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Council
As of 1 January 2004, the Irish Presidency has inherited the difficult task of trying to put a divided EU together after the bitter failure of the IGC in December. Talk of a two-speed EU has been revived with France and Germany making no secret of their desire to lead a group of 'pioneer' countries to drive forward an agenda for closer political integration. 

The Irish Presidency plans to focus particularly on the following key issues: 

· Making a success of enlargement and launch discussions on the next budgetary period for 2007-2013 (financial perspective). A recent move by six big net contributor countries to link EU budget talks to constitutional issues has given a new angle to the discussion. The possible re-launch of the IGC will be discussed at the spring European Council in Brussels; 

· Giving renewed impetus to the Lisbon strategy for Europe's growth and competitiveness at the spring European Council 

· Seeking solutions on asylum procedures and the fight against illegal immigration as well as strengthening judicial cooperation on criminal matters 

· External relations: promoting multilateralism through relations with the UN, seeking EU-US summit to rebuild transatlantic relations. 

For more information see the official Presidency website www.eu2004.ie. 

Council fails to reach agreement on Bathing Water Directive

Brussels, 22 December 2003 – Last under the Italian presidency, the environment ministers rejected the Commission's proposal to make the water quality recommendations by the World Health Organisation (WHO) into legally binding standards. The WHO wants to reduce the risk of contracting gastroenteritis (an irritation and inflammation of the stomach) from swimming to 5 per cent. Current EU levels are at 12 per cent since 1976. The Italian Presidency had proposed a compromise with small improvements in the first phase and a review later. The Irish Presidency will now take over this controversial dossier.

European Commission

European Commission launches consultation on working time

Brussels, 5 January 2003 – The European Commission is calling for all interested parties to contribute to a consultation on working time, following a report on the workings of current EU legislation in this area. The report focuses on the issue of the so-called "opt-out", which allows individuals to waive their rights under the directive, and the definition and calculation of working time. As a result of recent European Court of Justice rulings, more Member States are turning to use of the opt-out. The Commission is consulting on how the directive could be revised in the future. The deadline for responses to the consultation is 31 March 2004. More information in MEMO/04/1. The text of the consultation can be found at: http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/
labour_law/documentation_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/1]

Commission calls on Member States to speed up the modernisation of social protection systems to make work pay

Brussels, 8 January 2004 – Continued reforms of social protection systems in order to make them more employment friendly are essential for the EU to reach its ambitious objective of increasing the employment rate to 70% by 2010, says the Commission in a new report. However, no single policy instrument will suffice to make work attractive. While the financial incentives wages, taxes and benefits are at the core of policies to make work pay, non-financial incentives such as care services for children, disabled people and the elderly, job search assistance, training and health care, also play a very important role. In its Communication on "Modernising Social Protection for More and Better Jobs, a comprehensive approach contributing to making work pay", the Commission addresses the key challenge of promoting more effective work incentives in social protection systems while allowing them to pursue their central goal of providing a high level of social protection for all and, at the same time, avoiding excessive budgetary costs. For more information see http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/
social_protection_commitee/spc_topics_en.htm
[Background paper IP/04/26]

Excise duties: Commission proposes strengthening co-operation to combat excise duty-related fraud

Brussels, 9 January 2004 – The European Commission has proposed a Regulation to strengthen cooperation between Member States' tax authorities in the field of excise duties on alcohol, tobacco and energy products, in order to ensure the proper functioning of the Internal Market, facilitate collection of taxes by Member States, ensure equal treatment of traders and combat fraud. In 1996 alone tobacco and alcohol fraud was responsible for an estimated €4.8 billion in lost revenue. The proposed Regulation would in particular ensure more direct contacts between local tax offices of Member States, so as to speed up information flows; establish clearer and more binding rules on cooperation between Member States; require more automatic and spontaneous information exchange (as opposed to information exchange on request); and improve the systems in place for the transmission of information. The proposal would complement the initiative to computerise the movement of excisable goods in the Community adopted in June 2003 (see IP/03/788) and is the counterpart to the strengthened rules concerning administrative co-operation in the VAT field adopted by the EU's Council of Ministers in October (see IP/03/1350). The full text of the proposal to improve administrative co-operation in the field of excise duties can be found on the Europa web site at the following address: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/taxation_customs/
whatsnew.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/28]

Commission lawyers: suspending euro rules was illegal

Brussels, 7 January 2003 – The EU finance ministers' decision on 25 November 2003 to effectively suspend the Stability and Growth Pact in order to avoid punishing France and Germany may have been illegal, Commission lawyers were reported as saying on 7 January 2004. 

Monetary Affairs Commissioner Pedro Solbes said he was in favour of the Commission launching legal action by the Commission to overturn the November decision, adding that taking the case to the European Court of Justice could be a "useful option". 

According to Mr Solbes, the deal undermined the Stability and Growth Pact, and the Commission's legal service now recommends that the EU executive challenge the November 2003 compromise as illegal. The decision on whether to launch court action is due to be taken by the Commission on 13 January. Commission spokesman Reijo Kemppinen said the issue was "not only legal but political by nature, and that is why the Commissioners need time to assess the implications". There was no immediate reaction from Paris or Berlin. 

