[image: image1.png]European Union Information Centre
ICEU of the Delegation of the European Commission
to the Czech Republic



Week in Europe 17-23/11/03

Inter-Governmental Conference – Future of Europe

On 13 November 2003, members of the Convention on the Future of Europe together with Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) appealed to the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) to "reconsider their decision to remove the Legislative Council from the European Constitution". The petition concerns Article 23 of the Draft Constitutional Treaty on the "Formations of the Council of Ministers". The article envisages two Council formations only: a Legislative Council and a General Affairs Council with a view to simplifying the current system and making a clear distinction between the Council’s executive and legislative functions. The 63 signatories include Giuliano Amato (Vice-Chairman of the Convention and Vice-President of the Party of European Socialists), Elmar Brok (Christian Democrat leader in the Convention) and Andrew Duff (Chair of the Liberal caucus in the Convention). The group has decided to appeal to governments because the Convention's plans for a Legislative Council were rejected very early in the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) by a majority of the Member States. 

Brussels, 18 November – Meeting on 18 November, the foreign affairs ministers of the EU-25 discussed certain provisions in the EU Constitution on the future EU Foreign Minister and a number of procedural provisions relating to future treaty revisions. 

The UK, together with Portugal and Denmark, has continued to doubt the "double hatted" role of the new EU Foreign Minister whereby he/she would sit in the Commission with access to its resources but would be answerable to Member States. A group of countries led by the UK has also rejected the term "minister", favouring the currently used notion of "high representative" instead. 

On the issue of ratification of the constitutional amendments, Member States have complained that national parliaments should not be given absolute blocking power. Based on the most recent compromise proposal by the Presidency, national parliaments would not be consulted automatically but would be able to oppose a revision (a procedure known as "nihil obstat"). 

However, the major political disagreements over qualified majority voting (QMV) and on the composition of the Commission dominated the discussions. Matters were made 'worse' following a comment by the British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw backing the Polish position on QMV in a joint press conference with the Polish Foreign Minister. Mr Straw said that any deal should be acceptable to all and until there is such a deal, the British government would support the Nice system of voting. 

The 18 November sitting was the final IGC meeting prior to the ministerial conclave on 28-29 November which is set to prepare the final meeting of Heads of State and Government in mid-December. Next week's meeting in Naples is set to discuss a compromise proposal to be submitted by the Italian Presidency. 
Source: www.euractiv.com
European Commission

Survey shows EU Citizens favour globalisation

Brussels, 17 November – 63% of EU citizens are favourable to the development of globalisation while more than half (52%) believe that if globalisation intensifies in the future this would be more advantageous for them, according to a Flash Eurobarometer published by the European Commission today. The survey conducted between 8 and 16 October 2003 also shows that 62% of EU citizens believe the process of globalisation can be effectively controlled and regulated, while 56% believe that more rules are necessary to harness the development of globalisation. For more information

http://europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion/
flash_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/03/1553]

Research : EU to finance projects worth €5 billion

Brussels, 17 November – Over 100 000 participants from more than 50 countries responded with nearly 12 000 projects to the first calls for proposals of the €20 billion EU 6th Research Framework Programme (FP6 2002-2006). The first crop of FP6 calls closed earlier this year. The response to these first calls, with a budget of some €5 billion, was consistent across all themes and funding instruments, both new and traditional, with partners from the acceding and candidate countries present in nearly 40% of proposals. Contracts are now being negotiated for projects in all areas from ageing to allergies, information and communication technologies, marine sciences, nanotechnology and carbon sequestration. For more information see
http://europa.eu.int/comm/research/fp6/
calls_en.cfm and MEMO/03/230. 

[Background paper IP/03/1550]

e-commerce: EU law boosting emerging sector

Brussels, 21 November – With 54% of European internet users expected to shop online by 2006, the successful application of the Electronic Commerce Directive, adopted in 2000, will be increasingly vital to the EU economy, concludes a European Commission report published today. According to the report, the Directive, by applying to e-commerce the Internal Market principle of the freedom to provide services, is already "having a substantial and positive effect". The report emphasises that, given continuing technological innovations and the rapid growth of e-commerce, the Commission will need to keep a close eye on the application of the Directive. It will work with Member States to improve both information to businesses and citizens and the exchange of information among national and European authorities. The global nature of the Internet means that the Commission will also need to strengthen dialogue with international partners so that worldwide rules can be drawn up where necessary. The full text of the Commission's report is available at: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/internal_market/en/
ecommerce/index.htm 

[Background paper IP/03/1580]

