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11th meeting, Podgorica, 17 July 2018
JOINT DECLARATION
The EU-Montenegro Civil Society Joint Consultative Committee (JCC) is one of the bodies set up under the Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the European Union and Montenegro. It enables civil society organisations from both sides to monitor Montenegro's progress towards joining the European Union and to adopt recommendations for the attention of the Montenegrin government and the EU institutions. 

The JCC is made up of twelve members, six from each side, representing the EESC and Montenegrin civil society. It is co-chaired during its current term (2018–2020) by Lidija Pavić-Rogošić, member of the EESC from Croatia and director of ODRAZ-Sustainable Community Development, and Pavle D. Radovanović, secretary general of the Chamber of Economy of Montenegro.
The members of the JCC discussed the state of play in Montenegro's EU accession negotiations, social policy and employment, with a special focus on the European Pillar of Social Rights, free movement of workers and the situation of civil society in Montenegro. 

1. Negotiations on Montenegro's accession to the European Union

1.1 The JCC welcomes the recent opening of Chapter 17 (economic and monetary union). This brings the number of open chapters to thirty-one, with three of them being provisionally closed. The JCC calls for increased efforts from the Montenegrin government towards meeting the benchmarks set for closing the chapters, especially the interim benchmarks in the rule of law chapters (Chapters 23 and 24). 

1.2 The JCC notes the recent positive signals from the EU institutions that show that the enlargement policy is and will be at the centre of the EU's attention in the coming years. It welcomes the Commission Communication of 6 February 2018 on "A credible enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the Western Balkans" in which it is stated that Montenegro is one of "the current front-runners in the process". The JCC welcomes the Commission Communication of 17 April 2018 entitled "2018 Communication on EU Enlargement Policy", accompanied by the "Montenegro 2018 Report", the Sofia Declaration of the EU-Western Balkans summit held on 17 May 2018 and its Priority Agenda, as well as the Council conclusions on Enlargement and Stabilisation and association Process adopted by the Council on 26 June 2018 and endorsed by the European Council on 28 June 2018.
1.3 The JCC takes note of the Commission assessment of 17 April 2018 of the Economic Reform Programme of Montenegro (2018-2020) and the Joint Council Conclusions of 25 May 2018 of the Economic and Financial Dialogue between the EU and the Western Balkans. The JCC notes that while the economy continues to grow and the employment situation is improving in Montenegro, the budget deficit and public debt are still a matter of concern. The JCC agrees that a healthy entrepreneurial sector is necessary to improve Montenegro's competitiveness and help reduce external imbalances. It stresses the fact that the business environment is directly linked to the rule of law.
1.4 The JCC agrees with the Commission's assessment that as regards governance in Montenegro, there is a need to strengthen transparency, stakeholder participation, and the government's capacity to implement reforms. It also shares its view that while mechanisms for government consultation of civil society organisations (CSOs) are in place, they need clear rules, and genuine involvement on both sides. The JCC reiterates the request to the Montenegrin authorities to enable free access to information for citizens, without unnecessary restrictions.
2. Social policy and employment
2.1 The JCC stresses the importance of the Labour Law, not only as the framework legislative act for the adoption of the EU's acquis communautaire in the area of labour relations, but also as a basis for the structural reforms of the labour market beneficial to the overall economic and social situation in Montenegro. It reminds the Montenegrin authorities of the importance of social dialogue and of consultation with all relevant stakeholders when drafting this key law. It invites the Commission to provide in a timely manner comments on the draft Labour Law, received by the Montenegrin government in May 2018, and to assist the Montenegrin authorities in transposing and correctly implementing the acquis.
2.2 The JCC invites the Montenegrin authorities to focus, in close cooperation with the social partners and other CSOs, on structural reforms in the area of social policy and employment, not least on the mismatch between the education system and labour market needs. It invites the Montenegrin government to pay special attention to the strengthening of administrative capacities, particularly when it comes to the labour inspection system, and to boost efforts to tackle the informal economy. The JCC calls the Montenegrin authorities to address regional disparities in the country and to provide for measures that will increase labour market participation of young people and women, while providing for the work-life balance of workers.
2.3 The JCC invites the Commission to explore how to integrate the European Pillar of Social Rights into the EU's accession negotiations with Montenegro, making sure to strengthening the existing parts of the process such as Economic Reform Programmes. It also invites the Montenegrin authorities to study the various proposals incorporated into the European Pillar of Social Rights and to take them into consideration when drawing up structural reforms.
2.4 The JCC stresses the importance of social dialogue and invites the Montenegrin authorities, including at the local level, to increase collaboration with the social partners and other non-state actors operating in the area of social policy and employment. It emphasises that the social partners should be consulted, more systematically and in a timely matter, on all the relevant legislative proposals and in all of its phases when developing strategic documents in the area of social policy and employment. The JCC invites once again the EU institutions and the Montenegrin government to provide for the strengthening of the overall capacities of the social partners.

