Framework Document
on the Impact of European Integration on Local Self-Governments and            the Role of Local Self-Governments in the Process of the Accession of Serbia to the European Union
 Introduction
The Framework Document on the Impact of European Integration on Local Self-Governments and the Role of Local Self-Governments in the Process of the Accession of Serbia to the European Union is a strategic and policy framework for action to be taken by local self-governments and the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities (hereinafter: SCTM) in the process of the accession of Serbia to the European Union. The Framework Document defines the recommendations for effective participation of local self-governments and SCTM in the process of comprehensive alignment of legal and policy framework of the Republic of Serbia with the acquis communautaire, and the action to be taken in order to implement these recommendations. The bases for the development of the Framework Document are: i) the Roadmap for Preparing Local Self-Government Units for EU Integration Process, published by SCTM in 2010; ii) the Platform for Better Local Self-Government, adopted in 2011; iii) the Strategic Plan for the Development of SCTM in the Period 2011-2013; and iv) the 2013 Initiative towards the Public Authorities of the Republic of Serbia to Involve the Representatives of the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities – the Association of the Towns and Municipalities of Serbia, into the Activities of the Coordination Mechanism for the Negotiation on the Accession of the Republic of Serbia to the European Union.
1. The impact of the EU accession of Serbia on local self-governments
Accession to the European Union will create many opportunities, but it will also bring a large number of challenges for local self-governments in Serbia, just as it happened in other countries which have recently undergone this process. Better exchange and cooperation with European neighbours and a considerable increase of available investment funds are the makings of a step change in local economic and social development. On the other hand, local self-governments need to have capacity and resources to be able to implement the demanding EU standards in a wide range of areas, beginning with water quality through to waste management, from public procurement procedures to financial control. 

The accession process (and indeed the EU membership as such) raises important issues of multilevel governance for the institutional development and functioning which need to be addressed at all levels of government so as to ensure the best possible outcome for the country as a whole. Firstly, while local authorities do not usually have a seat at the table during accession negotiations, they are ultimately responsible for implementing most of what is agreed and hold critical information needed to optimise the negotiating position. Secondly, while line ministries usually outline strategic priorities, standards, procedures, and guidelines, and play a key role in programming (and, at later stages, managing) the EU financial assistance, it is at the local level that capacity building and investments are most urgently needed considering that it is there that a large part of, voluminous as it is, the Community acquis will be implemented. 

Serbian accession to EU involves a comprehensive process of adopting the demanding standards embraced in acquis communautaire as well as the main objectives of common EU policies.  Local self-governments may find themselves burdened with additional responsibilities related to the adoption of these standards, yet without the means to fulfil them, which may ultimately lead to their non-compliance with the legal system of the Republic of Serbia, the Community acquis, and the most important international treaties that govern the status of local self-governments in a modern system of governance. Moreover, substantial financial penalties may ensue if national negotiators, uninformed of local conditions on the ground, make commitments that are impossible to meet by the agreed deadlines. Massive EU funding may be forgone owing to mismatches between national priorities and local needs, and to insufficient administrative capacity to prepare, select and implement projects. 

Early involvement in the process of Serbian accession to EU provides an opportunity for local self-governments to prepare internally for the fundamental changes that this process brings along. With timely internal preparations, local self-governments will be in a position to ensure that national authorities have been provided an objective overview of the situation and the requirements necessary for effective finalisation of the process of aligning existing and introducing new legal and policy framework at local level. Local self-governments should emerge from the accession process empowered to discharge their decentralised powers and responsibilities and, consequently, provide better service to their residents.
The impact of EU accession on a candidate country is not a static concept; it crucially depends on the response at local, as well as national level. One clear lesson learnt from the experience of other countries is that it is never too early to start preparing. Indeed, the effects of accession will begin to be felt long before the Treaty of Accession is signed. The process of approximating Serbian legislation to the Community acquis is already well under way. Also, further important commitments that affect local self-government will be made during the accession negotiations, and key administrative structures will be established as part of pre-accession activities.
Even with timely preparation, the impact of accession is much more far-reaching than initially expected, with both direct and indirect effects on local authorities in various roles they play: from service providers, employers, purchasers of goods and services, investors in industry and infrastructure, through to planning authorities, implementers of legislation and standards, and vital sources of information for citizens.
According to some estimates, around two thirds of all mandatory legislation that arises from the Community acquis is implemented by local authorities within EU. Increased transparency and tighter internal control procedures as a result of accession may bring changes to the entire culture of local self-government, even in the areas which at first sight do not seem relevant for the EU integration process.
The products of the accession process will include further amendments to existing Serbian legislative framework at central level, as well as significant changes at local level caused by further adoption of regulations, application of new practices through the implementation and adherence to EU standards and policies in local communities. This complex and specific process implies institutional strengthening of local self-governments so as to make them ready to respond to the requirements arising from full membership in EU. Finally, a huge challenge and responsibility in this process rests on central government which needs to ensure the stability of institutions operating on democratic principles, the rule of law, good vertical communication, cooperation based on partnership, and support to all stakeholders in the EU accession process.
Local issues can be seen in almost all of 35 chapters of EU accession negotiations. In some cases (e.g., economic and monetary policy) the timeframe can be even longer, with relatively less room for local self-governments to influence the final outcome. In other cases there could be a topical issue that is specific for a particular country (such as compatibility of local business taxes, or concessions under the Taxation Chapter). Certain aspects of above negotiation chapters overlap; they are in the cross-sector domain of local administration and are relevant for other policies as well.  Financial control is among such domains, and so is the territorial planning, with formal EU competences being limited, but the authorities responsible for planning will nevertheless find (for instance) that it is necessary to adopt the integrated and sustainable developmental urban planning documents so as to ensure financing of urban projects. The third is regional development and partnership approach that implies the institutionalisation of working jointly with the representatives of the capital, NGOs, social sector (local self-government in the ‘leadership’ role). 

