Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum

Working group 1: Democracy, Good Governance and Stability,  

Meeting on October 7-8, 2010

Subgroup: Visa Liberalisation – Meeting report:

The visa liberalisation subgroup meeting was divided into two parts – the first about the current state of play in the Eastern Partnership countries with the visa issue, the second on the future working plan of the visa group and its recommendations. 

Current state-of-play with visa liberalisation – Summary:

Armenia and Azerbaijan. The EU Council has recommended starting negotiations over the readmission agreement together with presenting a road map for visa liberalisation. Visa Facilitation Agreement (VFA) talks have started. 

Georgia. VFA has been signed (June 2010) and will enter into force while the readmission agreement will be ready (probably in November this year).

Belarus. VFA talks are under way, but given the Lukashenka regime’s policy, what the continuation of this dialogue will look like is a political decision for the future. 

Moldova. VFA entered into force in 2008, in June 2010 the European Commission launched an official dialogue on visa liberalisation with Moldova. An Action Plan for visa liberalisation is expected at the end of October or November. 

Ukraine. VFA has been operating since 2008. Visa dialogue started two years ago and the  EU Commission has been monitoring the implementation of the legislation in four areas: document safety, illegal migration, public security and external security. An Action Plan for visa liberalisation is expected in November this year. 

Civil society in all EaP countries is very much interested in the subject, but the biggest challenge for NGOs dealing with the issue remains the unwillingness of governments as well as of the European Commission to share any visa-related information.

In the second part of the meeting we touched upon:

1. Synergies with other Working Groups and Platforms

Visa issues touch upon a number of related problems and thus are dispersed among various groups, therefore it is necessary to:

· to follow the work of other groups that deal with cross-thematic issues like academic exchange and migration but also human rights and anti-corruption;

· reinforce our actions through emphasis on visa-related problems and linkage with other areas;

· introduce a new arena for discussion of cross-sectional issues

2. Differentiation of the message with regard to the addressee type, i.e. different aspects of the issue have to be highlighted when:

· talking to representatives of EaP countries – emphasis on technical and legal compliance 

· talking to the EU – as the decision about whether or not to launch visa facilitation is purely political, make a plea not to apply double standards to countries that are equally prepared for the visa facilitation/liberalisation process

· talking to the EaP public – focus on the fact that the facilitation/liberalisation (VF/VL) process is time-consuming, so they need to be more patient. Additionally, the message has to be clear that VF/VL  does not equal total freedom of movement

3.  Convince both sides (EaP governments and the EU) that visa liberalisation has the potential to become a success story:

· for the EU to be perceived as more open (no more “Fortress Europe” ) 

· for the EaP governments to show their citizens tangible results of their closer ties with the EU

4.  Work plan of the WG 

· monitor the implementation of introduced or promised VF processes (the outcomes of the PASOS project on visa liberalisation may come in handy, especially the website for the remaining EaP countries on visa issues www.novisa.eu, link it with the CSF website (January 2011)

· track the application of funds earmarked for VF/VL projects, i.e. to see how money was spent on the projects they were meant for 

· continuation of the Visa Working Group will be ensured by the Coalition for Visa-Free Travel meeting in format Forum+ (including all organizations participating in the Visa Sub-Group and others interested in the visa issue).

5. Ideas for the II CSF recommendations:

· General recommendations shall be supplemented by specific recommendations appended in the attachment

· Decouple the technical from the political: more funds to be assigned for technical assistance: training sessions for those involved in VL, training sessions for journalists  

· Request the EC to make the VF/VL road maps/action plans public

· Appeal to the member states not to forsake the issue of VL, especially in the light of the issue being dropped from the forthcoming presidencies’ agendas 
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