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STANDING CONFERENCE OF TOWNS AND MUNICIPALITIES
ALLIANCE OF THE TOWNS AND MUNICIPALITIES OF SERBIA
· 40th Regular Meeting of the General Assembly 

CONCLUSIONS
In Belgrade, December 2012

The towns and municipalities of the Republic of Serbia, members of the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities – Association of the Towns and Municipalities of Serbia, gathered at the 40th General Assembly meeting of the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities, held on 12 December 2012 in Belgrade, and adopted the following
CONCLUSIONS
in view of promoting the role of local self-government within the process of the Republic of Serbia accession to the European Union, specifically in the area of preparing local self-governments internally and taking action at national, province, and EU level, the towns and municipalities: 

· believe that local self-government is the critical level for effective implementation of EU integration process, both with regard to the implementation of standards and the values contained in the Community acquis and with regard to preparing and implementing the projects funded from the EU funds and informing the citizens about what they can expect in the integration process and after the accession;

· stressed that it is necessary that local self-governments improve their administrative capacities for assuming the commitments under the Community acquis, implementing the EU standards and values, and for EU projects preparation and implementation;
· stressed that they are ready to, supported by central government, implement the modernisation, professionalization and depolitisation of local administration, as well as establish and consolidate organisational units for the implementation of EU related tasks in local self-government, which would contribute to better internal and external communication with regard to EU issues; 
· stressed that it is necessary to, in cooperation with central government, devise the ways to combat corruption  in a manner that needs to be continuous and systemic, along with applying anti-corruption programs and establishing anti-corruption structures at local level;  

· stressed that it is critical to take measures to prevent fluctuations and outflow of local self-government staff and ensure project continuity even after the changes resulting from elections;

· undertook to, supported by the central government, continuously train the local self-government staff with regard to EU legislation and policies, foreign languages, IT skills, and managerial competency, namely the competency to design and manage projects;
· expressed their intention to, as regards the withdrawals from the EU funds and the implementation of commitments under the EU legislation,  improve their capacity in the field of local finances for the implementation of regulations and standards, including proper and responsible management of finances, existence of internal audit and control systems, and raising the capacity for the implementation of EU rules for public procurement;
· believe that it is critical that local self-government beforehand prepare proposals of projects to be EU funded, that it should be familiar with the EU rules and procedures, and that it should apply for several programs and measures, ensuring the competitiveness against other towns and municipalities in the country and abroad. 
· believe that it is necessary to have a previously adopted mechanism for the division of accountability in the event of any financial corrections/sanctions in connection to project implementation, as well as that particular focus should be placed on the grants intended for environmental protection and energy efficiency which can adversely affect the price of utility services after the accession. 

· called attention to the request to have strategic planning at local level aligned with national and province priorities, respecting the priorities set at the EU level and ensuring a programme budgeting system for investment projects and projects funded from IPA and other funding programs,  and obligatory implementation of the LSDS (Local Sustainable Development Strategy) methodology recommended by the European Commission, entering the priority infrastructural projects into the SLAP IT system; 

· pointed out that documentation for investment projects must be prepared based on the built strategic framework, to ensure timely access to potential EU funding sources  and establish public-private partnerships at local level; 

· emphasised the importance of inter-regional linkages and partnerships between local self-governments for strategic planning of regional development and the implementation of regional infrastructural projects, considering that it is a critical factor in getting a large number of projects approved and implemented as well as for the introduction of new competences and standards, particularly with regard to water supply and waste management. Moreover, they stressed that it is necessary to establish a legal and institutional framework for inter-municipal cooperation in the development of regional strategies, provision of services, and implementation of projects;

· pointed out that it is necessary to, within project implementation, carefully select the consultants, contracts and implementing parties, and to ensure accountable spending of funds at the EU and other projects, with consistent application of monitoring and evaluation mechanisms;

· undertook to improve communication with general population about the benefits and obligations pending within the accession process and to include the citizens in the process of making the decisions relevant for the development of local community, so as to ensure the legitimacy of the decision on acceding the EU;

· demanded that central government timely includes towns and municipalities in the EU integration and negotiation processes so that their needs and interests would be taken into account when the government  assumes commitments under the EU legislation and so that support is provided to the Republic of Serbia negotiation structures to take negotiation positions that best represent the interests of local self-government and objectively define the transitional periods; 

· pointed out to the central government that any financial penalties for the obligations that are unrealistically assumed within the EU accession negotiations will be paid by all, namely for the most part by the citizens;

· pointed out that it is necessary that central government and local self-governments take joint effort to conduct analyses and review the implementation of the Community acquis, and allow local self-governments to provide their opinions on the findings of the screening conducted in the negotiation chapters they consider most critical for them;

· pointed out to the Government and the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia that  the previous requirement for the EU integrations to be successful at local level is to ensure full ratification of the European Charter of Local Self Government, namely to implement the principle of subsidiarity in shifting the competences and financial independence to local self-governments, ensuring that financial funds are sufficient for the discharge of delegated competences;

· stressed that it is necessary to, in financing large infrastructural projects in the areas of water and waste management, have a strategic approach at all levels;

· stressed that it is necessary to involve local self-governments in the process of strategic plans development at national level;  

