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European Parliament

EU budget 2004: a historic budget for the year of enlargement

Strasbourg, 19 December 2003 – The European Parliament adopted the EU budget for 2004 with a large majority. The figures formally adopted cover the EU 15, but political agreement on the figures for the enlarged Union for the period after May 2004 has already been reached. For 25 Member States, the budget stands, at under 1% of EU Gross National Income (GNI). [Background paper IP/03/1769]

New rights for air passengers approved by the European Parliament: "a major step ahead" says European Commission

Brussels, 18 December 2003 – Loyola de Palacio, European Commission vice-president in charge of transport and energy, welcomed the vote in the European parliament adopting the proposal of regulation to protect the rights of air passengers when facing denied boarding, cancellation of their flight or a long delay. European Parliament plenary session has confirmed the conciliation agreement with 467 votes in favour, 4 against and 13 abstentions. The Council will have to adopt it definitively. The new rule should enter into force in 2005. [Background paper IP/03/1783]

European Commission

Economic recovery in the euro area is gathering momentum

Brussels, 15 December 2003 – Both recent hard data and survey indicators suggest that the euro-area recovery rests on firm grounds. Economic growth in the third quarter came in stronger than expected, business confidence is back at the level of mid 2001 and consumer confidence shows some improvements. The euro-area recovery has so far been mainly export driven. Despite the euro appreciation, external demand will continue to be buoyed by a simultaneous upturn in all major parts of the world. Domestic conditions are turning more supportive and should allow domestic demand to gather momentum. A further pick-up of growth in the first quarter of 2004 is likely. The report is available at: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/economy_finance/publications/quarterly_report_on_the_euroarea_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/03/1723]

New study on population ageing and public finance targets 

Brussels, 15 December 2003 – A new study carried out by economists in the European Commission's Directorate General of Economic and Financial Affairs investigates alternative measures for analysing long-term sustainability of public finances under population ageing and presents a method to transform long-term public expenditure projections into medium-term budget balance targets. This paper incorporates intergenerational fairness into a framework to analyse long-term sustainability of public finances under population ageing. It establishes a link between ageing-related public expenditure projections and public finance targets, thereby clarifying the connection between pension reforms and general government budget balance and debt targets. Full document available on : 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/economy_finance/publications/economic_papers/economicpapers196_en.htm 

Commission statement on the outcome of the "elections" in the northern part of Cyprus (14/12) 

Brussels, 15 December 2003 – The "elections" in the northern part of Cyprus reflect the growing desire of the Turkish Cypriots to find a solution on the basis of the Annan plan and to allow for the accession of a reunited island to the EU on 1 May 2004. The European Commission hopes that a new administration will be in place as soon as possible in order for the Turkish Cypriots to grasp the opportunity to reach a comprehensive settlement on the basis of the Annan plan. To that end we call upon all parties to reengage in the UN led talks without delay. The Commission is convinced that securing a comprehensive settlement on the basis of the Annan plan by 1 May 2004 would be in the best interest of all Cypriots and of the region. 

EU launches Police Mission in the Former Yugoslavia Republic of Macedonia

Brussels, 15 December 2003 – The EU launches a new police mission in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM). "EUPOL Proxima" will succeed the EU's "Concordia" peacekeeping military mission, which expires that same day. It is the second EU police mission following the "EUPM" that was launched in Bosnia and Herzegovina on 15 January 2003. "Proxima" demonstrates the EU's continued commitment to the consolidation of stability and the rule of law in the Balkans, within the objectives of the Stabilisation and Association Process (SAp). 

[Background paper IP/03/1727]

Commission proposes to extend participation in tenders under PHARE, ISPA and SAPARD programmes to the Western Balkans

Brussels, 16 December 2003 – The European Commission proposed today to open tenders under the pre-accession assistance programmes PHARE, ISPA and SAPARD to the Western Balkan countries (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, and Serbia and Montenegro). This would allow companies in the Western Balkans to establish links with economic operators in the European Union (EU) Member States, the accession countries and candidate countries, to compete alongside European contractors for work under these programmes and potentially, to win more business. 

For information on EU-Western Balkans relations: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/see/
index.htm 

[Background paper IP/03/1735]

Airline passenger data transfers to the United States 

Strasbourg, 16 December 2003 – The European Commissioner Frits Bolkestein informed the European Parliament that the Commission had obtained undertakings from the US Department of Homeland Security indicating a number of significant improvements in the way the US will process personal data of airline passengers (PNR) needed for security purposes, especially the fight against terrorism. He indicated that on this basis, the Commission is now ready to set in motion the procedures to take a decision finding that the US offers "adequate protection" for PNR, using its powers under Article 25 paragraph 6 of the EU's Data Protection Directive. Such a decision requires consultation of the Member States and the Parliament. It will also need to be accompanied by a bilateral international agreement with the US dealing with some related legal issues and committing the US to reciprocity. The Commission aims to complete the necessary procedures by March or at the latest April. In parallel, the Commission will continue talks with the US to secure similar undertakings as regards the use of PNR for the CAPPS II (Computerised Passenger Pre-Screening) System, which the US authorities intend to make operational in the Spring, subject to the necessary domestic clearances. For further details, see the Commission's Communication to the EU's Council of Ministers and the European Parliament on "Transfer of Air Passenger Name Record (PNR) Data: a Global EU Approach", available in English, French and German on the Europa website: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/internal_market/privacy/adequacy_en.htm#uspnr 

