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NINTH MEETING OF THE EU-BULGARIA ASSOCIATION COUNCIL 

(Brussels, 9 December 2003) 

 

POSITION OF THE EUROPEAN UNION 

 

The European Union welcomes the holding of the ninth meeting of the European Union–Bulgaria 

Association Council.  

 

1. Preparation for Enlargement of the Union 

 

The present meeting of the EU–Bulgaria Association Council takes place between two 

meetings of the European Council, in Thessaloniki and in Brussels, which are of the utmost 

importance for the enlargement process. 

 

At its meeting in Thessaloniki, in June 2003, the European Council confirmed that Bulgaria 

and Romania are part of the same inclusive and irreversible enlargement process. Following 

the conclusions of the European Council in Copenhagen and depending on further progress in 

complying with the membership criteria, the objective is to welcome Bulgaria and Romania 

as members in 2007. To this end, the pace of negotiations will be maintained, and these will 

continue on the same basis and principles that applied to the ten acceding states with each 

candidates judged on its own merits. Building on significant progress achieved, the Union 

supports Bulgaria and Romania in their efforts to achieve the objective of concluding 

negotiations in 2004, and invites them to step up their preparation on the ground. Discussions 

or agreement on future policy reforms, or the new financial perspective, shall neither impede 

the pursuit and conclusion of negotiations nor be prejudged by the outcome of these 

negotiations. The European Council in December 2003, based on the regular reports from the 

Commission and the strategy paper, will assess progress achieved with a view to setting out 

the framework for the conclusion of accession negotiations. 
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Accession negotiations with Bulgaria were launched formally on 15 February 2000 and all 

chapters have been opened for negotiations, of which 26 have now been closed on a 

provisional basis (
1
). 

 

Against this background, the EU considers that this meeting of the Association Council 

provides a timely opportunity to review Bulgaria’s progress in the framework of the pre-

accession strategy and to consider priorities for further work within the framework of the 

Europe Agreement. 

 

 

2. The Enhanced Pre-Accession Strategy 

 

The accession process is supported by the enhanced pre-accession strategy, the framework of 

which is set out in each Accession Partnership. The Accession Partnership, which the EU 

revised in May 2003, aims to support Bulgaria in its preparations for membership by setting 

out the priorities for further work and priorities for the EU’s accession-driven financial 

assistance.  

 

With regard to the political criteria, the EU notes that Bulgaria continues to meet the political 

criteria for membership. The overall reform process for the judiciary continued in line with 

the 2002 Action Plan. In this respect, the amendments to the Constitution regarding the status 

of magistrates represent an important step forward. Bulgaria is encouraged to pursue 

implementation of reforms, in line with the updated Action Plan, in order to ensure that the 

judiciary is effective and efficient, in particular in protecting the public and convicting the 

criminals. In particular, further efforts are necessary to reform the criminal procedure code 

and to re-organise the investigation service as part of the executive in a subsequent step, in 

order to solve current structural weaknesses in the pre-trial phase and make it more efficient 

by avoiding overlaps with other services. Bulgaria also needs to ensure that the judicial 

budget, both in terms of human and material resources, is adequate for the smooth functioning 

of the judicial system.

                                                 

(
1
 )     Free Movement of Goods, Free Movement of Persons, Freedom to Provide Services, Free Movement of Capital, 

Company Law, Fisheries, Transport, Taxation, EMU, Statistics, Social Policy and Employment, Energy, 

Industrial Policy, SMEs, Science and Research, Education and Training, Telecommunications and Information 

Technologies, Culture and Audiovisual, Environment, Consumers and Health Protection, Justice and Home 

Affairs, Customs Union, External Relations, CFSP, Financial Control, Institutions. 
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Concerning the fight against corruption, the EU notes that corruption remains a problem. 

Whilst the need to tackle corruption continued to be high on the agenda of the Government, it 

recalls that Bulgaria needs to continue its concerted efforts to implement the measures, in 

particular with regard to sectors of the administration such as customs authorities, occupations 

linked to the judicial system, police and the health sector. 

