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Week in Europe 15-21/10/03

European Council (Brussels, 16-17 October)

The first European Council of the Italian Presidency was an occasion for Heads of State and Government to discuss developments in the Union and principal international issues. Its priorities were set u as the re-launch of the European economy, strengthening of the area of freedom, security and justice, situations in the Middle East, Iraq and Iran. The European Council concluded with a working lunch for the Heads of State and Government and of EU Ministers for Foreign Affairs and of Candidate Countries (Bulgaria, Romania and Turkey).

Main outcomes:

· A "quick start programme" of projects that would boost growth in the European economy to be decided at the December summit; Europe was undergoing a fragile economic recovery that would pick up in 2004;

· Plans for the EU to set quotas for the number of immigrants each member state should take in were dropped, but the leaders agreed to work together to beef up immigration controls on the EU's external borders;

· A call for a "realistic schedule" for the handover of power in Iraq, and a "strong role" for the United Nations. The EU would actively help drum up money for Iraq at a donors' conference in Madrid next week;

· A demand that the Palestinian Authority bring to justice the bombers who killed three Americans in the Gaza strip, and place all security services under the control of Prime Minister Ahmed Qureia;

· Iran must agree to surprise UN inspections of its nuclear facilities;

· A call on Serbia and Kosovo to continue efforts to resolve their differences.

During the discussion on the EU- US defence relations, the French President Jacques Chirac said Europe's defence capability should be "completely consistent with our Nato commitments". Belgian Prime Minister Guy Verhofstadt said: "We have to be very clear on what we are saying: European defense will not compete with Nato." 

There was no progress in resolving other key disagreements over the constitution - such as the issue of national voting weights and the number of commissioners.

In Friday's final session, French President Jacques Chirac represented German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder, who had to return home for a crucial parliamentary vote. For full text of the Conclusions see http://ue.eu.int/pressData/en/ec/77679.pdf.

IGC Summit (Brussels, 16 October)

The second meeting of the IGC at the level of Heads of State and Government took place in Brussels 16 October. Following it, the EU-25 continues to diverge on a number of institutional issues. Qualified majority voting continues to be a major sticking point in the debate with Polish and Spanish insistence on keeping the "Nice formula", giving them a voting weight almost equal to that of other countries with far larger populations. The other issue in which positions have hardened is the question of national representation in the College of Commissioners, with Austria lobbying hard to rally support for the principle of one voting Commissioner per Member State. 

Some, including Belgian Prime Minister Guy Verhofstadt, expressed disappointment at the lack of progress, while others, such as the Austrian Foreign Minister Benita Ferrero-Waldner noted that "compromises come at the end". 

Given the current stalemate, the Italian Presidency has proposed a shift to bilateral discussions aiming to bring positions closer together. On the basis of these face-to-face talks, the Presidency will propose an overall compromise package at an extraordinary summit in mid-November, ahead of the ministerial conclave on 28-29 November. Source: http://www.euractiv.com
Commission

World Standards Day, 14 October: Global standards for the Global Information Society

World Standards Day on 14 October focused on the role of Standards for the Information Society. Information and Communication Technology (ICT) standards have a direct bearing on almost all aspects of our life: business and commerce, finance and banking, healthcare and education, transport and tourism, and public administration. This year's World Standards Day also paved the way to an EU-US dialogue on ICT standards to exchange early warnings on potential technical barriers to global solutions for the Information Society. Europe's contribution to this dialogue include a recognition of the importance of open standards in order to stimulate competitive innovation in ICT goods and services worldwide. The UN World Summit on the Information Society to be held in December 2003 in Geneva, is also expected to recognise the importance of open and international standards, in line with the European approach. More info and related websites:

http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/ict/
index.htm 

[Background paper IP/03/1374]

Making Europe more accessible to people with disabilities 

A policy agenda to make goods and services across Europe more accessible to all citizens, but particularly people with disabilities, was drawn up at an “Accessibility for all” workshop in Brussels on 14 October. The workshop was chaired by Commissioner Erkki Liikanen responsible for Enterprise and Information Society. The role of standards and questions on design for all in helping innovative enterprises to design products and services that meet the requirements of the widest possible range of users are the main point onf the programme. In many cases, these goods and services, and particularly those incorporating information and communication technologies, are essential to enable people with disabilities both to access public services and to contribute to Europe's social and economic development. People with disabilities make up about 20% of Europe's total population today. Within this part of the population about 45% of citizens over 75 years old are impaired in their daily activities, and this proportion is rising in line with life expectancy. 