The Stability and Growth Pact prescribes a 3 per cent of GDP budget deficit ceiling for the eurozone members. France and Germany have been in breach of the pact's terms for a third consecutive year. The EU's finance ministers hammered out a compromise in November 2003, according to which Germany agreed to cut its budget by 0.6 per cent of GDP in 2004 and by 0.5 per cent the year after. The respective figures for France are 0.8 per cent for 2004 and 0.6 per cent for 2005. 

Source: www.euractiv.com.
Eurostat

Flash estimate - December 2003  Euro-zone inflation estimated at 2.1%

Luxembourg, 5 January 2004 – Euro-zone annual inflation is expected to be 2.1% in December 2003 according to a flash estimate issued today by Eurostat. It was 2.2% for November 2003. 

[Background paper STAT/04/1]

November 2003  Euro-zone unemployment stable at 8.8%; EU15 steady at 8.0% 

Luxembourg, 8 January 2004 – Euro-zone seasonally-adjusted unemployment stood at 8.8% in November 2003, unchanged compared to October. It was 8.6% in November 2002. The EU15 unemployment rate was 8.0% in November 2003, unchanged compared to October. It was 7.8% in November 2002. 

In November 2003, lowest rates were registered in Luxembourg (3.9%), the Netherlands (4.0% in October), Austria (4.5%) and Ireland (4.6%). Spain's 11.3% remained the EU's highest rate. 

Among the Member States for which data are available for the most recent months, ten recorded an increase in their unemployment rate over a year, and four a decrease. The Netherlands (2.9% in October 2002 to 4.0% in October 2003), Luxembourg (3.1% to 3.9%) and Denmark (4.8% in October 2002 to 6.0% in October 2003) recorded the most important relative increases. Italy's unemployment rate fell from 8.9% in October 2002 to 8.4% in October 2003, the United Kingdom's rate decreased from 5.2% in September 2002 to 4.9% in September 2003, Spain's rate fell from 11.5% to 11.3% and Finland's from 9.0% to 8.9%. 

[Background paper STAT/04/4]

First demographic estimates –380.8 million inhabitants in the EU and 74.1 million in the Acceding Countries, 306.9 million in the euro zone 

Luxembourg, 9 January 2004 – According to the first demographic estimates for 2003 published by Eurostat the EU had a population of 380.8 million on 1 January 2004. The population of the euro zone is estimated at 306.9 million, and that of the 10 Acceding Countries at 74.1 million. 

In the EU the population grew by 3.4 per 1000 inhabitants in 2003, due to natural population growth and net migration of +0.8‰ and +2.6‰ respectively. On the other hand, and despite net migration (+0.4‰), the population fell by 0.8‰ in the Acceding Countries, due to a negative natural growth of 1.2‰. 

The natural population growth in the EU (live births minus deaths) is expected to decrease from +309 000 in 2002 to +294 000 in 2003, and net migration should be also down, from +1 260 000 in 2002 to +983 000 in 2003. In total, the EU population is estimated to have increased by 1 276 000 in 2003. This is in line with the past few years, but still modest compared with growth in the 1950s and 1960s. 

[Background paper STAT/04/6]
European Ombudsman

Ombudsman to investigate transparency of Council's activity

The European Ombudsman, P. Nikiforos Diamandouros, has opened an inquiry into the alleged lack of transparency of the Council acting in its legislative capacity. This follows a complaint from German MEP, Elmar Brok, and a representative of the youth group of the CDU (Christian Democratic Union). The complaint concerns the fact that the meetings of the Council acting in its legislative capacity are only public to the extent foreseen by Articles 8 and 9 of the Council's Rules of Procedure. 

[Background paper EO/04/1]

Enlargement 

Europass : a new instrument for better recognition of qualifications and skills in the enlarged Europe

Brussels, 7 January 2004 – The European Commission has just adopted a proposal for a decision of the European Parliament and of the Council on a single framework for the transparency of qualifications and competences (Europass). Conceived with an eye to lifelong learning, the proposal integrates various transparency-promoting instruments into a coherent framework, identified by the single label "Europass", which will be accessible on the Internet and to which other instruments may also be added in the future. Coordination, rationalisation and computerisation are the key concepts of the proposal, which thus makes these instruments more accessible, more user-friendly, more visible and more familiar. The urgent need to improve the transparency of qualifications and competences has become even more pressing with the impending entry of ten new Member States as emphasised by the Education Ministers of 31 European countries, the social partners and the Commission in November 2002 in the Copenhagen Declaration, to which this proposal for a decision represents a concrete response. More information can be found on the following websites : 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/
programmes/europass/index_en.html 

http://europa.eu.int/agencies/cedefop/
index_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/14]
Majority of Norwegians expect new EU referendum

Oslo, 7 January 2004 – According to a recent poll, 75 per cent of Norwegians who favour the country's membership of the EU believe that they will have an opportunity to vote 'yes' after the 2005 parliamentary elections. The poll was conducted by Sentio-Norstat and published in the local paper Nationen. The results showed that 67 per cent of those Norwegians who are still opposed to their country's EU membership believe that a new referendum will be called on the issue. The poll showed that 23 per cent thought there would not be a new referendum. 

Norway has already rejected EU membership twice, in 1972 and in 1994. 
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