 

On public administration, the EU notes that there has been some further progress with 

revisions to the legislative framework and the adoption of a programme and an action plan for 

the implementation of the Strategy for Modernisation of the State Administration. However, 

sustained efforts will be necessary to further implement the public administration reform and 

to fulfil Bulgaria’s aim to have a qualified and efficient civil service in place, to ensure the 

effective application and enforcement of the acquis when Bulgaria joins the Union. 

. 

The EU notes that Bulgaria has adopted a comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation to 

transpose the EU anti-discrimination acquis, which includes provisions  on equal treatment for 

men and women. It encourages Bulgaria to implement the new legislation as soon as possible. 

 

The EU expresses satisfaction that the legal framework for child protection improved 

considerably. It notes however that the living conditions of children placed in institutions 

changed little during the past year. It also recalls the need to properly implement the Child 

Protection Act to ensure that measures on promoting and facilitating a community-based 

childcare approach and non-institutional care are fully enforced and that the number of 

children in institutions is reduced. As regards the mentally disabled, the EU regrets that the 

required legal framework is still missing, notably to ban arbitrary detention. It also notes that 

despite some efforts to address the situation, the living conditions in institutions for mentally 

disabled still remain very difficult and opportunities for rehabilitation and therapy are scarce. 

It invites Bulgaria to address this as a priority.  
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Concerning the Roma community, the EU welcomes the adoption of the new Action Plan for 

the implementation of the “Framework Programme for Equal Integration of Roma into 

Bulgarian Society” together with specific budgetary support. It expresses hope that this will 

now be put into practice. The EU stresses that determined and sustained efforts are needed to 

fight discriminatory attitudes and behaviour and to address the widespread social disadvantage 

affecting the Roma community. The EU notes that further efforts are necessary to address the 

situation regarding degrading treatment by the police and trafficking in human beings. 

 

With regard to the economic criteria, the EU welcomes that, in its 2003 Regular Report, the 

Commission confirms that Bulgaria continues being a functioning market economy, and that 

Bulgaria should be able to cope with competitive pressure and market forces within the Union 

in the near term, provided that it continues implementing its reform programme to remove 

remaining difficulties.  

 

Bulgaria has had another year of a high degree of macroeconomic stability and strong 

economic growth due to a good policy-mix brought about by the currency board arrangement, 

a tight fiscal stance and wage moderation. Further good progress was made in structural 

reforms. This holds in particular for the increasing role of the private sector through 

privatisation and the reduction of state aid, the positive development of the banking sector and 

some improvements in the regulatory environment. The EU notes, however, that in several 

areas further structural reforms are needed to improve the flexibility of markets and to 

increase the confidence in the Bulgarian economy. In particular, the efficiency of the 

administration and judicial system has to be improved to provide a stable/predictable 

framework for economic actors. Further progress is needed in streamlining the regulatory 

procedures for the enterprise sector. More progress is also needed in relation to privatisation 

and as regards the restructuring and liberalisation of the network industries, notably the 

energy where efficiency is still very low. The restructuring of the steel sector needs to be 

completed. Furthermore, the labour market is still comparably rigid and further efforts are 

need to improve the efficiency and quality of the education system. 
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With regard to the acquis communautaire, the EU welcomes Bulgaria’s further progress over 

the last year on adoption of laws.  It notes that Bulgaria has maintained a generally good pace 

of alignment of legislation throughout this period and has advanced on development of 

administrative capacity, but that the pace of this needs to be increased.  

 

As concerns the free movement of goods, notably in the field of public procurement, the 

situation is not yet satisfactory, as a new legislation has not yet been adopted and the Agency 

has not yet been established. 

 

With regard to agriculture, whilst considerable progress was made in adopting legislation in 

particular in the veterinary and phytosanitary sector, further efforts are still needed on 

enforcement of legislation, and consolidating. Whilst administrative structures have been 

further consolidated and strengthened both at national and regional level, continued efforts are 

needed to develop the necessary administrative, inspection and control mechanisms (notably 

with regard to transmissible spongiform encephalopathies - including BSE - and including 

veterinary border controls and compliance with standards by the food establishments). 