[Background paper IP/03/1375]

Respect for and promotion of the common values of the European Union: the European Commission puts the emphasis on prevention

Article 7 of the Treaty on European Union, as amended by the Treaty of Nice which came into force on 1 February 2003, confers a new power on the European Commission to monitor respect for the common values by the Member States and to identify possible threats to these values. In particular, it gives the Commission - like the European Parliament and the Member States - the power to activate preventive measures or penalties. In a Communication adopted on 15 October 2003 on the initiative of António Vitorino, the Commissioner responsible for Justice and Home Affairs, the European Commission places particular emphasis on the need for prevention in this area rather than on the possibility of penalties against a Member State. 

[Background paper IP/03/1385]

President statement regarding EU relations with China (14/10/03)

Yesterday, China published a comprehensive Policy Paper on its relations with the EU, on the same day as the European General Affairs External Relations Council adopted conclusions on the EU's policy vis-à-vis China. This document is the first of this kind to be drawn up by the Chinese Government. I consider it a significant contribution towards further deepening dialogue and cooperation in our bilateral relations. In this spirit, we will now undertake a thorough examination of the Chinese proposals, with a view to defining, together with China, the most promising new avenues to be explored. The next EU-China Summit, which I am looking forward to attending, is to be held on 30 October in Beijing, and will provide a good occasion to take these matters forward. 

European Court of Justice

Judgment of the Court of Justice in Case C-182/02; Ligue pour la protection des oiseaux and Others v French Republic 

A Member State may, under certain conditions, derogate from provisions setting the opening and closing dates for the hunting of wild birds

The European Wild Birds Directive does not preclude national derogations allowing the hunting of wild birds during the periods when they receive particular protection, but the derogations can apply only to certain birds in small numbers. 

Three animal protection associations, the Ligue pour la protection des oiseaux (League for the Protection of Birds), the Association pour la protection des animaux sauvages (Association for the Protection of Wild Animals) and the Rassemblement des opposants B la chasse (Anti-Hunting Union), have asked the Conseil d'État to annul the French decree relating to the dates for the hunting of waterfowl and migratory birds. That decree lays down the procedures and conditions under which the French authorities, at various levels, may authorise such hunting. According to the League, the rules of the Wild Birds Directive on the conservation of birds cannot be interpreted as allowing hunting during the period of particular protection (nesting, breeding, rearing, etc.). In its view, such hunting cannot in any circumstances amount to a "judicious use" as permitted under the Directive. 

[Background paper CJE/03/90]

Eurostat

September 2003  Euro-zone annual inflation stable at 2.1%; EU15 down to 1.9% 

Euro-zone annual inflation was 2.1% in September 2003, the same as in August, Eurostat reports. A year earlier the rate was 2.1%. EU15 annual inflation fell from 2.0% in August to 1.9% in September 2003. A year earlier the rate was 1.9%. EEA annual inflation was 1.9% in September 2003. 

[Background paper STAT/03/117]

Enlargement

Fischler promises clear perspectives for EUu-25 farmers

This year's common agricultural policy reform "secures a clear perspective in which farmers in an EU-25 can make their future business decisions", according to Franz Fischler, European Commissioner for Agriculture, Rural Development and Fisheries. It simplifies it, and makes it more transparent, he told a European Parliament seminar on securing a future for farmers in an enlarged EU in the European Parliament in Brussels last week.

Fischler highlighted the key changes as "giving farmers back their entrepreneurial 'freedom to farm'", making the CAP less trade distorting, and more market oriented. "More of the money will end up in the pockets of the farmers", he said. It also boosts quality, and allows agriculture to play its role in sustainable development, conservation and the preservation of rural landscapes. And it gives the chance to increase rural development, with more opportunities for farmers that want to diversify, or raise their standards - as well as improved investment support for young farmers: some €1.2 billion can be shifted from market support to rural development each year from 2005 onwards.

In addition it fine tunes the EU market organisation mechanisms, "With world market forecasts pointing towards lower demand and prices for certain products, and increased competition arising with the emergence of new suppliers, for example in the cereals sector, or market imbalances in the dairy sector, it was clear that we needed to do this", he said. 

The benefits will be felt by the 450 million consumers that will make up an EU-25 from May next year, and by all farmers in the enlarged EU, since they will have a clear perspective, the Commissioner promised. The reform affords benefits to farmers in the new member states as well, he said. "Markets and prices will become considerably more stable, rural development funding will provide continued support to upgrade, modernise and restructure, and de-coupling will offer a simpler system after the initial phasing-in period for direct payments is complete. On top of this, farmers will have the advantages of a massive internal market to take advantage of, with the purchasing power of consumers in the new member states growing twice as fast as those in the current ones".