SCTM has a complex role in the accession phase and its responsibility is extensive. It is necessary to provide maximum support in all segments of local governance in the process of applying EU standards and policies in the accession phase; this usually means amendment of regulatory framework, higher level of competence, and stricter monitoring of the fulfilment of commitments. At the same time, SCTM should advocate local self-government interests in the complex negotiation process. This process requires a continuous and productive communication with local self-governments, a corpus of specific and technical knowledge in different domains of existing and future competences at local level. SCTM should demonstrate the capability and dexterity to, in the intensive negotiation process in which EU and central authorities of the candidate country are main actors, promote and protect the interests of local self-government – the level of the government that will implement the major part of the regulations under negotiations and through which the citizens, being the principal implementers and end users, will feel the effects of the European integration process.
2. The role of local self-governments in Serbia within the EU accession process
The process of the accession of Serbia to the EU offers new opportunities but also brings new challenges to local self-governments. Local self-governments are expected to apply an increasingly larger part of the Community legislation that is transposed into domestic legal order in view of introducing and applying EU standards and values at local level. Local self-governments will be able to, by participating in EU programmes and absorbing the funds under EU programmes, raise the level of services they provide to their residents and create the environment conducive for sustainable socio-economic development. To make this happen, local self-governments must make suitable preparations, improve their activities that concern the province and central level of government, and significantly improve their activities that concern the actors from the European Union.
2.1. Internal preparations of local self-governments
Local self-governments will be able to take equal participation in the EU integration process, to timely respond to challenges and use all advantages inherent to the accession process, only if they are opportune in the implementation of internal changes (from the policy and legal framework, through institutional improvement and (wherever necessary) transformation, to strengthening of human resources they have available.
2.1.1. Status analysis 
Although the process of the Republic of Serbia accession to EU intensifies the focus and importance of individual EU policies for local level, and, due to its scope, complexity, and high costs (such as in the area of environmental protection), the adoption of EU acquis may impose further burden to local self-governments, elected representatives and civil servants at local level still lack some of the required knowledge about the process of Serbia accession to EU and the requirements of this process, main principles of EU, the Community acquis, the implication of EU membership, the implications of the acquis application, and the implications that any absence of application will have on existing scope of their work. The level to which national legislation is aligned with the Community acquis is different in different areas in which local self-government is active. Although a lot of effort is made to this end, national legislation is still not in full compliance, or effective implementing regulations are missing, or the division of powers and responsibilities, authority and duty, between national and local level is still not clear enough or precise enough. On the other hand, some areas feature complexity, rigidity, and segmentation between local and national policies, and local self-governments are not familiar enough with the strategic framework at national level. In this regard, vertical communication and cooperation with the national level government is not developed enough although it is and will be a critical factor in the process of EU integration and effective implementation of the Community acquis at local level. Further problems are posed not only by the fact that national legislation is incompliant with the Community acquis, but also by individual laws the parts of which are in mutual collision, as well as in collision with other laws with which they should be harmonious. The non-uniformity in the implementation of adopted strategic documents and the fact that defined development policies at local level do not match the available capacity considerably diminish the ability of local self-governments to efficiently and effectively implement already transposed parts of the Community acquis. In some areas, local self-governments are not able to have a realistic view of their own strategies and potentials, and quite often they do not monitor the effects of their own policies. There is quite a disproportion among the regions with regard to the accessibility of services provides by local authorities. Further challenge to the effective implementation of the acquis is the presence of an inconsistency between strategic and budget planning at local level. In some areas a dimension of a specific policy is missing from the local budget, or the scope or level of allocation are not in line with the level of the capacity for managing the policy concerned. Public financing of some policies is not sufficiently transparent; it is complicated and faraway from local self-government, which prevents effective budgeting. Local self-governments are not adequately informed about gender equality principles and not sufficiently familiar with them, while institutional mechanisms for ensuring the equality of men and women are not completely established. Inter-municipal cooperation in the implementation of the adopted parts of Community acquis is only sporadic, although it proves to be requisite for their effective implementation, as well as for the planning and preparation of EU-funded projects. This cooperation is necessary for the application and introduction of certain EU standards considering that the problems in implementation sometimes go beyond the borders of a municipality or a town. Besides, it is noticeable that there is distrust and a lack of cooperation with key actors in local community, such as civil or private sector, as well as the lack of cooperation with the actors at regional level, such as with regional chambers of commerce, regional development agencies, or regional associations of employers. Moreover, public information about the effects of the implementation of individual standards is lacking. The local self-government capacity (institutional, HR, and financial) and ability to implement the parts of the Community acquis  already transposed into the national legislation, the EU policies and instruments, vary considerably when compared with   different public policies at local level. Some policies feature a huge lack of capacity for the implementation of EU policies and instruments, which is one of main development problems. Also, local self-governments lack sufficient HR, technical and financial capacity to assume the powers and responsibilities, the organisational structure is deficient and so is the regulation of the status of the members of staff involved in the implementation of individual polices. In addition, local self-governments are often not aware of the role in the process of policy implementation. For other policies, local self-governments have limited capacity for the implementation of existing powers and responsibilities. Local self-governments have adequate capacity for the Community acquis implementation in the areas in which their powers and responsibilities are limited and precisely defined in existing legislation. This capacity is higher in the local self-governments which have already had the opportunity to work under donor programmes. Also, sometimes the reason for inability to implement the Community acquis at local level lies in the absence of political will, or it is caused by the inertia in the expectations that present problems will be resolved at other levels. The absence of a sustainable system for the promotion of the skills and knowledge of local staff is also having a negative impact on the implementation of the parts of the Community acquis which are already incorporated in the legal system of the Republic of Serbia. Local staff lack expertise to keep track with and implement the acquis, but still there is no integrated approach to employment and training of the members of staff involved in the implementation of the EU acquis, such as in public procurement process, which is necessary for proper implementation of regulations. The capacity for withdrawal of funds under EU programs is still limited. The reason for this lies in inadequate and incomplete legislative framework, lacking support from regional actors and central government, the inconsistency between local development priorities and those at national and regional level, and inadequately developed HR capacity for the planning and management of EU-funded projects. Still more problems are imposed by lacking familiarity with  the public procurement process, the procedures for the preparation and implementation of EU projects, deficient knowledge of foreign languages and the absence of functional IT skills. Finally, there is an absence of a systemic and sustainable approach to the improvement of local administration’s knowledge and skills for the implementation of the parts of the acquis which are yet to become an integral part of the legal system of the Republic of Serbia in the accession phase.
2.1.2. Recommended course of action
 Commitment to improving and implementing individual EU policies may considerably reduce budget expenditures, contribute to the improvement of public services, and encourage innovations and creation of business opportunities, all with the aim to achieve economic growth at local level. For these reasons, it is critical that local self-governments do not wait for other levels of government or other social actors; they should make internal preparations in a timely manner, which means that they should:
· Objectively and responsibly define development priorities of local urban or rural sustainable development;