 

In the area of maritime transport, and particularly maritime safety, the EU notes that 

important and successful efforts have been implemented to improve the legislative 

framework, the quality of the inspections and the vessels detention rate. Although the 

detention rate remains higher that the EU average, it has declined from 15.6% in 2001 to 9.6% 

in 2002 and preliminary figures for 2003 show a rate at around 7%. The EU encourages 

Bulgaria to pursue efforts in this field. 

 

In the telecommunications sector, Bulgaria has made good progress in legal alignment with 

the acquis through the recent adoption of the new telecommunications law. 

 

On social policy and employment, the EU expresses serious concerns about the considerable 

work that remains with regard to transposition and particularly implementation and 

enforcement, in due time,  in the area of occupational safety and health. In the area of 

communicable diseases, legislation needs to be further aligned and adequate resources need to 

be made available for up-grading the existing reference laboratory, in due time.  
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Concerning the environment, the main part of the legislative framework is now in place 

except for genetically modified organisms and to a certain extent in the water sector. Bulgaria 

adopted a new Environmental Protection Act and prepared directive-specific implementation 

plans for directives having a strong financial impact for the industry and for which transitional 

periods have been negotiated. Efforts are now needed to prepare financing strategies on 

environmental investments, and to further elaborate mechanisms to monitor effective 

implementation. Regarding financial control, substantial progress can be noted with new laws 

on Public Internal Financial Control and the National Audit Office. In the field of external 

borders and preparations for Schengen, major efforts are needed to bring Bulgaria's 

infrastructure and the border police equipment up to EU standards and to implement 

effectively a Schengen-type border security system, in line with the Schengen Action Plan. 

 

Important efforts are on-going to improve administrative capacity with additional staffing 

representing an increase of around 50%, an effort focusing on the local level. 

 

In the energy sector, the EU notes that Bulgaria has stepped up progress in reforming this 

sector where restructuring had been slow in previous years and in implementing the new 

national energy strategy adopted last year. The legislative basis for market opening has been 

created and privatisation of the electricity distribution companies is on-going. The European 

Union welcomes the ongoing restructuring of the sector. However, little progress has been 

achieved so far in the area of energy efficiency. Bulgaria should take urgent measures to 

improve its energy efficiency.  

 

The EU also stresses the importance of an independent and competent Nuclear Safety 

Authority. The EU takes note of the new Law on the safe use of Atomic Energy and of the 

steps already made to ensure further independence of the Bulgarian Nuclear Regulatory 

Authority and in particular that the authority does not have any promotional function for 

nuclear energy. It recalls that further steps must be taken, such as implementing the action 

plan recently adopted by the Nuclear Regulatory Authority which aims to increase its 

independence and technical competence. 
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Concerning nuclear safety, the EU stresses the need for a high level of nuclear safety. It 

recalls the conclusions and recommendations of the Report on Nuclear Safety in the Context 

of Enlargement (June 2001), elaborated by the Working Party on Nuclear Safety of the 

Atomic Questions Group, as well as contained in the Status Report, published in June 2002, 

which concludes that Bulgaria has accepted all above recommendations. Furthermore, the 

Status Report contains observations on specific measures still to be taken and reaffirms the 

importance of Bulgaria’s commitment on the definitive closure of Units 1 to 4 of the 

Kozloduy NPP. Most recommendations have been adequately addressed and Bulgaria 

continues to implement them. 

 

The EU recalls that reactors 1 to 4 of the Kozloduy Nuclear Power Plant are subject to closure 

commitments entered into by the Bulgarian government. Bulgaria is committed to close the 

VVER 440/230 design types Units 1 and 2 of the Kozloduy nuclear power plant by the end of 

2002. These Units were effectively shut down for decommissioning at the end of 2002.  

 

1. Regarding the VVER 440/230 design types Units 3 and 4 of the Kozloduy nuclear 

power plant, an agreement on their early closure was reached between the European Union 

Member States and the Republic of Bulgaria, on 18 November 2002. Accordingly, Bulgaria is 

committed to the final closure of Units 3 and 4 of the Kozloduy nuclear power plant in 2006. 

Regarding the so-called "Peer Review" mechanism under the auspices of the EU Council, the 

EU has dispatched an expert mission to Bulgaria on 17-19 November 2003. Its mandate is in 

line with the Report on Nuclear Safety in the Context of Enlargement and the Peer Review 

Status Report.  The experts have monitored the status of implementation of the 

recommendations contained in these reports, also giving respect to the closure commitments. 

