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Inter-Governmental Conference

Brussels, 10 November – On 10 November, the Commission released its second Eurobarometer survey on the Convention and the IGC. The poll revealed that 67 per cent of the people asked supported the idea of an EU Constitution, with the highest levels of support found in Italy, Spain and Hungary. Eighty-four per cent of the respondents said it would be "useful" or "essential" to express their opinion in an official referendum. 

The Commission's press release notes the high non-response rate ("don't know" or "no answer"). According to the poll, 61 per cent of citizens in the EU-25 have never heard of the Convention. Generally more men have heard about the Convention than women although this gender difference is more accentuated in the EU-15 (44 per cent of men versus 32 per cent of women). The survey suggests that the knowledge of the Convention rises with age. In the new Member States, more young people aged 15 to 24 are aware of the Convention than in the current EU Member States (40 per cent and 15 per cent respectively). Source: www.euractiv.com, for the survey see: http://europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion/index.htm
Copenhagen, 13 November 2003 – Danish Foreign Affairs Minister Per Stig Moeller has said that Denmark would be in favour of a Commission of 18 members with 9 deputies, all with full voting rights. Denmark argues that this solution could be a workable compromise between the Convention's proposal for 15 voting Commissioners and small Member States' demands to keep the "one country, one Commissioner" principle. Source: www.euractiv.com
Paris, 13 November 2003 – According to an article published in Le Monde on 12 November, Germany and France are reflecting on the idea of forming a 'Franco-German union' permitting both countries to merge their policies in the areas of defence, economic and social affairs and education. These plans to form a 'noyau dur' [hard core] are not entirely new. 

The idea of a strong bond between the two Member States was proposed in the historical paper by German Christian-Democrat Karl Lamers and his German colleague Wolfgang Schäuble as far back as 1994. In 2001, four French socialist politicians, among them Dominique Strauss-Kahn and Commissioner Pascal Lamy published a reflexion piece in Le Monde advocating the idea of a real 'union' between both countries to help advance closer European integration. 

European Commission

Commission proposes common rules for adding vitamins and minerals to foods 

Brussels, 10 November 2003 – The European Commission has today proposed a Regulation setting out common rules for the voluntary addition of vitamins, minerals and other substances such as herbal extracts to foods. The proposed legislation would harmonise the different rules in Member States and allow the free movement throughout the EU of foods “fortified” with nutrients. It would also create a list of approved vitamins, minerals and other substances. Minimum and maximum levels for adding different nutrients to foods would be set following scientific advice and labelling would show consumers which nutrients have been added to each product. The proposal will be adopted under the so-called co-decision procedure. For more information see MEMO/03/224.

[Background paper IP/03/1516]

European Growth Initiative: Commission tables final proposal to EU leaders 

Brussels, 11 November 2003 – A comprehensive action plan spelling out what needs to be done to kick-start investment in networks and knowledge across the European Union has been set out today by the European Commission. The European Growth Initiative final report has been prepared in close co-operation with the European Investment Bank and is addressed to the December meeting of the European Council. It confirms the Commission's initial proposals aiming to speed up investment in the 29 priority Trans-European transport networks with their subsections proposed by the Commission last October (IP/03/1322). It equally aims to put the EU at the cutting edge of innovation and technology through the launch of pan-European projects in these areas as spelled out in the Commission's interim report (IP/03/1321). In this way, it reinforces the Union's wider structural reform agenda launched at the Lisbon European Council in March 2000. The Commission proposal includes a Quick-start programme of 56 projects, which are ready to start immediately, have a strong cross-border impact and will yield positive results in terms of growth, jobs and protection of the environment. For further details see: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/commissioners/prodi/
index_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/03/1521]

Cross-border shopping: Commission asks Spain and the United Kingdom for information over travellers' rights to bring home alcohol and tobacco

Brussels, 12 November 2003 – The European Commission has decided to send formal requests for information to Spain and the United Kingdom about their application of EU law relating to excise duties and cross-border shopping. The Commission is concerned that the practices of these two Member States may jeopardise the right of all EU citizens to buy goods in other Member States, excise duty paid, and to bring these products home for their own use without any formalities and without having to pay taxes a second time. Both requests take the form of 'letters of formal notice' under the infringement procedures laid down in Article 226 of the EC Treaty. The UK and Spain are asked to reply within two months. 

[Background paper IP/03/1539]

Statement by President Prodi on the attack in Nasiriya

Brussels, 12 November 2003 – The news of the attack against the Carabinieri Command Centre in Nasiriya has profoundly saddened me. I wish to express my deep solidarity and my heartfelt sympathy to the families of the victims, to the Italian Government and to the Carabinieri Corps, whose sacrifices and extraordinary abnegation have contributed so much to creating the best conditions for maintaining peace and protecting the defenceless civilian population in exceptionally difficult circumstances, wherever they have been engaged throughout the world. I share deeply in the whole country's mourning. 