· Start adopting authentic local policies in individual areas, with the development of a system for monitoring and assessment of the effects of their implementation;
· Draw up local strategic and action plans, and monitor their implementation in accordance with SLSD (Strategy for Local Sustainable Development) methodology proposed by SCTM, with the establishment of a new system for programme budgeting, and particularly to draw up and review existing local strategies taking into perspective a specific EU policy;

· Adopt new and amend existing local regulations to fully implement the provisions of national legislation aligned with the international standards in the area of gender equality;
· Establish a system for monitoring of the development of EU acquis at early stages and legislative activities at national level in the process of alignment with EU acquis, within the organisation units of local governments or through SCTM;

· Continuously work on overall modernisation, professionalization, and depoliticisation of local administration, institutions, and public enterprises;

· Strengthen, within their administration, the capacity for familiarity with the national strategic framework in individual areas of interest for local self-government;

· Improve vertical and horizontal communication and coordination within local administration when designing, applying, and monitoring local policies;

· Improve their institutional, HR, and technical capacity for the implementation of existing, namely new powers and responsibilities arising from the implementation of the Community acquis, better definition of jobs, authorisations, and responsibilities and internal bylaws;
· Develop employment strategies in local self-governments to create the opportunities to employ full-time or to sporadically hire the experts for the implementation of new powers and responsibilities, namely to perform specific tasks arising from the application of EU standards;

· Apply gender equality principles, earmark the funds and define the indicators for their implementation, monitoring, and evaluation in local development policies, strategies, programmes, and regulations;
· Improve the knowledge of elected representatives and members of staff at local level about fundamental EU issues, EU integration process, EU policies, and EU acquis, which are implemented and will be implemented at local level after the accession process is completed, and about their application and adoption;

· Actively implement existing, and develop innovative institutional frameworks and mechanism for the creation of cross-sector partnerships with local civil society organisations, private sector, and regional actors;

· Improve communication with citizens about the benefits of accession and the obligations which local self-governments need to assume in the accession process, with the creation of the environment conducive for the participation of citizens in decision-making process;

· Establish sustainable regional partnerships with other local self-government units for strategic planning of regional development and the implementation of regional projects;

· Intensify inter-municipal cooperation to facilitate achievement of defined development goals, the implementation of regulations, and alignment with EU standards, and easier attraction of the funds under EU programmes;
· Encourage cross-border cooperation and promote EU integration in specific policies;

· Implement the strategic link between project drafting and EU-funded project management, with development priorities of local self-governments and in accordance with the system of programme budgeting for the preparation of projects which can be financed from the funds under EU programmes;

· Continuously develop general project documentation to ensure timely access to potential sources of EU financing;

· Continuously improve the capacity (skills and knowledge) for project drafting and EU-funded project management, namely put in place the experts or teams at local level which should be additionally trained to prepare project documentation and monitor the procedures of applying for funds, with the possibility to outsource;

· Earmark the funds for possible pre-financing or co-financing of larger projects aimed at the implementation of EU regulations or policies.

2.2. Activities concerning the national and province level
2.2.1. Status analysis 

Local self-governments are non-systematically and sporadically involved in the process of adopting strategic documents, action plans, and legal documents at the province and national level when the implementation of those falls within the scope of their powers and responsibilities. Untimely enactment of bylaws considerably lowers the ability of local self-governments to efficiently and effectively implement existing legislative framework in individual public policies. The transfer of existing, and the introduction of new, powers and responsibilities for local self-governments take place in the absence of any systemically organised consultations with local self-governments and without any clear and constructive criteria based on which the transfer of powers and responsibilities is performed. Central and regional authorities are not consistent in applying the European principles of multilevel governance. The provision of information to the national and province institutions by local self-governments, as legally required or upon request, is made more difficult in practice because some areas lack standardised procedures to define the information type or the manner in they are to be provided. Joint initiatives by two or more local self-governments for the change of existing policy or legislative framework are sporadic, uncoordinated, or without any major effect unless supported and coordinated by SCTM. Local self-governments are not systemically included in the process of preparing for pre-accession negotiations of Serbia with EU. There is no plan envisaging the inclusion of local self-governments in the process of adopting the Community acquis in the period of Serbian accession to EU. Local self-governments are inadequately informed and included in the EU programmes now available to Serbia. The capacity of local self-governments for withdrawing the funds under EU programmes is considerably lower due to the absence of a national mechanism for pre-financing and co-financing of EU supported projects. Even in the previous period, however, local self-governments were, through SCTM, consulted with regard to the priorities and needs for financing under IPA programme.

