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The Sofia-based Regional Secretariat for Parliamentary Cooperation in South East Europe
(Fact Sheet)
Present-day regional cooperation in South East Europe (SEE) is a continuation in contemporary conditions of the processes of development of relations between the Balkan countries. From the very beginning, Bulgaria has been an active participant in the regional cooperation activities and structures. In July 1996 in Sofia a meeting of the SEE foreign ministers adopted the Sofia Declaration on Good-Neighbourly Relations, Stability, Security and Cooperation in the Balkans, which launched the South-East Europe Cooperation Process (SEECP). Subsequently, the process was recognized by the international community as an authentic voice of the region and developed as a forum of political and diplomatic dialogue in which all SEE countries participate.
Cooperation within SEECP has been developing in the formats of annual meetings of the Heads of State/Government of SEE countries; annual meetings of the foreign ministers; meetings of relevant ministers on matters of their competence; meetings of the Committee of Political Directors of the Foreign Ministries. One of the important aspects of SEECP cooperation are the annual meetings of the Speakers of Parliament.
Bulgaria was an active participant in the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe. The Pact had been established in 1999 at the initiative of the European Union which began to implement it as a large-scale project that should lead to “lasting peace, prosperity and stability for South-East Europe”. More than forty partner countries and organizations participated in the Pact.
The principle of “regional ownership” was launched for the first time at the Stability Pact Regional Table in Sofia in May 2005. According to this principle, the countries in the region should take greater responsibility in respect to regional initiatives for cooperation. In accordance with the application of the principle of regional ownership, the Stability Pact Regional Table in Belgrade in May 2006 passed a decision for transformation of regional cooperation in SEE. As part of the process, the activity of the SEE Stability Pact is being terminated, considered to have successfully fulfilled its task to stabilize the region, and a new structure has been established - the Regional Co-operation Council. The conclusions of the Belgrade Regional Table, as well as the Bucharest Regional Table (November 2006) outlined the main parameters of the future structure of regional cooperation in SEE, including the establishment of a Regional Co-operation Council; a leading political role of the SEECP in regional cooperation; an outline of priority fields of regional cooperation - economic and social development; infrastructure; justice and home affairs; cooperation in the field of security; development of human capital. It was also decided that parliamentary cooperation would act as a link in support of activities on these priorities, playing an overarching role, and that a Regional Secretariat for Parliamentary Cooperation in SEE would be established in the region.
In fact, the importance of Parliamentary Cooperation and of its regional dimension for the stabilization processes and the European integration had been long ago recognized by the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe, which in 2004 made it one of its core objectives. The endeavors undertaken by the Stability Pact Parliamentary Cooperation Task Force favored the strengthening of parliamentary capacities and the setting up of sustainable working structures amongst South East European Parliaments, leading to their stronger involvement in regional activities.
Taking into account its role as a country in the region and a member of the EU, Bulgaria put forward the candidature of Sofia to host the Regional Secretariat for Parliamentary Cooperation in SEE. Among the advantages proposed by Sofia are the important role that Bulgaria will be playing in the further development of the Euro-Integration and Euro-Atlantic processes and in the adoption of the acquis communautaire in the region, the fact that Sofia is geographically at the centre of South East Europe, the acknowledged role of Bulgaria in the practical implementation of a successful ethnic model and the capacity of the country to develop the European-Black Sea parliamentary dimension of the EU. Back in 1996 Bulgaria was one of the initiators of regional forms of cooperation and an active factor in their further development. The National Assembly has considerable experience in international and inter-parliamentary activities and a high degree of expertise – both of its members and of its officials, particularly in the key field of European integration. There is also a very good infrastructure in place for holding meetings both in Sofia and in the country as a whole (including the Black Sea coast) and members and officials at the National Assembly have good IT and linguistic skills.
By a decision of the Special Co-ordinator of the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe of 30 March 2007, Sofia was assigned to host the Regional Secretariat for Parliamentary Cooperation in SEE. Sofia was selected in competition with the strong candidatures of Belgrade and Skopje. The choice was mainly motivated by the quality of the offer provided, the Bulgarian one being the most comprehensive and accurate, and by the ability of Bulgaria to provide the most efficient link between the regional dimension of parliamentary co-operation and the European perspective.
Bulgaria assumed responsibility for hosting the Regional Secretariat for Parliamentary Cooperation in SEE also as an undertaking contributing to the implementation of the overarching role of parliamentary cooperation. The support of the European Parliament, the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe and its Special Co-ordinator are expressions of confidence in the National Assembly of the Republic of Bulgaria.

The SEECP Speakers of Parliament expressed full support for the future activities of the Secretariat in the Final Declaration of their Sixth Conference in Zagreb in April 2007. Likewise, the SEECP Heads of State and  Government in their Zagreb Declaration in May 2007 stressed the importance of parliamentary cooperation as an indispensable segment of regional cooperation and welcomed the establishment of the Regional Secretariat for Parliamentary Cooperation in SEE in Sofia.
The process of transfer of functions in the parliamentary field from the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe to the Regional Secretariat has been successfully completed. An exchange of several visits between Brussels and Sofia took place. The goal has been to achieve a successful transfer of the considerable know-how accumulated up till now by the Stability Pact in the field of parliamentary cooperation.
The administration of the Bulgarian Parliament has tried to create all necessary conditions for the normal work of the Secretariat and has put its infrastructure at its disposal. Fully equipped office premises with four working stations have been provided. The Bulgarian Parliament has appointed two members of its staff in the Secretariat. It is envisaged that the other two vacancies be filled by experts from the other national parliaments, ideally from the members of the SEECP Troika. One of these vacancies was filled in May 2008 by an expert seconded by the Moldovan parliament.
A calendar of interparliamentary events based on the programme of the Stability Pact Parliamentary Task Force has been set up. The main challenge the Secretariat will be faced with is the programme of activities in the field of parliamentary cooperation following the phasing out of the Stability Pact. The ambition of the Regional Secretariat is to fully take over and build up a working programme answering the priority needs of the national parliaments in SEE. 
In this transition period the effective interaction between the parliaments in the region will be of crucial importance. The National Coordinators who are the contact persons of the Secretariat in the parliaments in the region are evidently key actors in the process. Their proactive approach and initiative will be crucial in attaining the ultimate aim of full regional ownership in the parliamentary field.
The Regional Secretariat has already organized, initially jointly with the Stability Pact, several meetings in Sofia with the national coordinators, as well as a Meeting of the Stability Pact Parliamentary Cooperation Task Force. 
A Memorandum of Understanding for Parliamentary Cooperation in South East Europe was signed by the SEECP Speakers of Parliament and a Final Declaration “Enhancing the Overarching Role of Regional Parliamentary Cooperation in South East Europe” was adopted at their 7th Annual Conference on 14 April 2008 in Bulgaria as SEECP CiO.
Based on the provisions of the Memorandum of Understanding and the Final Declaration, the Regional Secretariat in cooperation with the Friedrich Ebert Foundation organized in Sofia on 5-6 June 2008 a Regional Workshop “New challenges for Parliamentary Cooperation in South East Europe”. In the Conclusions of the Workshop a need is expressed to embark upon an institutionalized parliamentary cooperation by setting up an Inter-Parliamentary Working Group composed of at least one MP from each Parliament, preferably a member of the European Affairs or Foreign Affairs Committees, in order to define the main priorities of common interest. A Draft of Procedural Guidelines on the functioning of the Regional Secretariat has been prepared by the Regional Secretariat and will be forwarded to the forthcoming SEECP Speakers of Parliaments Conference for approval.
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