the mandates, roles and modi operandi of humanitarian aid and civil protection authorities, communities and experts in order to encourage an effective exchange of information and coordination within and between the Member States and the Union. This should include information-sharing, coordination arrangements and, where relevant, joint training and exercises.

18.
Foster coherence in the European response to humanitarian crises by:

· making full use of the Common Emergency Communication and Information System (CECIS) for information exchange between the civil protection points of contact;

· enhancing communication between the ERCC and the humanitarian aid authorities in the Member States including, where necessary, the identification of points of contact;

· sharing at national level, between humanitarian aid and civil protection authorities, relevant information available within the European Emergency and Disaster Response Information System (EDRIS) and the CECIS system.

19.
Encourage the sharing of knowledge and expertise in the field of disaster management, including best practices developed in cooperation with the scientific community and the use of innovative technologies and tools, to strengthen the capacity for disaster management in risk-prone countries outside the Union.

20.
Incorporate, where appropriate, the elements of early recovery in planning acute response thereby making the overall response more effective and efficient.
Invites the Commission to:
21.
Make the best use of the available tools to increase, where necessary, awareness and knowledge among the civil protection and humanitarian aid communities on their respective mandates, roles and modi operandi.

22.
Improve cooperation and coordination and in particular:

a)
Develop preparedness measures, through working groups from both civil protection and humanitarian aid communities, which can include practical guidance and Codes of Conduct for activities in different contexts, based on agreed international standards;

b)
Promote joint training, exercises and sharing good practices and lessons learned also based on the abovementioned preparedness measures;
c)
Develop a concept for the strategic use of advisory missions under the Union Civil Protection Mechanism, including their scope and duration, and where appropriate the use of European civil protection expertise in building or restoring national, regional and local disaster management structures, and supporting humanitarian partners in building capacities and strengthening the resilience of communities;

d)
Link up civil protection initiatives with ongoing and planned disaster preparedness initiatives of Member States and the Union such as development or humanitarian initiatives for disaster preparedness or disaster risk reduction, where possible and appropriate;

e)
Link relief with longer-term efforts including in terms of reconsidering the duration of civil protection missions and operations and/or ensuring handover to other players and funding instruments.

23.
Promote initiatives aimed at combining humanitarian aid and civil protection capacities in the field of disaster management. Such initiatives should be connected to development cooperation actions and instruments in coherence with the United Nations initiatives, in order to achieve synergies and ensure the sustainability of assistance provided outside the Union. Concrete steps in this direction could include, inter alia: possible pilot and preparatory initiatives in the field of disaster management, risk assessment, capacity building, early warning and host nation support involving both communities.

24.
Make efficient use of the ERCC in linking civil protection and humanitarian aid governmental authorities, notably through information exchange and regular consultation during crises.

25.
Convene regular joint meetings of the civil protection and humanitarian aid authorities of Member States to encourage further exchange of information and report back to the Council as appropriate."
ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL AFFAIRS
Taxation - Croatia - Gas oil used in demining operations

The Council adopted a decision allowing Croatia to apply a tax exemption to gas oil used to operate specialised machinery for humanitarian demining (16003/14 + 15429/14).

The tax exemption, granted in accordance with article 19 of directive 2003/96/EC, will provide an incentive for quicker clearance of suspected minefields in Croatia, freeing up agricultural land and forests.

VAT - Romania - Small businesses

The Council adopted a decision allowing Romania to continue applying a derogation for small businesses under the EU's common VAT system (16004/14 + 15430/14).

The measure, which derogates from article 287 of directive 2006/112/EC, relates to businesses whose annual turnover is below € 65 000. It concerns nearly 85% of Romanian taxpayers, who contribute to only 1.81% of VAT revenues.

Under the decision, which extends the application of decision 2012/181/EU, Romania can continue to apply the measure from 1 January 2015 to 31 December 2017.
JUSTICE AND HOME AFFAIRS

EU-Brazil agenda on migration and mobility

The Council took note of the text of the draft Joint Declaration for the establishment of a Common Agenda on Migration and Mobility (CAMM) to be negotiated with Brazil.
The Common Agenda is the new framework which the EU and its member states may use in tandem with the existing frameworks, in particular the Mobility Partnerships, to develop cooperation in the area of migration with relevant partner countries

See also: Commission communication: "Global Approach to Migration and Mobility" (17254/11).
*	This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/99 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.
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