Their report is expected for February 2004 at the latest. The EU takes note of Bulgaria's 

statement that it expects that the Community will continue to provide financial assistance in 

support of the closure and decommissioning of certain units of the Kozloduy nuclear power 

plant and is ready to consider this matter. 

 

Modernisation programmes for Units 5 and 6 are continuing with the support of the European 

Union. Four parts of the Euratom loan of €212.5 million for the modernisation of these units, 

totalling €105 million, have been disbursed.  
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As regards the budgetary provisions, more progress is needed on developing capacity in the 

area of the own resources system.  Bulgaria needs to establish an effective government-wide 

co-ordinating body with qualified and well-trained staff in the area of own resources. In 

addition, no progress has been made on this since the last Regular Report. 

 

 

3. The State of Bilateral Relations under the Europe Agreement  

 

The EU notes that Bulgaria has continued to implement the Europe Agreement and has 

contributed to the smooth functioning of the various joint institutions. The Association 

Council met in November 2002. An Association Committee meeting was held in July 2003. 

The system of sub-committees continues to function as a forum for technical discussions. 

 

The Joint Parliamentary Committee comprising representatives of the Bulgarian and European 

Parliaments met in April 2003 and in October 2003. 

 

As a candidate country for accession to the EU, Bulgaria was invited to participate as an 

observer in the Intergovernmental Conference on the future of the Union. 

 

In general, trade relations between the EU and Bulgaria continue to be good. The share of the 

European Community in Bulgaria’s foreign trade has continued to increase. Turn-over in trade 

with the EC in 2002 was 4% up on 2001 and accounted for 52.7% of Bulgaria’s overall trade. 

In 2002, exports to the EC were 3% up on 2001, accounting for 55.9% (€3.44 billion) of 

Bulgaria’s total export sales. Its main industrial exports to the EC were textiles and clothing, 

and iron and steel. Bulgaria’s main agricultural exports to the EC were cereals, oil seeds and 

oleaginous fruits, and meat. In 2002, due to large exports of cereals, Bulgaria’s agricultural 

exports to the EU grew from €247 million to €386 million, giving it a trade surplus of €109 

million (as against a deficit of €45 million in 2001). In 2002, imports from the EC were up by 

5% on 2001, accounting for 50.4% (€4.13 billion) of Bulgaria’s total imports. Its main 

industrial imports from the EU were textiles and clothing. Its main agricultural imports were 

meat, fats and oils, and fruits and nuts.  
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The transition to the second stage of the Europe Agreement is hampered by the fact that 

Bulgarian legislation (in particular the Law on foreign investments) still contains 

discriminatory provisions for EU nationals, in relation to the need for a permanent residence 

permit in case of establishment. These provisions are not in line with article 45(2) of the 

Europe Agreement according to which EU nationals and companies should have a treatment 

not less favourable than Bulgarian nationals and companies. Before the procedure for the 

transition to the second stage of the Europe Agreement can be launched, Bulgaria would need 

to eliminate these provisions and introduce an explicit reference in its laws to the legal regime 

that applies to EU nationals and companies. 

 

As regards processed agricultural products, negotiations are ongoing with Bulgaria in line 

with the guidelines proposed by the Council. 

 

A new consolidated Additional Protocol on agricultural trade entered into force in June 

following adoption by the EU Council of Ministers in April 2003. This Protocol, which 

incorporates the results of the “double profit” negotiations concluded in October 2002, 

extends the liberalisation process to sectors where market protection has been substantial (e.g. 

cereals, dairy products, beef and sheep meat) and where Bulgaria has important export 

interests. It potentially covers trade worth €300 million.  

 

The free trade agreement on fish and fishery products negotiated between the EC and Bulgaria 

came into force in March 2003. 

