EU-Balkan Countries Cooperation in Science and Technology 

2nd ad-hoc Group meeting of High Level Officials

Brussels, 2 February 2005

Draft Summary of Conclusions

According to the provisions of the ‘EU-Balkan countries Action Plan in S&T’, adopted in June 2003 during the Greek Presidency of the EU, an ad-hoc group of High Level Officials is taking the responsibility to monitor its implementation.  Participation at the ad-hoc group is open to all the countries of the region and to EU Member States on a voluntary basis.  The European Commission is also member of the ad-hoc group.

The first meeting of the ad-hoc group took place in Florence in November 2003, during the Italian Presidency of the EU and with the active support of the European Commission.  

This second meeting held in Brussels has been attended by representatives from XX countries, including all the Western Balkan countries.  The European Commission has also been strongly represented including representatives from Research, Information Society and Joint Research Center Directorates General.  This enhanced participation is considered as a strong signal of the dynamic that has been created.

During the meeting the following points have been highlighted:

Conclusions from the activities so far

· One of the main achievements of the Action Plan has been the creation of a momentum at the highest political level for concrete RTD activities towards the Balkan region and, more specifically, towards the integration of the Western Balkan countries in the European Research and Innovation Area (ERA).

· The networking, communication and exchange of information among the countries of the region, with the EU Member States and the European Commission has improved, as well as, the participation in joint projects.

· With great satisfaction, the ad-hoc group took note of the fact that the representatives both from the Western Balkan Countries and the EU Member States emphasised the mutual benefit of the developing collaboration activities.

· There was very satisfactory response to the initiatives undertaken by the European Commission and, more specifically, participation to the Specific Activities for the Western Balkan countries included in the 6th Framework Programme.

· There is a long list of ongoing activities covering all the main fields of intervention foreseen in the Action Plan, i.e. activities for the improvement of Infrastructure, activities to increase the Human Potential, activities towards Institution Building and Joint RTD activities.  A brief overview of these activities is annexed to the Workprogrammes 2004 and 2005.

· Most of the activities undertaken so far have been supported financially through the 6th Framework Programme of the European Union or through Bilateral Programmes.  There is a need to exploit more efficiently other regional programmes, as well as, national and international sources of funding.

· The ad-hoc group achieved to maintain the momentum and to monitor the implementation of the Action Plan. Nevertheless, the ad-hoc group sees the necessity for a more permanent forum for monitoring research collaboration activities and for political dialogue. For such a forum  support by the European Commission would be needed.

Future Perspectives

Many activities are already foreseen in the near future in the frame of the implementation of the Action Plan, covering all its fields of intervention (Workprogramme 2005). The remaining time of FP6 should be used for further broadening and deepening the collaboration between EU Member States and the Western Balkan Countries, especially by supporting the further development of centres of excellence in the region.

Meanwhile, since the discussions for the structure and content of the 7th Framework Programme are in progress, there is a need to highlight the necessity to maintain and enhance specific activities dedicated to the Western Balkan region.

· A dedicated section in FP7, increased budget allocation and topics selected through extensive dialogue with policy makers and experts from the region to identify their needs, will contribute significantly to the integration of the Western Balkan countries in the European Research and Innovation Area.

· In addition, also Member States’ areas of interest for cooperation with the Western Balkan Countries have to be identified together with the appropriate instruments for joint activities.

· Besides efforts to integrate universities and non-university research organisations in the European research activities, developing collaborative links with industry and  SMEs from the region should be a specific objective, too. The systems of National Contact Points (NCP) for providing information and assistance on FP6 and FP7 to researchers in the region should be further strengthened with the support of NCPs in the Member States.

· The Marie Curie scheme should offer enhanced possibilities for the Western Balkan Countries to utilise research mobility as a strategic means to establish cooperative links with organisations in the Member States. Return fellowships for researchers from the region should be offered to counteract brain drain. 

· In FP6, important progress is being made in coordinating bilateral RTD programmes targeting the Western Balkan Countries.  In FP7, such activities should be further strengthened.

· In addition, the potential of specific S&T cooperation agreements between the European Union and countries from the region should be explored.

Initiatives towards the CARDS programme should be undertaken without delay to seek the support of this programme for the improvement of the research infrastructure of the Western Balkan countries. In addition, the inclusion of broader ‘research related’ activities in the next programming period of CARDS is perceived as an important objective to fulfil for faster integration of the Western Balkan countries in ERA. Also, synergies between research activities under the EU Framework Programme and  the activities under the CARDS TEMPUS scheme should be utilised.

In addition, more active exploitation of other sources of funding should be envisaged (e.g. Interreg, EIB, NATO, national programmes, etc.).

By end of April, the ad-hoc group could prepare a specific document with more detailed proposals for the integration of the Western Balkan Countries into the research activities under the 7th EU RTD Framework Programme. 

Since the duration of the Action Plan has been set to 3 years (June 2003 – June 2006), it is essential to initiate the political dialogue on the necessity and possibility to adopt a new Action Plan that will further catalyse the integration of the Western Balkan countries in the ERA, taking in account the achievements so far and the future needs.
Page 1 of 2