2.5 The JCC welcomes the recent adoption of the new Law on Social Council and it expresses hope that its implementation will increase and strengthen the capacities of the Social Council, as well as its visibility and role. 
2.6 The JCC calls on the Montenegrin authorities to ensure, in practice, efficient protection of vulnerable groups, and to continue to improve their social inclusion. It notes with satisfaction that the work of the Ombudsman office has improved, and calls on the Montenegrin authorities to implement its recommendations in a consistent manner. The JCC welcomes the existence of the Ministry of Human and Minority Rights, and calls for its capacities to be strengthened.
2.7 The JCC calls on the Montenegrin authorities to work on the effective implementation of the Istanbul Convention on violence against women and domestic violence as well as on full alignment with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. It stresses the need to draft and adopt of a comprehensive strategy on de-institutionalisation and accessibility, in close cooperation with CSOs representing people with disabilities.
3. Free movement of workers
3.1 The JCC notes that, of the four freedoms enshrined in the Treaty, the free movement of workers is the one that continues to encounter the greatest obstacles in practice in the EU. However, it considers that the exercise of the free movement of workers, without obstacles or discrimination, will help to safeguard fundamental rights and will improve the EU's competitiveness, business productivity and the quality of employment for workers
3.2 In order to further reduce existing barriers to mobility, the JCC believes that additional measures should be adopted at EU level to make easily understandable information on labour and social law available to mobile workers in their respective national languages. It is also of the opinion that the relevant advice facilities should work closely with the social partners and EURES, ensuring that mobile workers are informed about social and legal conditions in the host countries before they leave their countries of origin. For the JCC, the free movement of workers on a basis of non-discrimination and equal treatment and the removal of remaining barriers to mobility remain a priority for the EU.
3.3 The JCC calls on the Montenegrin authorities to start to prepare in good time for participation in the coordination of social security systems and the EURES network, as well as for the usage of the European Health Insurance Card. It points out that participation in these complex processes demands substantial administrative capacities at the national and local level, and invites the Montenegrin government to invest enough resources to employ and train staff well in advance of EU accession.

3.4 The JCC welcomes the intention of the Montenegrin government to adopt, in 2018, the Law on protection of the citizens of Montenegro that work abroad and calls upon the Montenegrin authorities, when drafting such a law, to take into consideration the experience and best practices from the EU Member States. It points out to the Montenegrin authorities the potential danger of so-called "brain-drain" and invites them to ensure Montenegro is prepared to tackle it before the EU accession. 

3.5 The JCC welcomes the Montenegrin government's intention to draw up a Study on the impact of free movement of workers between Montenegro and Member States of the EU, financed by the EU Integration Facility, and calls for the social partners and other CSOs to be involved in drafting it.
4. The situation of the media and CSOs in Montenegro
4.1 The JCC acknowledges and shares the concerns expressed in the Commission's Montenegro 2018 Report relating to media freedom, especially when it comes to the national public broadcaster (RTCG). It regrets the instances of political interference in the work of the RTCG and the Agency for Electronic Media (AEM). On the other hand, the JCC welcomes the fact that the Montenegrin government clearly expressed its willingness to find a new institutional model for the Council of the public broadcaster. It calls on the public authorities to find an appropriate model for selecting the representatives of CSOs, including the associations of media, in the Council, which in any case should be based on consultation with all relevant CSOs.

4.2 The JCC points out that there have been no noticeable developments in investigations of old cases of violence against journalists, and regrets that the frequency of such cases has recently increased. The JCC strongly condemns the shooting of Vijesti journalist Olivera Lakić and invites the Montenegrin authorities to find and apprehend the culprits and instigators of this vicious crime. It calls on the EU institutions to closely follow the developments in the investigation of this particular case, as well as all other previous cases, when assessing the rule of law in the country.
4.3 The JCC welcomes the efforts that the Montenegrin government is undertaking with respect to the establishment of a functional and efficient Council for cooperation between governmental institutions and NGOs, although it notices that the progress so far has been rather slow. It points out that the lack of a proper institutional mechanism for such cooperation has resulted in reduced efficiency and lack of appropriate reaction in recent years, notably during the consultations for setting priorities for the funding of NGOs’ projects and programs from the State budget and the development of the new Strategy for improving enabling environment for the development of NGOs 2018-2020.
4.4 The JCC welcomes the fact that the Law on NGOs has started to be implemented and commends its new model of public financing of programs and projects of NGOs. However, it strongly encourages the adoption of the remaining by-law foreseen by the Law on NGOs, namely the Regulation on co-financing of EU funded projects of NGOs which should provide a strong impetus to more successful absorption of EU funds for civil society development in Montenegro. The JCC commits itself to closely monitor the progress in full implementation of the Law on NGOs.
4.5 The JCC stresses the importance of a fully functional National Office for Cooperation with NGOs, as the main coordinator of implementation of the Strategy for improving enabling environment for the development of NGOs 2018-2020. It regrets that the Office still does not have full capacities to perform its duties and stresses the need to further increase its visibility. 
4.6 The JCC welcomes the recently adopted Government Regulation on the election of representatives of NGOs in the working bodies of state administration institutions and on the conduct of public discussions when developing laws and strategies, and calls for its swift implementation, especially in regard to the quality of ministries’ feedback and reporting on the results of public consultations. The JCC reiterates its call for the Montenegrin government to adopt the decision on the criteria and procedure for allocating state space and property to CSOs, which will regulate models of non-financial support for CSOs at both national and local levels.

4.7 The JCC welcomes the efforts of the Office of the Chief Negotiator to open dialogue with the representatives of civil society and to include CSOs more effectively in the process of accession negotiations. The JCC calls for such cooperation to be regularly held, keeping in mind the complexity of the negotiation process, as well as the Montenegrin public administration's lack of administrative capacities. 
4.8 The JCC welcomes the establishment of the EU-funded Resource Centre for Civil Society Organisations in Montenegro. The JCC expresses its hope that the work of the centre will enhance the capacities of CSOs in the country and enable better cross-sectoral cooperation and communication between CSOs in the EU accession negotiation process.
_____________

The next JCC meeting will be held in Brussels in the second half of 2018. The topics to be discussed include Chapter 3 (Right of establishment and freedom to provide services) and Chapter 24 (Justice, freedom and security), with a special emphasis on migration, as well as an overview of civil society in the country. The JCC meeting to be held in 2019 in Montenegro will discuss Chapter 27 (Environment) and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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