2.2.2. Recommended course of action
Partnership based cooperation between local self-governments and national and province governments, and transparent and responsible decision-making create an environment conducive for an effective process of adopting the standards and values of EU public policies and implementation of the Community acquis. Having this essential presumption as their starting point, local self-governments should:

· Advocate, through their national association, obligatory inclusion of local self-government in the process of designing, implementing, and monitoring the policies relevant for local level, and the process of adopting the strategic and legal documents relevant for local self-government;

· Improve vertical communication and coordination with central and province authorities in the decentralisation of powers and responsibilities within  the process of implementing the standards and values of EU public policies and acquis;

· Regularly provide information to the national and province authorities, when so requested by them;

· Improve the sharing of information required for better implementation of strategic and legal documents relevant for local self-government;

· Insist on a balanced regional development, and provide all necessary support in the establishment of a sustainable strategic, legal, and institutional framework for balanced regional development of Serbia;

· Clearly define their regional development priorities and provide support to the development of regional initiatives in cooperation with local stakeholders and regional development agencies;

· Advocate the improvement of a suitable legal framework and introduce the incentives  that are necessary for retaining in public administration the members of staff who have specific skills and knowledge needed by local self-governments in the phase of Serbian accession to EU;

· Advocate the use of gender equality standards in designing and adopting national policies, action plans, programmes, and legal documents;

· Insist that the national authorities involve them in the process of preparing relevant documents for the adoption of EU acquis, their implementation and enforcement, and to establish an institutional framework and define the communication channels for equal participation of local self-governments in all phases of pre-accession negotiations for full membership of Serbia in EU;

· Provide support to the negotiation structures of the Republic of Serbia in pre-accession negotiations with the aim to create the negotiation positions that represent the interests of local self-governments, as well as objectively defined transitional periods;

· Provide support to central authorities in preparing more practical and simpler procedures for the absorption of funds under EU programmes;

· Insist on the establishment of a sustainable system of pre-financing and co-financing the EU-funded projects implemented by local self-governments, namely on the establishment of a mechanism for co-financing the EU-funded projects implemented by local self-governments (including the more favourable conditions for less prosperous municipalities);

· Take active part in the processes of programming the funds under IPA and developing the national procedures for attraction of funds from other EU programmes and funds, particularly those related to large infrastructural projects.

 2.3. Activities concerning relevant actors in the European Union
Operating in the complex multi-governance system will require that local self-governments establish new, and intensify already existing, cooperation with relevant EU actors – EU institutions, the organisations active at EU level, and local self-governments in EU Member States. Through coordinated action and cooperation with different EU actors, local self-governments strengthen their influence on the processes of decision-making and creating the public policies, both at national and EU level; they map themselves as serious and reliable partners in international projects funded under EU programmes.

2.3.1. Status analysis
It may be concluded based on status analysis that local self-governments recognise the need for a more intense action towards relevant European Union actors, but that they are at the same time inadequately informed about the institutions and instruments for influencing the process of creating EU public policies relevant for their everyday work. Accordingly, cooperation between individual local self-government units and relevant EU organisations and institutions is quite modest. For instance, obtaining information about current EU initiatives to create a network of local self-governments so as to respond to the challenges of urban and rural development, and the possibilities for inclusion of local self-governments from Serbia in these initiatives, are at a very low level. Moreover, the involvement in the activities of different organisations and local self-government networks active at the EU level is only sporadic and, although the situation varies from one municipality to other, any more active participation of Serbian self-governments is generally missing. The situation is better where local self-governments are included in the activities of EU organisations and networks through SCTM or with its support (the Council of European Regions and Municipalities, the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities, the Mayors Charter). Municipalities and towns are not always keeping track of the activities of central and province authorities in the area of EU integration and they are inadequately informing themselves in this regard. Likewise, the participation of local self-governments at international conferences lacks coordination, both between local self-governments as such and between local self-governments and the province and central authorities. Through different initiatives and programmes, Serbian local self-governments are increasingly more striving to link with the local self-governments from the EU Member States, but the cooperation and links like these are still inadequately and ineffectively used. The sustainability of cooperation with the municipalities and towns from the EU Member States is made more difficult by the absence of a satisfactory institutional memory of the results of this cooperation in local self-governments. The level and quality of communication, and the number of joint initiatives are often subject to periodical changes in the structure of political elites in power in local self-governments. Finally, a small number of local self-governments is now represented in Brussels: at first they were represented individually, and later through regional structures taking form of representative offices of regional development agencies.
2.3.2. Recommended course of action
Strategic approach to the activities concerning relevant EU actors creates the presumptions for local sustainable development in the EU multilevel governance system. To attain these goals, local self-governments should:

· Acquire, in a timely manner, the required knowledge about EU institutions and other actors active at EU level, the processes of decision-making and creating public policies relevant for local self-governments;

· Develop cooperation, through their national association, with the Committee of the Regions as a body which gathers local and regional authorities in Europe;