Some minimal adjustments will be needed to the package agreed on for the new member states in Copenhagen, in December last year, Fischler conceded. But "they will be limited only to that which is absolutely necessary". The fundamental character of the Copenhagen deal will remain, as will the overriding principle to ensure that new member states are integrated into the new CAP system as smoothly as possible. 

Fischler said Commission proposals would emerge within days on how and where to make changes. "But we will ensure that where changes are made, they do not undermine any elements of the accession package already agreed, or handicap the integration of the new member states into the CAP". And, as he pointed out, the process of familiarisation with CAP-like policies has already been going on in the accession countries for some time. "The Sapard programme has allowed the new member states to gain valuable experience of rural development programmes, and prepare their administrations for management of CAP support", he said. The Sapard programme is now up and running in all ten central and eastern European countries, with over 8,000 beneficiaries receiving a share of the €275 million that the EU has already contributed. 

And as for the next wave of CAP reform, on which discussions will also start soon, Fischler said this "must offer all those involved in this industry, in an enlarged EU, a fair deal and a secure future."  Whatever the changes, it will, he said, "be a single CAP that serves a single, united Europe."

Summit urges investment in Central and Eastern Europe

Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary have already attracted a lot of foreign investments, but in the other countries in the region, including Romania, the volume is relatively low – and "it is time for this situation to change radically," said Romanian president Ion Iliescu, opening a summit on investment in central Europe in Bucharest last week. He commended the involvement, alongside private foreign capital, of the large institutionalised investors, such as the World Bank, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the International Financial Corporation, and of the European Commission and the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe. 

According to the United Nations Development Programme, the value of direct foreign investments in south-eastern Europe last year reached $600 per capita, whereas this indicator exceeded $1,000 per capita in the central European countries which are to join the EU in 2004. 

Despite global investment flows declining from $1.4 trillion in 2000 to $650 billion in 2002, central and eastern Europe has been able to buck the global trend. In 1997-2001 total FDI inflow to central and south eastern Europe grew overall by 51%, from $19 billion to $28.7 billion. The Czech Republic, Poland and Slovakia were among the world's top 30 FDI recipients last year. And Romania and Bulgaria together accounted for $1 billion in the first half of 2003 - a 36% increase over the same period last year. Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia have received 60 per cent of the region's cumulative FDI inflows, while Romania and Bulgaria received less than 10 per cent.

Kalman Mizsei, Assistant Secretary General of the United Nations and UNDP's Director for Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States, spoke of seeing "the successes of FDI demonstrated by some transition countries spread to all… The challenge is to repeat the successes of the central European countries and the Baltic states further east and south."

Central and eastern Europe are poised to become one of the world's most promising investment destinations, said Mark Malloch Brown, the UNDP administrator. He claimed that the countries on the fringe of the imminent enlargement could have a strong card in their hand. "Proximity can often offer more competitive advantage than inclusion", he said, because EU membership "may quickly begin to cost a country its competitive cost structure". 

“Don't reopen accession deal”, EU Commissioner Fischler says in Prague 

Speaking during an official visit in Prague on 17 October, Franz Fischler, EU Commissioner for Agriculture, Rural Development and Fisheries commended the excellent co-operation between the Czech authorities and the Commission in the run up to the Czech accession. “I would also like to congratulate the Czech Republic for the good uptake of Sapard funds. This will allow the Czech agricultural sector to prepare for accession. », Fischler continued. But he also urged the Czech Republic to speed up preparations. « The Czech Republic needs to prepare its administration. We are concerned about the Czech Paying Agency in agriculture. Its effective functioning of this Agency is of paramount importance. The bulk of support to the agriculture sector will have to flow via this agency. The potential financial consequences would be severe, if the relevant EU Regulations on Paying Agencies were not satisfactorily implemented on time”, he stressed. 

Mr Fischler further explained that the EU had just decided to fundamentally reform its farm policy. These reforms will encourage farmers to better fulfil consumer needs, make farmers more market-oriented and they should reduce the red tape for farmers. However, the new policy cannot be implemented directly in the new Member States. Therefore, the Commission will shortly detailed proposals so that the reformed Common Agricultural Policy can be implemented in the new Member States. 

“These Commission proposals will be well balanced. They will maximise the advantages of Membership for the acceding countries while remaining strictly within the limits of the agreements reached during the accession negotiations. The package agreed during the negotiations are maintained, and applied to any new element. There is no 'erosion' of the terms of accession negotiated by the acceding countries. In other words: The CAP Reform discussion is not an occasion to reopen the accession deal of Copenhagen”, Mr Fischler concluded.
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