· pointed out that it is necessary to set up a sustainable system for co-financing the EU-funded projects, namely they demanded that central government provides to local self-governments additional financial support for the implementation of EU standards, since local self-governments would otherwise be imposed additional costs which would generate no income whatsoever. They also demanded that the national level develops the models of tender documentation within public procurements processes, specifically for the construction, delivery of goods, and provision of services;

· undertook to support the central government in devising more practical and simpler procedures for the absorption of funds under EU programmes; 

· believe that it is necessary to, at local level, set up a system for timely dissemination of information about the implications of the implementation of specific  EU laws and regulations and the institutional, administrative, and financial capacity required for their implementation, so as to call the attention of the national government and the national association of local government to the changes that need to take place in the coming period; 

· believe that it is necessary that the national association is provided the information related to the implementation of EU policies required for advocacy on priority topics (local budgets, co-financing needs, implementation of EU legislation, etc.) in front of province and central governments;

· pointed out the importance of twining and networking with local governments in the EU Member States, joint implementation of projects, participation in the EU organisations that gather together self-governments, cooperation with the Committee of Regions, use of existing resources for connecting with foreign professional associations (chambers of commerce, economic attaches, etc.), and accountable and reasonable approach to the opening of offices in Brussels.  

In view of promoting the role of the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities – the Association of Towns and Municipalities (SCTM) in Serbia in the accession of the Republic of Serbia to the European Union, specifically in the area of supporting its members, taking action at national, province, and EU level, and in the area of internal preparations, the towns and municipalities: 

· pointed out that it is of critical importance that the SCTM ensures for its members a regular flow of information about key legislative initiatives and opportunities for financing from EU funds and programmes, and the obligations arising from the application of EU standards in a timeframe agreed within the negotiation process;

· believe that the SCTM should offer basic and advanced training to local self-government in the area of EU integrations, primarily for the implementation of the regulations from the EU sectoral policies;

· pointed out that it is necessary that the SCTM, in cooperation with the central government, examine the possibilities to develop, for local self-government units,  sectoral manuals on the alignment of legal documents with the EU regulations that will be the subject matter of negotiations and which will be implemented at local level, as well as that it provides support to local self-government to define the transitional periods in the negotiation chapters relevant for local self-government;

· stressed that it is necessary that the SCTM provides support in setting up a local network of experts relevant for the Euro-integrations area and that, in cooperation with other actors, it examines the possibilities to create a fund for credit financing the projects of local self-government (interest free or with low interest rates) or other type of assistance for local self-government with regard to co-financing;

· believe that the SCTM should develop, for local self-government, the manuals and materials for the preparation and implementation of projects funded by EU;
· demanded that the SCTM endeavours to have the mandatory consultations with local governments about relevant issues in the process of EU integrations relevant for the local level of government incorporated into the Rules of Procedures of the National Assembly and the Government of the Republic of Serbia; 

· pointed out that it is necessary that the SCTM participates in the national screening of already adopted regulations and EU standards in the areas in which the implementation already takes place at local level and is in line with the national transposition of the Community acquis in domestic legal system, directing the advocacy activities towards the avoidance of unnecessarily strict rules or additional bureaucracy. To this end, the SCTM should be involved in the development of the National Programme for Adopting the Community Acquis; 
· demanded that the national association, as the gathering point of towns and municipalities, be given an important role in accession negotiations, that it actively and being fully prepared, depending on the capacity and available information, participate in the relevant sub-groups for negotiations, particularly in the chapters of critical importance for the work of local self-government (preparing the negotiation positions and defining the transitional periods,  namely avoiding the unrealistic timeframes and obligations, meeting the parameters for chapter opening and temporarily closing) and strive to integrate the local self-government dimension in them; 

· stressed that it is of utmost importance that the SCTM continuously calls the attention of national authorities that it is of critical importance to avoid that any commitment be assumed in the negotiation process which local self-government cannot meet within a defined timeframe or to a defined extent;

· pointed out that the SCTM  should provide support to central and province governments in the preparation of strategic and action plans, bearing in mind EU priorities; participate in programming the resources from EU funding programmes so as to take into account the priorities of local self-government; and to become involved in the process of preparing guidelines for applying for EU funding programmes, with the participation in the IPA Monitoring Committee; 

· demanded that the SCTM focuses its efforts to ensure equality in access to financing for local self-governments and that local self-government has a fair share as a beneficiary of EU funds against other beneficiaries;
· believe that, in view of sharing experience with local self-government units from other countries and with regard to advocacy for the interests of Serbian local self-governments, the SCTM must cooperate with EU institutions and organisations, initiate the setting up of a Joint Consultative Council with the Committee of Regions, and examine options for its presence in Brussels;

· pointed out how important it is to build the SCTM capacity for supporting local self-governments in the EU integrations process, such as strengthening the units for EU integration and training centres, examining the possibility to, after the model of European association, set up its own company which would assist the municipalities in the preparation of EU funded projects, and to educate the employees in the area of EU regulations, sectoral policies, programmes, and funds; and knowledge of foreign languages;
· suggested that the SCTM should create an internal database that would contain the information from relevant areas of the work of local self-government, so as to in the best way possible advocate for the interests of local self-governments in the process of accommodating the EU requirements and standards.