· Map the activities of European organisations, networks and professional associations of local self-governments, and join them, on their own or through SCTM, in accordance with the development priorities and actual capability of local self-governments;

· Map and establish sustainable forms of cooperation with Brussels representative offices of European regions the development priorities of which are in line with the development priorities of local self-government;

· Start to work, in a reasonable and responsible manner, on opening the representative offices of local self-governments in Brussels, taking into account actual costs and established good practice;

· Initiate the establishment of town twinning links, and improve cooperation with the twin local self-governments in EU Member States with similar local development priorities, with the aim to gain practical knowledge about the implementation of standards and EU acquis, participate in regional and European initiatives for sustainable development of local communities, and ensure effective implementation of projects financed under EU programmes;

· Maintain, in local self-government, the institutional memory about the results achieved in cooperation with relevant EU actors and twin local self-governments, and establish long-term and sustainable cooperation free from political influence;

· When either independently or through SCTM participating at international conferences, coordinate their activities, with other local self-government units, province, and the central level of government;

· Define the frameworks and mechanisms to enable experience sharing, linkage, preparation, and exchange of the results deriving from the participation of local self-governments at international conferences.
3. The Role of the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities
The Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities is the only national association of local authorities in Serbia with a mission of advocating the local self-government interests at the national, European, and international level. Based on the experience of countries which have already undergone the integration process, the role of national association of local authorities is crucial for balanced and effectual participation of local self-governments in the process of EU integration and their preparation for assuming the commitments accompanying that process. To be able to effectively fulfil its mission in this area, SCTM must maximally enhance the support it provides to its members, improve the advocating of the interests of local self-government as a partner that is equal to central government in the critically important process of EU integrations, and then also improve cooperation with the institutions and  organisations relevant for local self-government at EU level, and to, for this purpose, build its internal capacity so as to be able to properly respond to the challenges. 

3.1. Support to local self-government in the EU integration process
One of the most important roles of SCTM is to provide support to local self-government units in the process of their preparing for the accession of Serbia to EU and the period following the accession. This is primarily reflected in the support for the implementation of national and province regulations through which the Community acquis is applied, in the support to strengthening the capacity of local self-governments to assume obligations under EU acquis, and in building and strengthening the capacity of local authorities in Serbia to effectively use EU funds. 
3.1.1. Status Analysis 

Despite the fact that in the previous period - through training, seminars, round tables, study trips to EU Member States or EU institutions in Brussels, and through different booklets, manuals, and guides relating to these issues - SCTM was supporting the LGUs in their acquiring knowledge about European values, legislation, institutions, and decision-making process, as well as about EU funds and programmes, the relevant knowledge of elected representatives and local staff is still inadequate. Moreover, referring to the comparative experience, SCTM has initiated that a position of officer for EU issues at local level is established in five pilot towns of Serbia; it has provided basic training and developed job description for these members of staff, but political representatives at local level have not yet satisfactorily recognised the importance of EU officer and, accordingly, the idea of having EU officers throughout Serbia was not realised. At this moment local self-government units are not familiar enough with the Community acquis for the implementation of which they will have due powers and responsibilities, nor are they familiar with the implications of this implementation. They are currently primarily oriented towards learning more about the legal framework (through which the Community acquis is implemented in many areas) which has been already adopted in Serbia and for which local self-government is in charge; however, they do not recognise the need to follow and study the Community acquis as such, particularly not the parts which are yet to apply to Serbia, nor do they recognise how important it is to follow it. SCTM is investing huge efforts to examine the effects that EU regulations and policies have on different areas of interest for local self-government, with a plan to ensure that local self-governments are adequately informed about them in the coming period. Moreover, the very system for the promotion of the status, knowledge, competency, and awareness of local staff and officials with regard to the implementation of adopted Community acquis is still at an early stage. In the previous decade the strengthening of local self-government capacity was primarily focused on building the skills and knowledge required for the preparation and implementation of EU-funded projects, whilst building the capacity for following, analysing, and understanding the Community acquis was primarily reserved for public administration staff bearing the greatest responsibilities in this process. According to the European Commission, one of the fundamental challenges encountered by Serbia is related to poor implementation of adopted public policies and legislation. The adoption of EU acquis is only a first step in its application in the regulatory and administrative system of the Republic of Serbia. SCTM provides support to build the LGUs capacity for analysing and implementing the regulations aligned with the Community acquis, by offering consultancy services, creating document templates, manuals, and guides for the implementation of legislation, sector programmes for professional development of local self-government in the areas of greatest interest for EU accession, such as environmental protection, energy efficiency, etc. A lot was done in the recent period (thanks both to the efforts made by the national and province authorities and by SCTM, and those by numerous NGOs and international projects and programmes) to develop the local self-government capacity to prepare and implement the projects and programmes, and efficiently use EU funds intended for local self-government in the Republic of Serbia. SCTM has provided support by informing local self-governments about available EU funds and programmes, but also support in building the capacity for project preparation and implementation in conformity with EU procedures, by organising the training and realising the grant scheme within the EU programme which it implemented. Still, difficulties are caused by lacking coordination of activities between different institutions and actors involved in these issues. Moreover, existing level of inter-municipal cooperation related to these issues is not good enough.
3.1.2. Recommended course of action for SCTM
· SCTM will, on behalf of its members, actively advocate full implementation of public policies and regulations and provide different forms of support (e.g., document templates, manuals, instructions, guides, consultancy support, etc.) to local authorities in the implementation of adopted Community acquis and other reforms necessary in the EU integration process.

· SCTM will support towns and municipalities to adapt their institutional-administrative frameworks to suit the needs of Serbian membership in EU and conducive for an effective process of EU acquis implementation.