Eurostat

Yearbook on Candidate Countries From population to environment; A wide diversity of data for the Candidate Countries

Luxembourg, 10 November 2003 – Eurostat issues today a new yearbook on Candidate Countries. Since the last edition of this yearbook appeared, the enlargement process has taken a decisive step forward. At the Copenhagen Council on 13 December 2002, the negotiations with the Czech Republic, Estonia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Slovenia and Slovakia were concluded and the Accession Treaty with these 10 Acceding Countries was signed in Athens on 16 April 2003. 

[Background paper STAT/03/128]

European Court of Justice

Judgment of the Court in Case C-311/01 – Commission of the European Communities v Kingdom of the Netherlands
Luxembourg, 6 November 2003 – Community law is infringed by the refusal to allow frontier workers to retain their entitlement to unemployment benefit when they go to another Member State to seek employment. The refusal prevents frontier workers from going to another Member State in order to find employment there and penalises them for having exercised their right to freedom of movement. 

[Background paper CJE/03/97]

European Ombudsman

Ombudsman criticises Commission for not acting consistently

Strasbourg, 12 November 2003 – The European Ombudsman, P. Nikiforos Diamandouros, has criticised the European Commission for not acting consistently in a contract with a national fisheries board. The Commission neglected to examine a final report that substantially modified the draft that it had approved over one year earlier. According to the Ombudsman, the Commission was aware of a number of facts that should have led it to carefully examine the final report. The Ombudsman found the Commission guilty of maladministration. His decision can be found on:

http://www.euro-ombudsman.eu.int/decision/en/030754.htm 

[Background paper EO/03/21]

Enlargement (extracts from the Enlargement Weekly)

Preparing for enlarged EU borders

Proposals were released last week for a European Agency for the Management of Operational Co-operation at the External Borders of the European Union.  The Agency would help member states – current and future – in meeting their EU obligations for control and surveillance of the external borders.

The proposal springs in part from the challenge of coping with the expansion of the EU's borders. They will grow dramatically from May next year, as nine of the ten new member states (all except the Czech Republic) bring new external land and sea borders with them.

According to European Justice and Home Affairs Commissioner Antonio Vitorino, the creation of the Agency constitutes is an important step towards achieving solidarity between member states in external border management. The concept is that the Agency will boost co-operation between member states, and launch its own joint operations and pilot projects. It will help in training border guards, conducting risk assessments, and, where necessary, providing special assistance to member states facing particular operational challenges.

The Agency will set up its own specialised branches for land, air, and maritime borders. And it will also co-ordinate work on removal of third-country nationals illegally residing in member states. But it will have no law-enforcement competencies in member states, and will not carry out actual controls at the external borders.

If EU ministers approve the plan, the Agency could start work in 2005 with a staff of about 30 and a budget of around €6 million, rising to €10 million in 2006.

Future Member States lag on high-tech business

The acceding states employ far fewer people than the current member states in high technology and knowledge-intensive service sectors, according to the latest figures from Eurostat, the EU's statistical service. In sectors such as the manufacture of computers or medical equipment, or in research and development, financial and leasing services, education, and recreation, the future member states trail significantly.

In 2002 there were 163 million people employed in the EU, of which 7.4% were employed in high tech and medium-high tech manufacturing and 33.3% in knowledge-intensive services (where employment is growing at more than 3% a year). In the acceding states, employment in high tech and medium-high tech manufacturing ranged between 1.1% and 9.2% of total employment, and proportions for knowledge-intensive services varied from 22.8% to 30.9% – with widely differing growth rates even showing a sharp reduction in some countries.

In terms of people employed in high tech and medium-high tech manufacturing, some acceding states performed above the EU average: Slovenia recorded the highest percentage among the new member states, with 9.2%, followed by the Czech Republic (8.9%), Hungary (8.5%) and Slovakia (8.2%). The acceding state with most employees (in absolute terms) in knowledge-intensive services in 2002 was the Czech Republic, with 23.9% of the country's total, followed by Hungary (26.4%). But the highest per capita ratio was in Estonia (30.9%). 

Distribution of employment by selected sectors in %, 2002


Total employment (‘000s)
High tech and medium-high tech manufacturing
Other manufacturing
Other (Neither manufacturing, nor services)
Other

Services
Knowledge-intensive services

EU
162 974
7.4
11.8
12.9
34.7
33.3

Czech Rep.
4 763
8.9
19.1
17.0
31.2
23.9

Estonia
581
3.4
18.6
15.4
31.8
30.9

Cyprus
315
1.1
11.1
16.2
45.4
26.2

Latvia
988
1.9
14.5
24.5
34.4
24.7

Lithuania
1 421
2.6
15.2
28.2
29.3
24.7

Hungary
3 846
8.5
16.4
15.3
33.3
26.4

Slovenia
922
9.2
21.9
17.0
29.1
22.8

Slovakia
2 111
8.2
18.8
17.7
31.2
24.0

Bulgaria
2 800
5.3
18.5
19.5
34.5
22.2

Romania
9 768
5.5
16.0
45.8
19.9
12.8

Boosting training and education across the wider Europe

The EU candidate countries and acceding states were among the 55 countries that signed up last week to the "Turin declaration" on assistance to education and vocational training in EU neighbour countries. "A solid skills base is crucial to enhance international competitiveness and create the right climate for strong and sustained economic growth", it says.