Eurostat

Unemployment in the EU and the Acceding Countries Regional unemployment rates ranged from 2.0% to 29.3% in the EU in 2002; A similar spread in the Acceding Countries: from 3.3% to 26.3% 

Luxembourg, 17 November – Within the EU and the Acceding Countries, regional unemployment rates1 varied widely in 2002. Rates in the EU ranged from 2.0% in the region of Tirol in Austria, to 29.3% in Réunion in France. The disparities were slightly smaller in the regions of the Acceding Countries: from 3.3% in Cyprus, to 26.3% in the region of Lubuskie in Poland. Regional unemployment rates rose between 2001 and 2002 in nearly two-thirds of the 211 NUTS 2 regions of the EU, as well as in 60% of the 40 level 2 regions of the Acceding Countries. 

Of the 211 NUTS 2 regions of the EU, 43 had an unemployment rate of 3.9% or less in 2002, i.e. half the average for the EU (7.8%). They included 11 out of the 12 Austrian regions, 7 of the 9 Dutch regions and 10 regions in the United Kingdom. Only Greece, Spain and France had no region with a rate equal to or less than half the EU average. Denmark, which comprises a single unit, was in the same position. At the other extreme, 20 regions had a rate of 15.6% or higher, i.e. double that of the EU: 10 in Germany, 4 in Italy, 4 in France (all Overseas Departments), and 2 in Spain. 

Of the 40 regions considered in the Acceding Countries, only Cyprus and the region of Praha in the Czech Republic had rates lower than half the EU average. In 11 regions, the unemployment rate was equal to or lower than that of the EU. These regions were in the Czech Republic (5), Hungary (4) and the countries of Cyprus and Slovenia. In 19 regions, the unemployment rate was more than double that of the EU: all 16 regions in Poland and 3 in the Slovak Republic. 

[Background paper STAT/03/131]

October 2003 Euro-zone annual inflation down to 2.0%; EU15 down to 1.8% 

Luxembourg, 18 November 2003 – Euro-zone annual inflation fell from 2.2% in September to 2.0% in October 2003, Eurostat reports today. A year earlier the rate was 2.3%. EU15 annual inflation fell from 2.0% in September to 1.8% in October 20032. A year earlier the rate was 2.1%. EEA annual inflation was 1.8% in October 20032. 

[Background paper STAT/03/133]

The European Court of Auditors

The European Court of Auditors publishes its 2002 Annual Report today

Luxembourg, 18 November 2003 – The Court is of the opinion that the 2002 accounts of the European Communities prepared by the Commission faithfully reflect the revenue and expenditure and the financial position of the Communities at the year-end, except for some shortcomings caused by weaknesses in the design of the accounting system. The Court welcomes the action plan for the modernisation of the accounting system adopted by the Commission at the end of 2002, which is expected to become fully effective in 2005. However, if the Commission is to implement all the in-depth reforms necessary, this timing may be over-ambitious. The Court is of the opinion that the transactions underlying the accounts are legal and regular in respect of own resources, commitments, administrative expenditure and pre-accession aid, although supervisory systems and controls should be improved in the latter case. The 2002 Annual Report in full see at:

http://www.eca.eu.int/EN/RA/2002/ra02.htm 

[Background paper ECA/03/24]

Enlargement (extracts from the Enlargement Weekly)
"Give smaller firms the help to make enlargement work"

Industrial policy in an enlarged Europe must take account much more effectively of the needs of smaller firms in the accession countries, according to a draft opinion on economic diversification in the accession countries and the role of smaller firms in the social economy, currently under preparation in the European Economic and Social Committee's consultative commission on industrial change.  Economic transition is almost completed in the acceding states, but prospects for smaller firms are still not entirely satisfactory, says the draft. The accession countries have made considerable efforts to align their legislation with that of the EU, but they still have to develop the necessary institutions, and an appropriate legal framework for smaller firms should be promoted more strongly. 

EU ministers want action soon on "Wider Europe"

EU foreign affairs minister reviewed the Wider Europe - New Neighbourhood Initiative presented by European Enlargement Commissioner Günter Verheugen at their General Affairs and External Relations Council in Brussels last week. The Council welcomed the interest shown by the partner countries on the fringes of the enlarged EU's new borders for the emerging EU plan for co-operation with them.

Ministers invited the Commission – and Javier Solana, EU High Representative for the Common Foreign and Security Policy - to present detailed proposals for action plans early in 2004, so as to move forward decisively by June 2004. They welcomed the Commission communication "Paving the way for a New Neighbourhood Instrument" as an important step, and as "a useful basis for developing the relevant instruments aimed at enhancing cross-border co-operation on the external borders of the Union, in particular regional/transnational co-operation".
Focus on Hungary

Continuing easy-to-read snapshots of the European Commission's assessment of the acceding states in its monitoring reports earlier this month, we look this week at Hungary.