· SCTM will design a system for timely information about the implications of the implementation of specific parts of the Community acquis at local level, required institutional/HR/financial capacity for their implementation, and the development of communication channels so as to ensure a coordinated participation in the accession process.

· SCTM will, in line with available expertise and information, ensure that local self-governments are informed about the commitments and timelines arising from the implementation of the EU standards, as agreed and assumed within the process of negotiating the EU membership.

· SCTM will improve the mechanisms for timely information of local self-government experts about the parts of the Community acquis which fall within their scope of powers and responsibilities, and about the specific character of their implementation.

· SCTM will advocate the need for, and support the development of a mechanism for continuous training of local self-government for the implementation of the Community acquis and the preparation and implementation of projects and programmes in line with EU procedures.

· SCTM will continue to continuously develop and implement, both through direct training and through its own distance learning system, sector programmes for professional development of local government in the areas of direct interest for EU accession and for understanding the impact this process has on local self-governments.

· SCTM will, in accordance with available resources and mechanisms, continue to implement other forms of support to building the local self-government capacity for the implementation of the Community acquis that falls within the scope of their powers and responsibilities, as well as for the performance evaluation and the improvement of efficiency and effectiveness.

· SCTM will intensify its activities on the organisation of symposiums and networking, and the exchange of knowledge and information among local self-government staff about the implementation of the EU acquis and specific policies which are incorporated in national legal, economic, or administrative system.

· SCTM will strive to ensure regular flow of information about the possibilities for financing the projects and programmes and the use of EU funds, and about different EU initiatives that might be of interest for local self-governments.

· SCTM will, in accordance with its capacity and depending on the level of inclusion in the national bodies which implement the EU funds planning and programming process, consult local self-governments in the identification of thematic priorities for financing through EU funds and programmes.

· SCTM will endeavour to provide continuous support to local self-governments for preparing the projects financed from EU programmes and funds, and for managing those projects; it will also continue to actively promote and support inter-municipal cooperation related to these issues and to develop the mechanisms that are used in improving the local projects and programmes quality and access to finance (SLAP system, strategic and action planning, etc.).
3.2. Activities concerning the province and national level
SCTM is the only alliance of towns and municipalities in Serbia and the only party advocating the interests of all local governments. It is therefore a natural partner for dialogue and cooperation with national and province institutions. The success of the negotiations on EU accession largely depends on the quality of negotiating positions or attitudes defined by the Republic of Serbia. In order to be effective, negotiating position needs to take into account the actual situation at the local level, namely the level to which local self-governments are prepared - with regard to their powers and responsibilities; their institutional, HR, and technical capacity; the timeframe for the introduction of standards; the establishments of initial parameters as a prerequisite for starting the negotiations - to assume the commitments related to the introduction of EU standards. The partnership between local self-government and central government in the negotiation processes is therefore of critical importance.

3.2.1. Status analysis

Even though some progress has been seen in the recent period, full extent of cooperation between the central government, the province government, and SCTM as the representative of local governments is still not present in the process of legislation and public policy drafting. National authorities still inadequately consult SCTM In this regard. There is still a considerable inconsistency in the horizontal and vertical coordination in the decision-making processes relevant for local self-government, which impedes the practical implementation of adopted regulations and policies. In the context of EU integration process, however, it should be underlined that the cooperation between SCTM and national institutions (in the first place with the Office for EU Integrations, and with individual line ministries as well) is progressing into the process of programming the funds under EU programmes that are available to the Republic of Serbia within the process of EU integrations. Moreover, although it needs to be continually improved, the cooperation between national and province authorities and SCTM is also present with regard to the support for the preparation of local governments in the EU integration process, which is of utmost importance because the effects of this process will be mostly felt at local level. Unfortunately, the fact that neither local governments nor SCTM are officially included in the Republic of Serbia negotiation structure for accession negotiations creates a major problem and a potential source of difficulties for local governments in the practical implementation of what is agreed. That is precisely why for several years already SCTM has been incessantly demanding that local governments are involved, through their national alliance, in the process of pre-accession negotiations. On one hand, local self-governments may provide support to central governments in the process of national legislation screening, and, on the other hand, the participation of local self-governments is of essential importance for the definition of negotiating positions in individual Chapters. Accordingly, local governments and SCTM should have an appropriate role in the pre-accession negotiations so that the interest and needs of local self-governments are taken into account. This is particularly important considering that Serbia will have to amend and adopt a large number of regulations, and it is estimated that over 60% of all regulations will be implemented at local level. Some negative experience of other countries suggest that it is necessary that the representative of local self-governments take active part in the negotiation process from the very start so that the EU alignment process could be in conformity with the technical capacity and needs of local governments. Comparative experience show that it is not effective to have local self-governments independently participating this process considering that none of them have enough resources for horizontal and vertical communication with other actors involved in the negotiations. It is therefore extremely important to ensure the participation of the national association which articulates the interests of local self-governments and represents them within the negotiation process.

3.2.2. Recommended course of action for SCTM 
· SCTM will advocate the establishment of a sustainable institutional framework for vertical coordination in the adoption of public policies or regulations, or other decisions relevant for local self-government in the process of the EU integration of Serbia,
· SCTM will continuously represent and advocate the involvement of local governments, primarily through formal inclusion of SCTM representatives in the Republic of Serbia negotiation structure for the participation in pre-accession negotiations, and it will organise their active participation in all phases of pre-accession negotiations, with regard to the Chapters of essential importance for local self-governments,
· Regardless whether it is an integral part of the formal structure or not, SCTM will strive to, using the arguments, demonstrate to the experts in the negotiating team and the general public what are the requirements of local self-governments in specific negotiation chapters, 

· SCTM will strive to continuously follow the national transposition of the Community acquis in the priority areas, and it will advocate the avoidance of unnecessarily strict rules or additional paperwork that will impede the operation of local governments.

