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European Council

EU leaders fail to reach agreement on Constitution

Brussels, 13 December 2003 – Italy, which holds the EU's Presidency, was expected to formally conclude the EU summit meeting with a statement on 13 December 2003 after the negotiations were deadlocked by Poland and Spain's refusal to give up voting rights agreed at the Nice summit in 2000. 

"At this time the conference has determined there is no agreement," a spokesman for the Italian government told Reuters news agency. 

Italy had discussed several compromises during bilateral meetings on 13 December, but never garnered enough support to table any of them, diplomats said. EU diplomats said Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi would announce that the negotiations were "postponed" and would resume in 2004 under the Irish Presidency, but would not set any precise timetable. 

EU Summit agrees on 62 billion euro investment plan

Brussels, 12 December 2003 – EU leaders have given their backing to a three-year 62 billion euro investment plan. The decision was based on the Commissions 'European Action for Growth' proposal which aims to boost the EU's sluggish economies. 

The funding will go to priority projects in the area of trans-European network infrastructure (TENs) including transport, telecommunications and energy, and innovation and R&D. The money will come from a combination of EU and national budgets, as well as loans from the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the private sector. The Ecofin Council had on 25 November agreed that the EU funding ceiling should increase from 10 to a maximum of 20 per cent. The Commission had suggested a 'Quick Start' programme of 56 projects, which are ready to start immediately, have a strong cross-border impact and are expected to yield positive results in terms of growth, jobs and protection of the environment. 

The priority projects are to include rail tunnels through the Alps, high-speed railways, cross-border gas and electricity interconnectors and innovative research projects for hydrogen and laser technologies. However, the Commission said that its list was not exhaustive and that more projects could be added. 

EU leaders approve 'big three' deal on defence

On 12 December 2003, European leaders approved plans presented by Britain, France and Germany to create an autonomous EU military planning cell in early 2004. The defence deal was reached on 11 December 2003. The agreement will enable the EU to set up a military planning cell to run crisis management operations when NATO is not involved. It was sealed after the US accepted Britain's assurances that the plan would not undermine NATO. NATO Secretary-General George Robertson welcomed the agreement and made it clear that the US would not be raising any objections. 

The deal proposes that Europe has its own limited capability to conduct military operations. According to the agreement, the EU would first turn to NATO, then to Member States' national headquarters to plan and run an EU military operation. 

"In certain circumstances, the Council (of EU foreign ministers) may decide, upon the advice of the Military Committee, to draw on the collective capacity of the EU military staff, in particular where a joint civil/military response is required and where no national HQ is identified," the text says. 

Source: www.euractiv.com
European Commission

Eurobarometer : decline in public confidence but continued strong support for EU priorities

Brussels, 9 December 2003 – The latest Eurobarometer opinion poll, from which preliminary results are published today, reveals a general decline in public confidence since the previous survey carried out in the spring. This is reflected in growing concerns about the economic and employment outlook for next year and a decrease in confidence in public institutions in general. This increased sense of pessimism appears to have affected people's attitudes towards the European Union and its institutions. Despite this, those who feel their country's membership of the EU is a "good thing" still outnumber by more than three-to-one those who do not. The survey is notable for the very uneven shifts in opinion from Member State to Member State. For previous surveys: 

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

[Background paper IP/03/1680]

World Summit to set out a strategic vision for a global information society 

Brussels, 9 December 2003 – The United Nations World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) will take place in Geneva from the 10th to the 12th December 2003. This is the single most important political event dedicated to the Information Society since the European Commission coined the phrase in the mid-Nineties. Heads of State and Government and senior ministers from around the world should agree a Declaration of Principles governing the global information society and a Plan of Action to guide countries in making it a reality. Erkki Liikanen, Commissioner for the Information Society has been asked by President Prodi to represent the European Commission throughout the Summit, while Commissioner for development and humanitarian aid, Poul Nielson, will attend the Summit on the 10th December to sign a joint position on information society for development with the Union's African, Caribbean and Pacific partners. A second session of the World Summit will take place in Tunis in November 2005. WSIS website: http://www.itu.int/wsis/
[Background paper IP/03/1673]

European Commission reports progress on the Thessaloniki Agenda for the Western Balkans

Brussels, 9 December 2003 – At a meeting of the Western Balkans Forum in Brussels on 9 December Chris Patten, European Commissioner for External Relations, will present a progress report on how the European Commission is following up the commitments made in the Thessaloniki Agenda for the Western Balkans (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Serbia and Montenegro). The European Commission is on track with many of the initiatives agreed at the Thessaloniki European Council in June 2003 and is already producing tangible results, in the launching of European Partnerships, actions to enhance support for institution building, initiatives to promote economic development and measures in the field of justice and home affairs, as well as progress in introducing some of the techniques that helped today's Accession countries prepare for closer integration with the EU. The Forum will discuss EU-Western Balkans relations, including follow-up to the Thessaloniki Agenda, developments in the region and latest events in the EU. 