Economics

The overall macro-economic equilibrium of the Hungarian economy has deteriorated, in particular as regards the composition of GDP, external accounts and exchange and interest rate stability. A significant budget deficit in 2002 has been addressed by a tighter and very ambitious fiscal policy stance in 2003, while inconsistent monetary and exchange rate policies added to the strain in the policy mix. Economic reform is being pursued in a credible manner, through the privatisation of some remaining state-owned companies, a stepwise liberalisation of administered prices and the broad completion of the progressive pension reform.

The general government deficit is now on a downward trend, but more progress is needed, as is more fiscal reform. Health care sector reform is being addressed with new laws that allow a start to private general practitioners' practices, and to large-scale privatisation of healthcare assets, including hospitals. Wages growth has started to moderate, with the economy slowly adapting to the new low-inflation environment, but continues to exceed productivity growth.

Administrative and judicial capacity 

The conditions are in place for the implementation of the acquis by the Hungarian public administration and judiciary, but further improvements are still needed. In public administration, reform should extend into regional development, local self-government and state administration, and transparency in personnel matters should be improved. In the judicial system, adequate financing is needed for additional regional courts and to improve the legal aid system. The fight against corruption should continue to receive high priority, in particular through the rapid implementation of the so-called "glass-pocket" programme on disclosure of assets.

Meeting EU rules

A high level of alignment with the EU acquis has been reached, and Hungary is expected to be in a position to implement the acquis as required in most policy areas by the date of accession. But it needs to make enhanced efforts to complete preparations in a number of areas:

· in the free movement of goods, the old approach sectoral legislation, public procurement, and the non-harmonised area; 

· information society services in free movement of services; 

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

· in agriculture, trade mechanisms, common market organisations for sugar and wine, controls on transmissible spongiform encephalopathies and animal by-products, veterinary control, common measures, and some plant health issues;

· rail transport; 

· in the area of social policy and employment, the European Social Fund and anti-discrimination;

· telecommunications and information technologies, including postal services; 

· the audio-visual policy;

· in regional policy, the legislative framework, institutional structures and financial management and control; 

· in environment policy, legislative alignment and implementation in nature protection and industrial pollution; 

· market surveillance and non-safety related measures in consumer and health protection; 

· external borders and asylum in justice and home affairs; 

· in external relations, bilateral agreements with third countries; 

· in financial control, public internal control, control over structural action expenditure and the protection of EC financial interests.

Urgent action

Hungary must take "immediate and decisive action" to address to be ready by the date of accession in the agriculture chapter, relating to its preparations to: 

· set up its Paying Agency, 

· implement the Integrated Administration and Control System, 

· to implement rural development measures, and 

· to ensure public health standards in agri-food establishments.

New staff recruitment in new member states

More than 12,000 candidates will take part this week in the first competitions for EU staff to be held in the acceding states. On November 27-28, officials from the European Personnel Selection Office will be supervise tests in all ten acceding states for posts as translators and secretaries in the EU institutions. This is the first main wave of competitions to be organised in the context of the current enlargement programme (following on from the recruitment earlier this year of temporary “auxiliary” staff). Most of the tests will be held in the national capitals – but in the Czech Republic they will also be held in Brno, in Hungary in Debrecen, in Slovakia in Presov, and in Poland in Gdansk, Krakow and Poznan – and over a thousand candidates will also be sitting the tests at a centre in Brussels.
Taxation after enlargement on the EU agenda

European Union foreign affairs ministers looked ahead to tax harmonisation after enlargement when they met in Brussels as the General Affairs Council on November 17. The Council welcomed a report from tax experts within its Working Party on Enlargement, which has established a list of tax measures in the acceding states "which are harmful and which must be eliminated or amended in order to bring their corporate tax systems in line with the principles of the [EU's] Code of Conduct for business taxation by the date of accession". During the accession negotiations, the acceding states committed themselves to the principles of the 1997 Code of Conduct, and to introducing only new measures that are in line with it. The Council's Working Party on Enlargement is currently preparing a Council decision on a list of harmful tax measures in the acceding states, and has reached an interim conclusion that their rollback measures envisaged or already undertaken are largely adequate either to remove the harmful features or to abolish the harmful tax measure concerned.  However, there is still a hardcore to be dealt with – and that will be the focus of the upcoming Council decision.
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