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Migration flows and social cohesion in South-East Europe: the role of local and regional authorities – 

Recommendation 147 (2004) of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe
(Reply adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 13 July 2005 at the 935th meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies)

——————————————

1.
The Committee of Ministers has considered with interest Congress Recommendation 147 (2004) on migration flows and social cohesion in South-East Europe: the role of local and regional authorities and would like to assure the Congress that it continues to pay particular attention to the issue of refugees and displaced persons in South-East Europe. In 2005, eight projects relevant to South-East Europe are being funded by the Confidence-building Measures Programme.  In addition, a further six projects have been approved subject to obtaining voluntary contributions.  These 14 projects have as their primary objective the promotion of interethnic dialogue, reconciliation and tolerance either within a specific country or between two or more countries of the region.  In addition, the Confidence-building Measures Programme is currently supporting Local Democracy Agency projects in the field of intercultural dialogue in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia and Montenegro.  Indeed, its promotion would only benefit if the relevant member states in South‑East Europe would delete from their respective legislation any element liable to encourage discrimination vis-à-vis refugees and/or displaced persons living in their territory and to introduce legal assistance measures for such populations.

2.

Apart from the Confidence-building Measures Programme, the Council of Europe is implementing a wide range of activities in South East Europe in both higher education (higher education reform, recognition of qualifications, legislation) and history teaching.  These activities are highly relevant to confidence building in the region. In the course of implementation of the above-mentioned activities, the Council of Europe established very good working relations with other international organisations, in particular with the OSCE, which proved to be efficient and productive. Since 2000, the youth sector has been the first to pursue a priority programme on promoting intercultural dialogue and peace, notably in South-East Europe with a wide variety of training and various activities, thus bringing together young people.  The issues dealt with were: conflict resolution and transformation, restoring and promoting dialogue and confidence among young people, and promoting tolerance.  Such activities have, on many occasions, resulted in the participants themselves developing and implementing follow up activities within and between their different communities in order to continue and multiply these processes.
3.
As regards the work of the Council of Europe in the field of transfrontier co-operation, and in particular, the possible ratification by states of South-East Europe of the Madrid Outline Convention and its Protocols, the Council of Europe Secretariat (Directorate of Co-operation for Local and Regional Democracy) has as one of its priorities the provision of assistance and advice with a view to facilitating the signature and ratification of the Madrid Outline Convention.  To this effect, a “check list” of measures to be taken prior to or after ratification by member states and Contracting Parties has been drawn up and disseminated among interested countries.  The Committee of Ministers recently adopted Recommendation Rec(2005)2 on good practices in and reducing obstacles to transfrontier and interterritorial co-operation between territorial communities or authorities, which also identifies measures that member states could take with a view to implementing to the full the Outline Convention.

4.
On this basis, the Secretariat has so far provided technical assistance to Bosnia and Herzegovina and is in touch with other countries of the region that have expressed an interest in receiving such advice.

5.
As a follow-up to the Chisinau Political Declaration adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 6 November 2003, the Secretariat has convened two informal consultation meetings open to the countries of South-East Europe and their neighbours, with a view to identifying areas suitable for inclusion in a regional agreement on cross-border co-operation as appropriate.  Having regard to the views expressed by the states concerned, the Secretariat is currently working on preliminary convention texts aimed at facilitating local frontier traffic and cross-border co-operation in the event of disasters.  The Committee of Experts on Transfrontier Co-operation is kept informed of these developments and has expressed its readiness to assist, as appropriate, with the formal drafting of legal texts.

6.
The Secretariat is also assisting the states and territorial authorities concerned with the establishment of Euroregions. The “Eurobalkan” Euroregion based on the co-operation between the cities of Niš (Serbia), Skopje (“the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia”) and Sofia (Bulgaria) was set up in 2003. The discussions leading to the establishment of the “Ohrid-Prespa” Euroregion encompassing neighbouring territorial authorities of Albania, “the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia” and Greece stopped short of the formal signature of an agreement, at the end of the year 2004, for technical reasons.  The Secretariat is hopeful that the signature will be possible in 2005. 

7.
The Secretariat closely follows the developments in other parts of the South-East Europe region and is ready to provide technical assistance to local authorities willing to establish institutional forms of co‑operation, in particular in the Gijlan-Preshevo-Kumanovo area and in the Dubrovnik-Trebinje-Herceg Novi area.

8.
As regards the legal status of transfrontier co-operation bodies, the Committee of Experts on Transfrontier Co-operation is currently examining a draft legal instrument on “Euroregional co-operation groupings”.  If approved, this text could become a third protocol to the Madrid Outline Convention.  The European Ministers responsible for local and regional government, meeting on 24 and 25 February 2005 in Budapest for their 14th session, decided to continue the work with a view to adopting a “third protocol”.

9.
The Committee of Experts is fully aware of the proposal for a Regulation of the Council and the European Parliament establishing the “European Groupings of transfrontier co-operation”, presented by the European Commission on 14 July 2004.  The European Commission was represented at the latest meeting of the Committee and is invited to the meeting of the working party that will discuss the draft third protocol before the next meeting of the LR-CT.

10.
As regards the Council of Europe Development Bank (CEB), it is important to note that, since 2000, the CEB approved 3 projects in South-East Europe specifically aimed at financing housing projects in favour of refugees and IDP’s for a total amount of €76.6 million. In addition, projects in the field of health, education and job creation partially concerned refugees and IDPs.

11.
The CEB, in line with its statutory purpose, decided also to grant donations in favour of these vulnerable groups. In response to 1999 Kosovo crisis, the CEB donated €2 million for the provision of water supply in the regions hosting refugees in Albania and FYROM. In March 2001 the CEB approved a €1 million donation for the provision of food aid, drinking water and sewerage to the displaced population in “the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia”.  In September 2001 the CEB approved a €0.3 million donation for the improving the living conditions of internally displaced minorities in Kosovo. Further, in 2004-2005 the CEB approved two donations for a total amount of $0.8 million for projects of sustainable return of IDPs in Bosnia and Herzegovina and two donations for a total amount of $1.2 million for projects of local integration of refugees in Serbia and Montenegro. These four donations administered by the UNHCR included finding a durable housing solution for the selected beneficiaries.

12.
Moreover, two workshops were also organised by the CEB’s management and the Secretariat of the Partial Agreement in Bosnia-Herzegovina (May 2004) and in Serbia and Montenegro (March, 2005) to provide information on the activity of the CEB to representatives of the national authorities, central banks and other international organisations present in the country. CEB representatives also took part and made presentations in the 9th (Novi Sad, April 2002) and the 11th (Budva, October 2004) Economic Forums of Cities and Regions of South-Eastern Europe organised by the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe.

13.
It is to be noted that CEB has currently several projects under preparation in favour of refugees and displaced persons from this geographic area.  Taking into account the  administrative obstacles which exist at the national and/or local and regional authorities’ level, the CEB deploys efforts to identify solutions for developing projects using mechanisms which directly involve the local authorities and to establish models to be used in the future for facilitating the access of public authorities to this type of financing.

14.
As for the European Committee on Migration, the Committee of Ministers has agreed to instruct it to consider which new activities could potentially promote the permanent return of displaced persons, particularly through training programmes for public service staff aimed at improving understanding and enhancement of ethnic and cultural diversity, or programmes to promote fair access to public services and employment.
Internet : http://www.coe.int/cm 
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