 

On the basis of a Council Decision of May 1997, modified by a Council Decision of 

September 2002, and following a technical assessment mission which took place in 

September 2002, the Commission was mandated to open formal negotiations with Bulgaria on 

a PECA (Protocol to the Europe Agreement on Conformity Assessment and Acceptance of 

Industrial Products). Six sectors (low voltage devices, electromagnetic compatibility, 

machinery, lifts, toys, gas appliances) are currently considered as priorities. Technical 

discussions have taken place in July and November 2003. 
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As regards the planned introduction by Bulgaria of road users charges in the form of a 

vignette system as of 1 January 2004, the EU recalls that it has invited Bulgaria to modify its 

timetable for adapting these charges with a view to removing their discriminatory character as 

early as possible. 

 

Concerning the steel sector, the EU notes that Bulgaria has signed up to an extension of the 

grace period under Article 9(4) of Protocol 2 to the Europe Agreement.  In this respect, the 

EU recalls that the granting of the extension is conditional to the timely submission of a sound 

restructuring plan. The conformity of the plan with the criteria set out in Protocol 2 will need 

to be approved by the EU, in order to validate extension of the grace period as laid down in 

article 9(4) of Protocol 2 of the Europe Agreement. Finally, the EU takes note of the proposal 

for further amendments to the additional Protocol to the Europe Agreement, which clarifies 

the institutional set-up in Bulgaria as regards state aid controls 

 

The EU welcomes Bulgaria's participation in a number of Community programmes. In order 

to streamline legal procedures and thereby facilitate future participation by Bulgaria in 

Community programmes, a framework Decision was adopted in June 2002 by the Association 

Council establishing the general terms and conditions for such participation. The EU also 

welcomes the participation of Bulgaria in the European Environment Agency. 

 

The EU welcomes Bulgaria’s signature of a protocol to the bilateral investment treaty with the 

US removing incompatibility with the acquis. This protocol now needs to be ratified. The EU 

highlights the need for Bulgaria to ensure that all other bilateral agreements with third 

countries, which are incompatible with the acquis, are renegotiated or denounced so as to 

bring them in full conformity with its EU membership obligations by its date of accession. 
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4. Financial Co-operation 

 

Three pre-accession instruments have been financed by the European Community to assist the 

applicant countries of Central and Eastern Europe with their pre-accession preparations: the 

PHARE programme; SAPARD, which provides aid for agricultural and rural development; 

and ISPA, which finances infrastructure projects in the fields of environment and transport. 

The support provided by these programmes is focused on the Accession Partnership priorities, 

which are intended to help the candidate countries meet the criteria for membership.  

 

The Union underlines the need to ensure co-ordination and consistency between measures 

financed by these three instruments and measures undertaken with contributions from the 

Community budget, including contributions from Community initiatives for cross-border, 

transnational and interregional co-operation, the operations of the European Investment Bank 

and other financial institutions and donors. Concerning transborder infrastructure in 

particular, it is important that infrastructure investments on both sides of the border are made 

simultaneously and are fully co-ordinated towards achieving complementarity and best value 

for money. 

 

For the year 2003, total indicative financial allocations to Bulgaria amount annually to €122.9 

million from PHARE,  €56.1 million from SAPARD, and around €104.6 million from ISPA. 

The 2003 PHARE Programme for Bulgaria consists of an allocation of €94.9 million for the 

National Programme, complemented by €28 million for Cross Border Co-operation. Priority 

areas for PHARE in 2003 include strengthening public administration at all levels and the 

judiciary; improving transparency, financial control and the fight against corruption and 

fraud; promoting economic growth and competitiveness and social cohesion; integrating 

minority and vulnerable groups into mainstream society and creating a more dynamic and 

pluralist civil society; enhancing the administrative and judicial capacity to implement and 

enforce legislative measures and assume the obligations of EU membership; and improving 

the strategic planning and effective utilisation of EU funds and preparing for Structural Funds 

(including implementing EDIS). 
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In addition to its annual PHARE allocation, Bulgaria receives additional PHARE funding in 

the context of the understanding reached in November 1999 on early closure of units 1-4 of 

the Kozloduy nuclear power plant.  The agreement foresaw additional PHARE funding of 

€200 million over the period 2000-2006, subject to certain conditions being met. €158,75 

million have been approved by the Phare Management Committee since 2000. The funds are 

used for nuclear decommissioning and associated measures in the energy sector, and are 

largely managed by EBRD. 