Customs and commercial policy: the Commission opens debate on the future of preferential rules of origin

Brussels, 18 December 2003 – The European Commission is seeking a wide-ranging debate on the rules of origin applied under preferential trade arrangements, with the publication of a Green Paper (consultation document) on the issue. Preferential trade arrangements are aimed at increasing reciprocal trade in goods and access to the Community market for products from developing countries by eliminating or reducing customs duties. They only make sense if the tariff preferences apply to products that are actually obtained in the country granted the preference; these are known as "originating" products. The Green Paper which the Commission has just adopted highlights the way the context and objectives of the arrangements have changed and the effect this has had on the definition of rules of origin. Action is essential in three areas: determining a product's origin, checking that the rules of origin have been applied fairly and establishing procedures to ensure a balance of responsibilities between traders who gain from preferential arrangements and public authorities. The Commission calls on all those with an interest to contribute to the debate by 1 March 2004. 

[Background paper IP/03/1766]

Eurostat

November 2003 Euro-zone annual inflation up to 2.2%; EU15 up to 2.0% 

Luxembourg, 17 December – Euro-zone annual inflation rose from 2.0% in October to 2.2% in November 2003. A year earlier the rate was 2.3%. 

In November, the highest annual rates were recorded in Ireland (3.3%), Spain (2.9%) and Italy (2.8%), and the lowest rates were observed in Finland (1.2%), Germany, Austria and the United Kingdom (1.3% each). 

Compared with October 2003, annual inflation fell in two Member States, rose in nine and remained stable in three. Compared with November 2002, the biggest relative falls were in Denmark (2.8% to 1.4%), Portugal (4.1% to 2.3%) and the Netherlands (3.2% to 2.0%); the biggest relative rises were in Belgium (1.1% to 1.8%), Sweden (1.4% to 2.0%) and France (2.1% to 2.5%). 

Lowest 12-month averages up to November 2003 were in Germany (1.0%), Austria and Finland (1.3% each); highest were in Ireland (4.1%), Portugal (3.4%) and Spain (3.2%). 

[Background paper STAT/03/145]

GDP per capita in purchasing power standards : acceding countries' GDP per capita 47% of the EU average in 2002 ; first results 2002, final data 2001, revised data 1995-2000 

Luxembourg, 18 December 2003 – According to a report issued today by Eurostat, first results for GDP per capita in 2002, expressed in terms of purchasing power standards (PPS), show that Luxembourg recorded a figure around 90% above the EU average, Ireland 25% above, and Denmark, the Netherlands and Austria a little more than 10% above average. Belgium, Germany, France, Italy, Finland, Sweden and the United Kingdom were around the average, while Spain was about 15% below, and Greece and Portugal about 30% below the EU average. Amongst the acceding countries, Cyprus was about 25% below the EU average, and the Czech Republic, Malta and Slovenia around a third below the EU average. Hungary was just above half the EU average, while Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Slovakia all recorded figures less than half the EU average. 

[Background paper STAT/03/148]

European Ombudsman

2003, the European Year of People with Disabilities: Ombudsman to investigate the integration of people with disabilities

Strasbourg, 16 December 2003 – The European Ombudsman, P. Nikiforos Diamandouros, has opened an own-initiative investigation into the integration of people with disabilities. As the European Year of People with Disabilities draws to an end, the Ombudsman will investigate what measures have been taken by the European Commission to ensure that disabled people are not discriminated against in their relations with the institution. At this stage, the Ombudsman has decided to limit the scope of his inquiry to the Commission, in view of its central institutional role within the EU. 

[Background paper EO/03/25]

European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) 

Publication of the proceedings of the Bucharest Training Seminar for Anti-Fraud Communicators in the candidate countries

Brussels, 16 December 2003 – The proceedings and documents of the Training Seminar organised by the European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) in co-operation with the Romanian Authorities designed to prevent fraud in the Candidate countries through an improved information policy has been published on the OLAF website. 