· SCTM will strive to provide the information ‘from the field’ with regard to the implementation of adopted EU policies required for better information of national authorities about the actual situation on the ground, and it will advocate the interests of local self-governments in the negotiations process.

· SCTM will work on the development of an ex ante assessment of the impact of EU accession on local self-government in different sectors, so as to include critical issues in the national agenda and to take into account the local perspective in the processes of strategic planning and public policy development.

· SCTM will advocate that its representatives should be involved in the formulation of the content of all relevant documents in the EU integration process, when there are either partly or completely related to local self-government, particularly the National Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis, which defines the programme for the adoption of the Community legislation which will largely apply to local governments.

· SCTM will take active part in all mechanism for cooperation with national and province governments, within the process of programming the funds under EU programmes available to the Republic of Serbia, and it will demand that national and province governments include the representatives of local governments in all mechanisms in which this is necessary for them.

· SCTM will advocate and promote all efforts taken jointly by all levels of government in Serbia that are intended to balance the capacity for strategic planning and public policy creation in the EU integration process at all levels.

3.3. Activities concerning EU stakeholders
Liaison between SCTM and relevant actors at EU level is of critical importance for opening new channels for communication and cooperation between local self-governments and EU partners. Accordingly, SCTM policy is focused on corresponding EU institutions, organisations of local self-governments that are active at EU level, as well as on counterpart associations of local authorities from the EU Member States. This is the way to transfer the EU integration process-related experience from the Member States, to identify the challenges in this process and to learn about good practices so as to ensure the effectiveness of the integration process as regards local self-governments. Concerning the advocacy of local self-governments interest at EU level, it is important that SCTM maintains cooperation with national authorities so as to contribute to the promotion of local self-governments and their inclusion in the European integrations. 
3.3.1. Status Analysis 
SCTM has many years of experience in multilateral cooperation and it is involved in the activities of key EU organisations that address the local self-government issues (the Council of European Municipalities and Regions, the Council of Europe through the Congress of Local и Regional Authorities, the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives). However, the activities that SCTM implements in international context are not adequately recognised by local self-governments and the central government. The EU Delegation and SCTM have had an extensive cooperation and communication for a long period now, and, for many years already EU has been a donor in many SCTM projects, the Exchange programme probably being most prominent among them. SCTM has established communication and cooperation with the EU Committee of the Regions in which it takes part in the organisation of the meetings of the Working Group on the Western Balkans. Communication was also established with other most important institutions relevant for local self-government in Serbia (the European Commission and the European Parliament). Nevertheless, the communication and cooperation with EU institutions is considerably restricted due to the absence of the Association’s representative office in Brussels, and it substantially varies in the scope, quality, and the outcome. Good cooperation has been established with the representative offices of individual associations of local governments and regions in Brussels, but the potential of this cooperation is not fully used. Also, cooperation with pan-European professional organisations, civil society organisation, and lobby groups with major influence on the creation of public policies and EU decision-making in the areas relevant for local self-government is still inchoate.  Although SCTM has long-term practical experience in establishing bilateral cooperation and creating liaisons with other associations of local governments, as well as in the participation in EU initiatives and networks of local self-governments, there is still room to further improve this process and additionally deepen the cooperation.

3.3.2. Recommended course of action for SCTM 
· SCTM will further improve the cooperation with the Committee of the Regions through the activities of the Working Group on the Western Balkans, and later, after it is established, through the activities of the Joint Consultative Committee between the Committee of the Regions and Serbian local and regional governments.

· SCTM will strive to, in accordance with available resources, take more active participation in EU initiatives, EU organisations and networks for bringing together of local self-governments,
· SCTM will work on creating links with professional associations, civil society organisations, and interest groups active at EU level in the areas relevant for local self-government,
· SCTM will, in accordance with the capacity of the Association and the preference of its members, establish an organisational framework for representing the interests of Serbian local self-governments in front of the EU institutions in Brussels, with a clear mandate and goals,
· SCTM will continue to make effort to establish cooperation with the representatives of EU associations of local self-governments and regions in Brussels,
· SCTM will further improve multilateral cooperation so as to ensure support for the advocacy of interests and the promotion of local self-government attitudes in the process of the accession of Serbia to EU,
· SCTM will define a framework for cooperation and establish a system for communication with EU institutions which are involved in the negotiation process and which are relevant for local self-governments.
3.4. SCTM internal preparations 
The existence, within SCTM, of adequate institutional capacity for the issues of EU integration is of critical importance for providing EU integrations-related support to local self-government at all levels and for advocacy of its interests. This capacity includes both SCTM bodies and technical service. That is why it is necessary to continuously improve the strategic, policy, and institutional framework in which SCTM operates, and to ensure a required level of knowledge, information, and capacity among the representatives of towns and municipalities in SCTM bodies and among the experts employed in its service. 
3.4.1. Status Analysis 
The SCTM Strategic Plan for the period 2014-2017 which will among other things cover the issues of advocating the interests of local governments in the process of pre-accession negotiations, support to local governments in the implementation of the EU acquis and policies, and building necessary capacity or cooperation with EU institutions. Besides, SCTM has started the internal process to adjust existing SCTM political stricture and administration to the requirements imposed by the SCTM determination to become an active participant in the process of pre-accession negotiations and the need to improve the present level of the support that SCTM provides to its members in the process of their adaptation to the new situation arising from the EU accession process. The work is also done on analysing the needs and organising the activities to improve the expertise of the persons who represent individual local governments in SCTM, and that of the experts employed in it. In these activities SCTM is fully supported by its members, as well by its international partners, such as EU delegation in Belgrade, Swedish Agency for International Assistance (SIDA), or Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), which provide expertise and donations. In regard with these issues SCTM also maintains close cooperation with the twin associations of local governments from EU Member States, particularly the Swedish Association of Local Governments and Regions (SALAR).

