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Committee on Foreign Affairs

The Chair


Ref.: D(2020)12149

To:

Josep Borrell, Vice-President of the Commission / High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy

Olivér Várhelyi, Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement

Phil Hogan, Commissioner for Trade

Dear Vice-President, dear Commissioners,

An unprecedented health and economic emergency caused by the coronavirus/COVID-19 calls for joint European action through urgent and exceptional measures. As a crisis that transcends national borders, COVID-19 and its effects can be effectively contained only through comprehensive and rapid action, based on solidarity, starting with our closest neighbours. The decision - albeit belated - on opening of accession talks with Albania and North Macedonia has been a highly symbolic demonstration of solidarity by the EU Member States in these difficult times.

A comprehensive approach towards our Western Balkan partners is in the EU’s own interest of containing this health emergency. We reiterate our full support to the Commission's ongoing efforts to address the coronavirus/COVID-19 crisis in the EU’s immediate neighbourhood, as already expressed in the joint letter by the Chairs of the Committees on Foreign Affairs, Development and Budget of 24 March. The Western Balkan countries, undertaking difficult EU-related reforms and facing challenges such as poverty, migration and natural disasters, remain extremely vulnerable to external shocks.

In this regard, we welcome both the €38 million support to cover immediate needs of public health systems and the reallocation of €374 million to support socio-economic recovery in the Western Balkans 

The expansion of the Green Lanes to ensure the flow of essential goods with the region, the activation of the EU Civil Protection Mechanism to help stranded citizens and solutions on the overstay in the Schengen area are other important practical steps. The co-ordination with and within the regional bodies, including the RCC, Transport Community, CEFTA is essential for ensuring a continued regional co-operation.

It is clear that much more needs to be done to strengthen the resilience of the Western Balkans. We welcome the Commission’s recent decision to expeditiously incorporate the Western Balkans in additional joint EU initiatives on tackling the coronavirus fallout, in particular their inclusion into the joint procurement schemes for protective personal equipment. 

The coronavirus crisis will undoubtedly become a major strain on the transformation of the EU aspirants, which had repeatedly called for rapid EU assistance and resolute action on helping tackle COVID-19.

We are also convinced that a simple redistribution and front-loading of the existing funds under the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA II) will not suffice and additional resources are needed. While contingency planning is required to ensure the continuation of the ongoing programmes, the IPA III will have to adequately address the fallout from the coronavirus during the next financing period. The EU must also help leverage massive additional resources through International Financial Institutions.

We remain convinced of the need to further extend the geographic scope of the European Union Solidarity Fund to cover all the Western Balkan countries, as already emphasised in the above-mentioned letter. Furthermore, our Western Balkan partners should be exempted from the temporary export authorisation scheme for protective equipment, which should not be prolonged once expired. 

Last, but not least, a better visibility of the EU action on the ground and countering of disinformation must remain a priority during COVID-19. 

We would like to take this opportunity to thank you for your efforts to tackle the COVID-19 crisis and would like to ask to keep the European Parliament timely and fully informed of further developments.

Yours sincerely,

David McALLISTER 

Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs
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Mr Michael GAHLER (EPP, DE)

Ms Željana ZOVKO (EPP, HR) - Deputy Coordinator

Mr Tonino PICULA (S&D, HR)

Ms Hilde VAUTMANS (RE, BE)
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Copy:

Pascal Canfin, Chair of the Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety

Bernd Lange, Chair of the Committee International Trade

Stella Kyriakides, Commissioner for Health and Food Safety

Janez Lenarčič, Commissioner for Crisis Management

Johannes Hahn, Commissioner for Budget and Administration
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