[Background paper OLAF/03/26]

Enlargement 

Commission agrees on the strategy to implement structural funds in new Member States for 2004-2006 

Brussels, 18 December 2003 – The European Commission confirmed today that the negotiations on the strategy for the implementation of structural funds in the ten acceding states for the period 2004 to 2006 have been successfully concluded. These negotiations have resulted in an agreement on the priorities for economic and social development strategy for the 10 that will be supported with community funding during the period 2004-2006. For this period, some €22 billion have been earmarked for all structural instruments in the 10 countries which join the EU on the 1 May 2004. The Treaty of Accession provides that the acceding countries may benefit from the eligibility of expenditure under structural funds as of 1 January 2004 where all the conditions laid down in the structural funds and cohesion fund regulations are fulfilled. The programming documents will only be formally approved upon accession on 1 May 2004. 

Commission to sign key social inclusion agreements with accession countries 

Brussels, 18 December 2003 – The European Commissioner for Employment and Social Affairs, Anna Diamantopoulou, is to sign a Joint Memorandum for Social Inclusion (JIM) with a Minister from each of the EU's accession countries on 18 December. The documents represent a key advance in acceding countries' fight against social exclusion and poverty.

[Background paper IP/03/1767]

First Commission decision on restructuring of Czech bank 

Brussels, 19 December 2003 – In its first decision according to the so-called interim mechanism procedure provided for in Annex IV.3 of the Act of Accession, the Commission concludes that none of the measures notified by the Czech authorities in favour of Komercni banka a.s. ("KB") are "applicable after accession". This implies that the Commission may no longer assess the competitive impact of the measures after accession. KB is a Czech bank formerly owned by the Czech State. 

Following the notification, the Commission reviewed the information submitted by the Czech authorities and carried out an analysis of the individual measures notified. The Commission has come to the conclusion that none of the measures notified by the Czech authorities in the case of KB are "applicable after accession" and thus cannot be assessed by the Commission after accession. 

State aid is deemed to be "applicable after accession" if the State intervention is not linked to a specific project and the aid is awarded before accession for an indefinite period of time and/or comprises an indefinite amount. Aid is also applicable after accession if the precise economic exposure of the State is not known on the date the aid is granted 

To date, the Czech Republic has notified the first two of altogether sixteen banking cases for assessment according to the so-called "interim mechanism" provided for in the Accession Treaty. The examination of these cases by the Commission services is taking place in constructive co-operation of the Czech authorities. The cases concern rescue and restructuring aid in favour of banks that were previously owned by the Czech State. A decision on the second notification submitted so far, concerning Ceská sporitelna, a.s., is scheduled for January 2004. 

[Background paper IP/03/1791]

Prospective EU Commissioners from the new Member States

Commission President Romano Prodi is reported to have said that he wants the full list of new Member State Commissioners by the end of February 2004. He also expects three out of the ten new Commissioners to be women (currently five out of the 20 Commissioners are women). 

However only two women are among the front-runners - Danuta Hübner is the red hot favourite to be Poland's first EU Commissioner whilst Sandra Kalniete stands a good chance of becoming Latvia's representative in the Commission. 

The new Member States are to present their list of candidates in February 2004. Commission President Prodi will then present his recommendations before the EU Council selects one candidate for each Member State. Finally, the full list of candidates will be sent to the European Parliament for approval (May 5-6, 2004). 

A rotation system will be put in place for the six month period (1 May 2004 to 1 November 2004) of this enlarged Commission (of 30 Commissioners). 

There are currently 20 Commissioners responsible for 24 Directorates General (DGs). It is expected that each of the ten new Commissioners will work alongside one of ten current Commissioners for 3 months (from 1 May 2004 until 1 August 2004). They will then switch to working alongside a different Commissioner for the remaining 3 months (1 August until 1 November). They will not have their own portfolios but will have the right to vote in the College. All decisions in the College are taken by simple majority. 

Under the provisions of the Nice Treaty, the Commission will have one Commissioner per Member State. Up until now five Member States (Italy, UK, Germany, France and Spain) have all had two Commissioners whilst the other ten Member States having one each. For frontrunners to become EU Commissioners from May 2004 see a table at www.euractiv.com.

Lithuanian lawmakers set to impeach president

Eighty-six out of Lithuania's 141 parliamentary deputies signed an impeachment document on 16 December 2003 which accuses President Rolandas Paksas of posing a threat to national security by maintaining ties with Russian mobsters. To oust Mr Paksas, a three-fifths majority of the 86 lawmakers must back at least one of a total of six charges by the end of the impeachment procedure, which is expected to last three to six months. 

Lithuanian Prime Minister Algirdas Brazauskas has downplayed the allegations, but called on Mr Paksas to resign in order to prevent a crisis. Mr Paksas, however, has categorically denied the charges, and refused to resign. He added, using a traditional Lithuanian phrase, that "I'm as calm as a Belgian". 

In November, Lithuania's State Security Department published documents suggesting that Mr Paksas and members of his administration were linked with persons and organisations of dubious reputation and with foreign intelligence services. 
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