3.4.2. Recommended course of action for SCTM
· SCTM will define a separate internal organisational structure so as to be able to ensure adequate and continuous participation of its representatives in the process of pre-accession negotiations and thus contribute to this process,
· SCTM will have its process of strategic framework for action implementing annually aligned with the key aspects and needs of the Serbian process of EU accession,
· SCTM will continue and intensify the strengthening of professional, technical, and other capacity (e.g., SCTM network, SLAP system, etc.) to ensure effective participation of SCTM in the process of pre-accession negotiations and the required level of support to local governments in their adjustment to the new needs,
· SCTM will particularly upgrade the capacity of its staff to monitor the EU integration process and its mechanisms for timely consultations and information of members with different aspects of the implementation of the adopted acquis falling within its scope of powers and responsibilities. 

4. Potential dangers and missed opportunities
Failure to implement the recommendations presented in this paper may lead to different negative consequences for local self-governments and to missing the opportunity to use multiple positive effects of the EU accession process. Procedurally, the main danger – and one that has materialised in previous enlargements – is that local authorities fail to realise what is the scale of the challenge until it is too late. Some of the concrete risks they may then face are:

· Division of powers and responsibilities, and the transfer of powers and responsibilities, without previous consultations with local authorities result in the inability of local self-governments to act in accordance with thus established powers and responsibilities;

· National governments are not able to suitably present to local self-governments the importance and the manner for implementation of specific EU standards;

· National government see in local self-governments an obstacle rather than a partner;

· Local governments do not have administrative and financial capacity to attain the goals of public policies and  implement the acquis;

· Blockades in local government and in the implementation of EU programmes caused by the procedures and rules imposed by the national government being excessively complicated, overburdening, or malfunctioning;

· Municipality bankruptcy due to financial penalties for non-compliance;

· Unpredictability of local incomes causing problems in strategic planning and the planning of public procurement;

· Empty space in the EU funding map – local self-governments are not ready, lack capacity to withdraw the funds under EU programmes and take part in EU programmes;

· The outflow of knowledge and professionals from local self-governments, particularly those cognizant of project management;

· Legal restriction of salaries for local staff, which prevents any stimulation of the members of staff who have specific skills and knowledge;

· The absence of local self-governments from pre-accession negotiations may prevent the implementation of individual goals of EU policies and the Community acquis in the agreed manner and within the agreed time period;

· Failure to attain the goals of EU policies and non-implementation of the Community acquis by local self-governments may result in the payment of penalties;

· Local government fails to establish a functional partnership within the arrangement for pre-accession assistance programming and monitoring;
· Restrictions to national and local budget and the absence of a systemic solution at the central level prevent pre-financing and co-financing of EU-funded projects - sustainable projects must be postponed;

· Absence of sustainable policies for the management of transfer funds and local self-government primary/conceded revenues makes it impossible to put in place systemic solutions for co-financing the projects implemented by local self-government;

· Local governments are not able to present the results of EU-funded projects;

· Poor communication with citizens and non-presenting the process of local policy alignment with the objectives of EU policies and the Community acquis leads to losing the citizens’ support for reform processes in local communities;

· Loss of local self-government momentum for taking active participation in the accession process.

5. Conclusions
From the perspective of local self-government, the very essence of EU integrations is the application of EU standards and policy values through local policies to achieve sustainable social-economic development of the community and improve the quality of life of the citizens. Local self-governments must not be passive observers in this phase of the process. Although they have limited influence on the political processes and decisions which should be made, the role of local self-governments in the course of pre-accession negotiations is of critical importance for the outcome of negotiations and effective implementation of the Community acquis in Serbian policy framework. The quality of local self-governments presence and inclusion in pre-accession negotiations is directly connected with the quality of the outcome of these negotiations, and this was definitely proven by the experience of the neighbouring countries which have recently undergone an almost identical process.

EU accession process creates high expectations among local self-governments: new possibilities for financing the local development, new contacts and partnerships, the application of standards to facilitate the work of local self-governments and improve the quality of life, etc. On the other hand, at the time Serbia gets full membership in EU, local self-governments will become a part of the complex, multidimensional system for creation of EU policies that rests on the objectives, logic, and instruments of multilevel governance for which a single framework for action is not easy to find. Due to the implementation of the Community acquis that is enacted within the EU institutional framework and have direct impact on local communities, it will be necessary for Serbian local self-governments to continue establishing and building the partnerships at different levels of government, insist on better vertical and horizontal coordination in the process of creating policies and enacting the pieces of legislation at national level, advocate further decentralisation, and fight for financial sustainability and autonomy in discharging their powers and responsibilities. The lure of funds under EU programmes will involve continual competition with other local self-governments and EU regions in the development of innovative ideas, creation of functional partnership, and design of better projects to lure the funds which are never sufficient to meet all the needs.

This is not an easy task and it equally requires the political support and the support of local stakeholders and citizens, as well as a clear vision of local community that rests on the resoluteness of all to make that vision come true. With all this in mind, the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities put in place this Framework Document intending to provide a policy framework the establishment and practical implementation of which will contribute to using the benefits of EU integration process to define and realise this vision.
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