The declaration emerged from a three-day international conference organised by the Turin-based EU-agency, the European Training Foundation. The conference gathered more than 250 policy makers and experts to discuss the reforms of vocational education and training systems. The declaration notes that in May 2004 "the European Union will enter a historic new phase. After enlargement it will encompass 25 countries and almost half a billion people. Others countries will follow. The Western Balkans will be integrated into the political and economic mainstream of Europe with a view to potential membership of the EU."

Focus on the Czech Republic

Following the publication this month of the European Commission's reports on the future member states, ENLARGEMENT WEEKLY is focusing week-by-week on each of the countries, with an easy-to-read summary of the Commission's key findings. This week, the Czech Republic:

Economics

The Czech Republic has broadly maintained macroeconomic stability, but public finances have deteriorated. The Czech Republic continued on its reform path, albeit hesitantly. The continued deterioration of the general government deficit led to steps towards the consolidation of public finances and proposals for bringing the deficit down to 4% by 2006, but a deeper and a more comprehensive reform of social benefits, pensions and healthcare is needed. The selling off of bad state assets to private investors should accelerate to free the economy from misallocated resources.

Capacity

Sufficient overall administrative and judicial capacity is in place, but there is room for further improvement. More resources should be allocated to implementing the Civil Service Act, and the length of court proceedings should be shortened. In the fight against corruption, the actual prosecution of corruption cases needs to be stepped up.

Meeting EU rules

A high level of alignment with the EU acquis has been attained in most policy areas. By accession the Czech Republic should be able to implement most EU rules in most sectors. But it needs to make enhanced efforts to complete preparations for accession in the following areas: 

· old approach sectoral legislation and public procurement in free movement of goods; 

· insurance, information society services, and the right of establishment and the freedom to provide non-financial services in free movement of services;

· the fight against money laundering in free movement of capital;

· protection of intellectual and industrial property rights in company la;

· state aid rules in competition policy;

· in agriculture, the Paying Agency, the Integrated Administration and Control System, trade mechanisms, the common market organisations for sugar, wine and alcohol, and beefmeat, and nearly all phytosanitary and veterinary issues.

· health and safety, the European Social Fund and anti-discrimination in social policy and employment; 

· the independence of the regulator in the telecommunications sector;

· the independence of the regulator in audio-visual policy;

· in regional policy and co-ordination of structural instruments, the institutional structures, the legislative framework and financial management and control;

· nature protection in the area of environment policy; 

· market surveillance in the area of consumer and health protection; 

· in justice and home affairs, the fight against fraud, corruption and money laundering, and rules on asylum;

· terminating bilateral agreements with non-EU countries in  external relations;

· public internal financial control and control over structural action expenditure.

And in three areas, "immediate and decisive action" is needed:

preparations for mutual recognition of qualifications of certain professions, including in the healthcare sector, in the area of free movement of persons;

in agriculture, progress in upgrading agri-food establishments to meet public health requirements;

in road transport, the implementation of the social and technical acquis should be considerably reinforced.

The full report on the Czech Republic can be read on

http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/enlargement/
report_2003/pdf/cmr_cz_final.pdf 

EEA enlargement agreed too

The ink is at last dry on the agreement to enlarge the European Economic Area. Negotiations to bring the EU's ten acceding states into the EEA – which extends the EU's single market to Iceland, Norway and Liechtenstein – had been underway since January this year. An outline deal – which included additional payments from these three states to boost economic and social development in the enlarged EU – was reached in July, but further discussions had delayed the completion of the process. On November 11, at a meeting in the Liechtenstein capital of Vaduz, the final signatures were put on the agreement, thus ensuring the participation of the acceding states in the EEA  following the enlargement of the European Union.

Filling in the road links in Slovakia

The European Investment Bank is lending Slovakia €68 million to upgrade sections of the major road links crossing the country on the east-west axis. Nearly 8 km of the D1 motorway between Svinia and Presov in eastern Slovakia is to be built – helping complete the Pan-European Road Network's E50 route, which is being upgraded to motorway standard in stages. And 10 km of expressway is to be built around Zarnovica on the R1 trunk road that links Bratislava in the south-west with Presov and Kosice in the east. Slovakia's geographical position makes it a key transit country for passengers and goods, and roads are the dominant mode of internal transport – accounting for about 60% of freight traffic. Improved road standards and capacities translate into improved flows of passenger and freight traffic, with reductions in travel time and vehicle operating costs, as well as improvements in traffic safety and the environment, says EIB.
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