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1. The EU-Bulgaria Association Council held its ninth meeting on Tuesday 9 December 2003. 

The meeting was chaired by Mr Roberto ANTONIONE, State Secretary for Foreign Affairs 

of Italy and Head of the European Union delegation. Mr Solomon PASSY, Minister for 

Foreign Affairs of Bulgaria, headed the Bulgarian delegation. Ms Meglena KUNEVA, 

Minister for European Affairs and Chief negotiator for the accession negotiations, was also a 

member of the Bulgarian delegation. Mr Günter VERHEUGEN, Commissioner responsible 

for Enlargement, represented the European Commission.  

 

2. This meeting of the Association Council took place after the completion of the national 

referenda which have confirmed that the ten acceding States that have signed the Accession 

Treaty in Athens will join the European Union on 1 May 2004. In this context, the 

Association Council underlined that this enlargement, which represents an historic event for 

the entire European continent, is an irreversible and inclusive process of which Bulgaria and 

Romania are part. The Association Council therefore welcomed the statement of the 

Thessaloniki European Council that, depending on further progress in complying with the 

membership criteria, the objective is to welcome Bulgaria as a member of the European 

Union in 2007. It also noted that the Union reiterated its determination to assist Bulgaria in its 

efforts to achieve the objective of concluding negotiations in 2004.  
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The Association Council expressed its confidence that the next meeting of the European 

Council on 12/13 December will, on the basis of the Strategy Paper and Regular Report of the 

Commission, asses progress achieved by Bulgaria with a view to setting out the framework 

for the conclusion of the negotiations. 

 

Against this background, the Association Council meeting provided a valuable 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. 

 

3. The Association Council reviewed the state of Bulgaria’s preparation for accession in the light 

of the latest Regular Report issued by the European Commission in November 2003, the 

Accession Partnership, which was revised in May 2003, and the Bulgarian National 

Programme for Adoption of the Acquis. 

 

The Association Council noted that Bulgaria continues to fulfil the Copenhagen political 

criteria and welcomed the continued progress Bulgaria has made since its last meeting, 

notably in areas as important as the modernisation of the public administration and the reform 

of the judiciary. It encouraged Bulgaria to continue efforts for the implementation of these 

reforms as well as in the fight against corruption. The Association Council also reviewed 

recent developments in a number of other areas, mainly related to human rights and protection 

of minorities; it noted with satisfaction the adoption by Bulgaria of important measures in 

these areas and encouraged sustained efforts as regards the issues where further work is 

needed. 

 

With regard to the Copenhagen economic criteria, the Association Council welcomed that 

Bulgaria continues to be a functioning market economy and that it 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. It noted the 

positive results achieved by Bulgaria in the past year, in particular macroeconomic stability, 

low inflation, high growth rates and steadily decreasing unemployment. It underlined that in 

order to improve the flexibility of markets and to increase confidence in the Bulgarian 

economy further structural reforms are needed, notably with regard to the reform of the 

administrative and judicial system. 

 

The Association Council acknowledged the good progress made by Bulgaria in aligning its 

legislation to the acquis communautaire in a number of areas. The Association Council 

invited Bulgaria to focus now on the development of the administrative and judicial capacity, 

necessary to implement and enforce the acquis, notably by continuing the horizontal reform 

of the public administration, but also developing the capacity of applying the acquis in areas 

such as agriculture, environment and regional policy, as well as by further improving the 

capacity to manage pre-accession funds. The Association Council also recalled the 

importance of a high level of nuclear safety.  
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4. The Association Council noted with satisfaction that the implementation of the Europe 

Agreement continues to run smoothly and acknowledged the contribution made in this respect 

by the various bodies of the Association. In this context, it welcomed the establishment of a 

Joint Consultative Committee between representatives of the EU Committee of the Regions 

and of the Bulgarian regional and local authorities. The Association Council also expressed 

the hope that the fulfilment of the necessary conditions for the transition to the second stage 

of the Europe Agreement can be established, so as to enable it to take a decision in this 

respect as soon as possible.  

 

The Association Council noted that bilateral trade relations continue to be good, and 

welcomed the entry into force of agreements in the fields of agricultural and fishery products. 

By extending the liberalisation of trade, these agreements will contribute to the progressive 

integration of the markets in advance of Bulgaria's accession to the EU. The Association 

Council also encouraged Bulgaria to finalise a sound restructuring plan for the steel sector. 

 

The Association Council acknowledged that, for the year 2003, the total indicative financial 

allocations for Bulgaria amount to €122.9 million from PHARE (complemented by an 

additional allocation for nuclear decommissioning), €104.6 million from ISPA and €56.1 

million from SAPARD. The Association Council also recalled the important contribution of 

the European Investment Bank which has since 1991 granted more than €1 billion to priority 

projects in Bulgaria. 

 

5. The Association Council exchanged views on some international issues of common interest. It 

welcomed Bulgaria's continuing contribution to regional stability through its policy of good 

neighbourly relations and regional co-operation. The Association Council particularly 

commended Bulgaria for taking the chairmanship of the OSCE in 2004, and was informed of 

the main priorities that Bulgaria has defined for this period.  

 

6. In conclusion, the Association Council underlined again the importance of the development of 

relations within the context of the Europe Agreement at this significant stage in Bulgaria's 

path towards accession. 
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