[Background paper IP/03/1681]

VAT: Commission decides to propose two-year extension of reduced rates on labour-intensive services

Brussels, 10 December 2003 – The European Commission has decided to propose to allow nine Member States to continue to apply for an additional two years (i.e. until 31 December 2005) the reduced rates of Value Added Tax (VAT) they currently apply to specified labour-intensive services such as renovation of private dwellings, hairdressing, window-cleaning and small repairs. Directive 1999/85/EC allowed those Member States that so chose (see IP/99/1002) to apply a reduction of VAT on these services for an experimental period from 1 January 2000 to 31 December 2002 (later extended to end 2003), in order to test the impact of such a reduction in terms of job creation and of combating the black economy. In response to requests from the EU's Council of Ministers and the European Parliament, the Commission has now decided to propose a further extension for two years because Member States have not so far agreed on the Commission's July 2003 proposal rationalise and simplify the overall rules for reduced rates of VAT (see IP/03/1024). The actual proposal to extend the labour intensive services reduced rates will be presented very shortly. For further details see: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/taxation_customs/
taxation/labour_intensive/labour_intensive_en.htm 
[Background paper IP/03/1693]

Iraq: Commission releases first EU contribution for reconstruction in Iraq

Brussels, 12 December 2003 – The European Commission decided today to release a first contribution from the EU budget for reconstruction activities in Iraq. The €29 million, part of the €200 million pledged by Commissioner Patten at the Madrid Donors Conference, will support the UNDP, UNICEF and WHO's efforts to rehabilitate basic social services in Iraq - water and sanitation, education, and health - and to implement livelihood and income generating schemes for the Iraqi people. This decision puts into practical effect the Commission's determination to translate pledges in Madrid into tangible improvements in the day-to day living conditions of the Iraqi population. For further information on EU-Iraq relations: http://europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/iraq/
intro/index.htm 

[Background paper IP/03/1718]

Culture 2000 programme : 201 European cultural projects supported in 2003 

Brussels, 12 December 2003 – The European Commission's Culture 2000 programme has provided grants to 201 projects during 2003, most of which focus on the performing arts, this year's priority field . These projects will share more than 30 million Euro in funding. 30 European countries are taking part in Culture 2000 (2000-2004), which, this year, is helping more than 750 cultural operators to cooperate on projects with a European dimension. For a detailed list of the awards see :
http://www.europanostra.org/lang_en/index.html 
[Background paper IP/03/1716]

The European Court of Auditors

Meeting of the Presidents of the Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs) of the European Union, the Acceding Countries and the European Court of Auditors (ECA), PRAGUE, 9-10 December 2003

Luxembourg, 8 December 2003 – Effective cooperation between the SAIs and the ECA is essential for improving financial management of EU funds in the enlarged European Union and beyond. The above meeting will be co-chaired by the Czech State Audit Office (Nejvyšší kontrolní úřad) http://www.nku.cz/default-en.htm and the National Audit Office of the United Kingdom, and, for the first time, convenes both the Heads of the National Supreme Audit Institutions of the 15 current Member States of the European Union and the Presidents of the 10 Acceding Countries around the same table. In addition, the Presidents of the SAIs of Bulgaria, Romania and Turkey, as well as the representatives of the INTOSAI Development Initiative (IDI), EUROSAI and SIGMA (an OECD-based organisation) are invited to attend the second day of the meeting as observers. [Background paper ECA/03/28]

Resolution on the position of the European Court of Auditors in the draft European Constitution has been adopted at the meeting on 10 December. The Contact Committee of Heads of the Supreme Audit Institutions of the European Union, having considered the draft Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe as elaborated by the European Convention, wishes to express its opinion on the position of the Court of Auditors in the draft Treaty. It considers that the mentioning of the European Court of Auditors among the 'other institutions and bodies' is not appropriate. The right place for the external auditor of public finance is, in the opinion of the Contact Committee, in the 'single institutional framework'. Independent of the outcome of the IGC on the above mentioned issue, the Treaty (Article III-312, par. 3) should be amended in order to ensure the European Court of Auditors its own part in the budget. A separate budget is one of the guarantees of the independence of any Supreme Audit Institution. 

For full text and enclosures see ECA/03/29
Enlargement (extracts from the Enlargement section at the www.euractiv.com/) 

Macedonia is working on its application for EU
Foreign Minister Ilinka Mitreva has announced that Macedonia will file its official application for EU membership by February 2004. 
The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYRM) will formally apply for EU membership before the end of February 2004, Foreign Minister Ilinka Mitreva said on 9 December 2003. "It is a legitimate decision of a sovereign government, made after an in-depth revision of the general situation" in the country, Ms Mitreva said, adding that "We do not ask a concession or of favour, we are ready to work hard". Macedonia would be the third country in the former Yugoslavia to establish formal ties with the EU. Croatia filed its application in February 2003, and Slovenia will join the EU with nine other countries on 1 May 2004.   

French Senate ratifies EU Accession Treaty

The French Senate on 10 December 2003 ratified the enlargement of the EU to include 10 new Member States. The vote was 287 in favour and one against. The communist and republican groups had decided not to take part in the vote. The French Parliament ratified the Treaty of Accession on 26 November. The ten new Member States have all ratified the EU Accession Treaty. To date Austria, Belgium, Britain, Denmark, France, Germany, Portugal and Spain (of the existing Member States) have also ratified the treaty. 
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