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(Reply adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 12 February 2004 at the 872nd meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies) 

——————————————

1.
The Committee of Ministers has noted with interest Recommendation 112 (2002) on the Forums of Cities and Regions of South-eastern Europe.

2.
It wishes firstly to congratulate the Congress on its initiative, which aims to bring local elected representatives from South-East Europe together on a regular basis to discuss topical issues and develop co-operation between cities in the region.  The holding of these meetings and the conclusions arising therefrom help to establish close co-operation between elected representatives and contribute to the strengthening of local democracy in the region.

3.
With regard to the proposals set out in paragraph 9 of the Recommendation, the Committee of Ministers wishes to inform the Congress that it has scrutinised them closely.  At the invitation of its Rapporteur on local and regional authorities, representatives of states in the region and representatives of other interested states have met on several occasions to exchange views on their policies in the field of transfrontier co-operation between local and territorial authorities.

4.
These exchanges of views led to a consensus in favour of drawing up a Political Declaration on transfrontier and inter-territorial co-operation between states in South-eastern Europe, which was adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 6 November 2003 in Chişinău, at its 113th session.

5.
In the Declaration, the Committee of Ministers declares inter alia that it is willing to provide member states with assistance in order to facilitate their accession to the European Outline Convention on Transfrontier Co-operation between Territorial Communities or Authorities. 

6.
In addition, states in the region and any neighbouring states which so wish will be able to receive Council of Europe assistance with a view to concluding any interstate agreements designed to enhance transfrontier and inter-territorial co-operation, having regard to the model agreements appended to the Madrid Outline Convention.

7.
The Committee of Ministers wishes to draw the Congress’s attention to the Appendix to the Political Declaration, which contains the principles that should guide interstate agreements and mentions areas where such agreements might, inter alia, be concluded.  These include the lifting of visa requirements and the replacement of passports by identity cards, with due regard for states’ international obligations. 

8.
The Committee of Ministers believes that the Chişinău Declaration reflects the willingness of all the member states to support the efforts of a number of states with a view to ratifying the Madrid Outline Convention and its protocols and concluding subsequent agreements inter se.

9.
The Committee of Experts on transfrontier co-operation (LR-CT) can provide the technical forum within which such agreements may be discussed and drafted, at the instigation of the states concerned and with the support of the Secretariat. 

10.
As regards allocating “more resources” to developing local democracy and civil society, the Committee of Ministers recognises that, in a difficult budgetary environment the funds directly assigned in the ordinary budget for 2003 to co-operation projects in the field of local democracy are lower than in 2002. On the other hand, this reduction has been offset by an increase in the funds allocated to “local democracy” in joint programmes with the European Commission. 

11.
For 2004, the Committee of Ministers encourages member states to make voluntary contributions in support of local and regional democracy or transfrontier co-operation projects.

12.
The Committee of Ministers wishes to point out that the assistance programmes for the countries of South-East Europe and in particular the “post-accession” programmes for Serbia and Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina are continuing and expanding.  The Committee of Ministers is pleased to note that the Council of Europe’s activities are gaining a firm foothold in the region, are increasingly being deployed on the basis of long-term, national strategies and are attracting support from other international organisations and institutions.  These synergies make it possible to provide better-targeted, more effective aid.

13.
The Committee of Ministers is aware of the importance of enhanced local democracy for democratic stability and social and economic development.  It will continue its efforts to ensure the availability of resources so that the Council of Europe can satisfy the demand for assistance in this priority area and play its role to the full.  

14.
The Committee of Ministers appreciates the Congress’s work in establishing and strengthening the Network of Associations of Local and Regional Authorities of South-East Europe.  It urges member states and the other institutional partners, such as the national associations of local authorities, to assist the operation of this network and to support its activities. 

15.
The Committee of Ministers wishes finally to inform the Congress that it has forwarded Recommendation 112 (2002) to the member states and to the European Commission as well as to the Council of Europe’s Social Development Bank and the Steering Committee on Local and Regional Democracy (CDLR), for information.

Internet : http://www.coe.int/cm 
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