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Press review: 18th of February, 2010
The new commission is starting to get back to work as it begins to tackle the loose ends of its term in a caretaker role, such as the position of EU ambassador to the US which remained vacant for three months. On the enlargement front, the outlook seems to be promising for the FYROM and Croatia. 
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EU Affairs
Barroso aide appointed EU ambassador to Washington
The European Commission on Wednesday (17 February) nominated Joao Vale de Almeida, a close aide of Mr Barroso, as the EU's new ambassador in Washington, after a gap of over three months in which the executive had no representative in the US capital.  The Washington post had been vacant since end of October 2009.The EU commission was unable to appoint anyone else since, because it was in caretaker mode after its own mandate expired at the same time.

EU-US relations have recently been strained by the rejection in the European Parliament of a transatlantic bank data transfer deal, which Washington deems crucial for the fight against terrorism. Prior to that, US president Barack Obama declined to attend a regular bilateral meeting with EU, citing agenda domestic agenda problems. The key appointment was approved by all 27 EU commissioners during their first meeting after being confirmed by the European Parliament last week. Asked why member states did not have a say in the matter, since they are supposed to feed diplomats to the new diplomatic service, a spokesman for the commission replied that the new architecture "doesn't exist yet" and the executive still had the competence to make those decisions. http://euobserver.com/9/29494
Enlargement 

Enlargement commissioner: Macedonia has ‘window of opportunity’

The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia has a "window of opportunity" to solve its long-standing name dispute with Greece, Enlargement Commissioner Štefan Füle told journalists in Brussels. Macedonia still finds itself unable to start accession talks with the EU, despite the fact that it received the status of candidate country as early as December 2005. Former Enlargement Commissioner Olli Rehn has repeatedly warned that the unsolved 'name dispute' with Greece could negatively affect Macedonia's EU agenda. Meanwhile, UN-sponsored talks to solve the dispute are ongoing. The Czech said the EU expects to resolve the row between the two countries, which has been blocking the opening of EU accession negotiations with Skopje, during the Spanish EU Presidency.

Füle is due in Macedonia on Friday, as part of his first trip in his new capacity. The first country to be visited by him is Croatia, on Thursday. He is expected to hold a series of talks with the Macedonian political elite, including a tête-à-tête meeting with Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski. The enlargement commissioner also paid tribute to the Spanish EU Presidency's efforts to resolve the issue. Spanish Foreign Minister Miguel Angel Moratinos, whose country holds the rotating EU presidency, recently told the European Parliament that he believes a solution to the 'name dispute' between Skopje and Athens will be reached soon. 

http://www.euractiv.com/en/enlargement/enlargement-commissioner-macedonia-has-window-opportunity-news-260047
Croatia moves closer to EU membership
Croatia's prospects of joining the European Union have improved after Slovenia and the Netherlands both ended their blocks on different sections of the membership talks. Slovenia has dropped its reservations against the opening of two chapters in Croatia's membership talks with the EU.  Also last Thursday, Maxime Verhagen, the Dutch foreign minister, announced that his government had dropped its long-standing veto on the opening of talks with Croatia on fundamental rights. Slovenia is still blocking one chapter of the talks, on foreign, security and defence policy, but that is likely to be lifted in the coming weeks, in time for the final two accession conferences scheduled for April and June. 

The Netherlands had been blocking the chapter on the judiciary and fundamental rights because it felt that Croatia was not fully co-operating with the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The Hague in the court's case against three Croatian generals accused of atrocities in the 1991-95 war in Croatia. The last prerequisite for opening the competition chapter – the restructuring of Croatia's ailing shipbuilding industry – is close to being met. Croatia hopes to complete its accession talks this autumn and to enter the Union as its 28th member in 2012. Of the 33 chapters in which the accession talks are divided, Croatia has completed 17 and talks on another 11 are under way, leaving five that Croatia intends to open tomorrow, in April and in June. 
http://www.europeanvoice.com/article/imported/croatia-moves-closer-to-eu-membership/67170.aspx
Development 
EU short $19bn on development pledges
Western European countries are skipping out to the tune of $19 billion (€14bn) on the aid pledges they made to developing countries five years ago at a landmark G8 meeting, according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. Aid to poor countries in 2010 will be lower than donors promised five years ago at the 2005 Group of Eight meeting in Scotland - largely as a result of the economic crisis, says a report published on Tuesday by the OECD, the international club of wealthy countries. While this is disappointing, development NGOs point out that the EU states gave themselves much more ambitious targets in 2005 than other OECD members. 

OECD Secretary-General Angel Gurría said of the shortfall: "Some have set the bar very low and others are failing to meet their international pledges. As we head into new rounds of discussions about funding climate change and food security concerns, I encourage all donors to carry through on their development promises." Aid agency Oxfam described the result "a scandal." In comparison, OECD countries have spent $4.1 trillion bailing out financial institutions and major industries threatened by the economic crisis, according to a tally by the Institute for Policy Studies, a US-based centre-left think-tank. http://euobserver.com/9/29496
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