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Brussels, 8 May 2013

Dear colleagues,

At our next meeting on Friday 24 May, which exceptionally takes place in the Sala de Duecento of the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, we have some important decisions to take.

You will recall that at their December Summit, the EU Heads of State and Government endorsed the proposal by the General Affairs Council that accession negotiations with Serbia should start only if the report tabled by the Commission "assessed that Serbia has achieved the necessary degree of compliance with the membership criteria, notably the key priority of taking steps towards a visible and sustainable improvement of relations with Kosovo, in line with the Stabilisation and Association process, notably by fully respecting the principles of inclusive regional cooperation, fully respecting the provisions of the Energy Community Treaty; finding solutions for telecommunications; by continuing to implement in good faith all agreements reached; and by cooperating actively with EULEX". In the meantime the Belgrade-Pristina talks which have promoted have been successfully concluded and both Parliaments have endorsed. The Commission has published its report, on 22 April, and recommended that negotiations start. Some delegations have already expressed concern about the real determination of Serbian authorities to implement the agreement. We need to evaluate together the situation and make a recommendation to the Heads of State and Government.

At our meeting of 10 December last we also listed the conditions for the signature of the EU/Ukraine Association Agreement (AA) and stated that we would proceed "as soon as the Ukrainian authorities demonstrate determined action and tangible progress" in "the compliance of the 2012 parliamentary elections with international standards and follow-up actions, as well as Ukraine’s progress in addressing the issue of selective justice and preventing its recurrence, and in implementing the reforms defined in the jointly agreed Association Agenda". At the time you tasked me and the Commission with monitoring developments. It is now time to make a first assessment, in view of the Summit of EU Heads of State and Government, together with their partners in our Eastern Neighbourhood, which will take place in November this year.
Finally, we should not lose sight of the dramatic situation in Syria. My colleague Kristalina Georgieva has drawn my attention to the ever deteriorating humanitarian situation in this country and on the alarming destabilising effects which the growing flux of refugees is having on fragile neighbouring countries, in particular Lebanon and Jordan. The facts speak for themselves - according to the United Nations, 70 000 people have been killed in the Syrian crisis so far. Other sources indicate that the number could already have reached 90 000. There are more than 4 million internally displaced persons in Syria and the number of refugees, including Palestinian refugees, in Lebanon and Jordan now amounts to 10% of the population in Lebanon and to 8% of the population in Jordan. Assistance to such refugees requires tremendous economic resources. In Jordan alone the cost of assistance to Syrian refugees is estimated at 3% of the GDP. 
The crisis calls for renewed humanitarian efforts and the provision of additional resources to this effect. This means finding additional resources over and above those currently foreseen in the budget. 

At the same time we must make a serious evaluation of all the options (diplomatic, political and also military) we have to put an end to the bloodshed.

As I was saying at the beginning, there are some stark and difficult choices awaiting us on 24 May. I know however that I can count on the constructive contribution of all and on determination to reach a common position which will increase our capacity to promote further stability, peace and democratic standards in our neighbourhood.

I look forward to welcoming you in Florence.

Yours sincerely,
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Catherine Ashton
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