 

Bulgaria also participates in, and benefits from, PHARE funded multi-country and horizontal 

programmes such as TAIEX, the Small and Medium-sized Enterprises Facility, SIGMA and 

the nuclear safety programme. 

 

Through PHARE, effective transfer of know-how, equipment and financial resources has 

taken place in a number of important fields such as agriculture, customs, border police, public 

sector finances and the environment. PHARE support in the area of customs has strengthened 

customs operations and management and provided a basis for the Bulgarian government's 

current package of broad-based reforms and improvements. 

 

For SAPARD, the indicative allocation for Bulgaria for 2002 is €55.6 million at 2002 prices. 

The programme covers four priorities: improvement of the production, processing and 

marketing of agricultural and forestry products as well as the processing and marketing of 

fishery products in compliance with the acquis; promotion of environmentally - friendly 

farming and environmental protection; integrated rural development aimed at protecting and 

strengthening rural economies and communities; investment in human resources and technical 

assistance. By the second Commission Decision conferring management of the aid on the 

SAPARD Agency taken on 14 August 2003, 9 out of 11 measures, which account for 92.2% 

of the available amount, can be implemented. 
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As regards the ISPA programming framework, the full (mid-range) allocation for Bulgaria 

was committed in 2000 and 2001 (€104.0 million and €106.8 million respectively). In 2002, 

there was a small shortfall due principally to a lack of environment projects (€104.6 million). 

The allocation for 2003 will be between €90 million and €135 million. Priorities for 2003 

include, in terms of transport, Sofia Airport development, road rehabilitation, Ljulin 

motorway and the upgrading of railway infrastructure along priority sections of TINA 

corridors, and, in terms of the environment, water quality, urban waste management and air 

pollution. Among the EU priorities to be funded by ISPA for 2004-2006 is the motorway 

between Thessaloniki and Sofia. 

 

EIB 

 

The activities of the European Investment Bank in Bulgaria started in 1991, and since then the 

EIB has granted €1 billion to priority projects in the country. Some 65% of this amount went 

to the transport sector while the rest financed key infrastructure and industrial projects with a 

European dimension. 

 

Projects in the transport sector include the rehabilitation and upgrading of roads and railways, 

improving the air traffic system and the modernisation of Sofia Airport. Support in upgrading 

the telecommunication, energy, environment and SME sectors has been provided. Assessment 

of lending possibilities in the education and health sector is ongoing. The Bank’s effort will 

continue to provide Bulgaria with the necessary support for its long-term investment needs 

with particular emphasis on future accession to the EU. 
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5. Regional co-operation 

 

Regional stability and good neighbourly relations are of utmost importance. The EU notes 

that the regular political dialogue established by the Association Agreement with Bulgaria 

continues proceeding smoothly and that Bulgaria continues playing a constructive role within 

the framework of the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). Bulgaria has also again 

demonstrated a strong interest in continuing its active engagement within the context of the 

European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP). 

 

At the international level, following its adherence to the Rome Statute establishing the 

International Criminal Court (ICC), Bulgaria has aligned with the EU position of June 2003 

regarding the question of prosecution of US citizens by the ICC. In addition, Bulgaria has 

further complied with international sanctions and restrictive measures imposed by the UN and 

the EU and has made a considerable contribution to international peacekeeping 

missions/observer operations and to EU military and civilian instruments/interventions of 

crisis management (e.g. EU Police Mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the EU military 

operation CONCORDIA in FYROM).  

 

Finally, the EU welcomes Bulgaria’s continuing substantial contribution to regional stability 

through its policy of good neighbourly relations and regional co-operation. Bulgaria continues 

to play an active role in regional fora such as the Stability Pact, the Southeast Europe Co-

operation Process (SEECP), the Southeast Europe Defence Ministerial Process (SEDM) and 

the South East Europe Security Cooperation Steering Group (SEEGROUP). Also, it continues 

to participate in regional co-operation schemes, such as the trilateral co-operation established 

with Greece and Romania, Romania and Turkey, FYROM and Albania, and Greece and 

Turkey. Relations with neighbours continue to be good. 

 

________________________ 

 

 


