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Week in Europe 19-25/1/04
Council
Irish Presidency highlights role of education in Lisbon strategy

During its time at the helm, the Irish Presidency will be paying special attention to the education sector, which it regards as central to the success of the ambitious Lisbon strategy. Ireland has chosen a theme for the Presidency - 'Building an Inclusive and Competitive Europe' - which, it says, reflects the major contribution that education and training make towards economic growth, innovation, increased employment and social cohesion. 

In a speech given on 7 January 2004, the Irish Minister of Education and Science presented Ireland's priorities on education. He said: "a major review of the Lisbon strategy will take place under the Irish Presidency and it will be my task as President of the Council of Education Ministers to achieve consensus among Member States on the education and training elements of the review. We must, and will, re-invigorate the Lisbon agenda and ensure that education gets its rightful place at the forefront". 

Next steps:

· 29-30 January: Launch of the European Year of Education through Sport, (Dublin) 

· 10-12 February: Irish Presidency Conference: 7th European Student Convention "National Qualifications Framework and Student Involvement within the European Higher Education Area" (Dublin) 

· 4-6 March: Informal Council meeting on Youth Conference (Clare) 

· 26 February: Council Education Youth and Culture 8 March: Irish Presidency Conference: Common Themes and Approaches in European Developments across Higher Education and Vocational Education and Training 

· 24-27 March: Irish Presidency Conference: special needs education 

· 28-29 April: Irish Presidency Conference: Guidance & Counselling (Dublin) 

· 27-28 May: Council Education Youth and Culture June 2004: Directors General for Youth (Dublin), discussion will focus on the new Youth Programme and further development of the principles contained in the EU White Paper on Youth. 

Source: www.euractiv.com
European Parliament

MEPs' statute by July? 

Strasbourg, 21 January – A consolidated version of the proposal for a statute for MEPs was presented to the Legal Affairs Committee. Mr Rothley said this document would be available to the General Affairs Council for its deliberations on the MEPs' statute on 26 January. The Legal Affairs Committee is waiting to see if there is a positive reaction from the Council before it holds a vote. The proposal could then be presented to the full Parliament in February.

Mr Rothley explained that the consolidated version is a combination of the proposed statute as adopted by the full Parliament in June of last year and the resolution adopted in December. The proposal has also been adapted to meet legal requirements in collaboration with the Council's legal service. The only new element is the date of entry into force. As the previous proposal linked this date to that of the new EU Constitution, which is now uncertain, the consolidated version sets the date at 20 July 2004, when the new Parliament will be constituted after the June elections.

In a brief summary Mr Rothley described events since Parliament voted on the statute in June 2003. After this vote, the Council stated that it objected to five aspects of the proposed statute: the inclusion of MEPs' privileges and immunities, the fiscal regime, the retirement age, the level of MEPs' salaries and the possible incompatibility with budget limits. Parliament then voted in December to remove the privileges and immunities, to accept the "Belgian compromise" (providing for the possibility for Member States to levy an additional national tax on top of the EU tax) and to raise the retirement age from 60 to 63. Parliament's services, in the meantime, have found a solution for staying within budgetary limits which has been accepted by Council, Mr Rothley said. At present, MEPs' salaries are paid by their national governments and are equal to those of their national counterparts. Under a European statute, MEPs would be paid out of the EU budget and be subject to EU tax.

A deadline for tabling amendments to the consolidated proposal within the Legal Affairs Committee will only be set after a positive reaction from the Council. Should the Council reject the present proposal, Mr Rothley said, the whole thing "will be dead" and it will be pointless to draft any amendments. 

European Commission

Youth.Solidarity.Day: Young Europeans meet to discuss the challenges of European Union humanitarian aid

Brussels, 19 January 2004 – On Tuesday 20 January the European Parliament and the European Commission's Humanitarian Aid Office (ECHO) are organising an awareness-raising day in Brussels on European humanitarian aid, for about 550 young people from all EU member states. The event will mobilise young Europeans around the values of European solidarity which is at the core of humanitarian aid efforts carried out by ECHO, worth around € 500 million every year. More information, including the programme of the day's event, may be found at:

http://europa.eu.int/comm/echo/
youthsolidarityday 

[Background paper IP/04/66] 

EU gives itself new merger control rules for 21st century

Brussels, 20 January 2004 – The Council of ministers has today given its final approval to a new merger control law which will come into force in May at the same time as the European Union's enlargement. "The new law will equip the European Union with a modern, more flexible and efficient legislation to cater for the interests of 450 million consumers from 1st of May of this year," said Competition Commissioner Mario Monti. 

The Council of Ministers responsible for economic and monetary affairs today gave its final approval to a new Merger Regulation which will come into force on May 1st. The formal adoption follows the unanimous political agreement at the Competitiveness Council on 27 November 2003. 

The Merger Regulation was first adopted in 1989 and took effect on 21 December 1990. It created a one-stop shop where companies apply for regulatory clearance for mergers and acquisitions above certain worldwide and European turnover thresholds (see accompanying MEMO/04/9). The new Merger Regulation, the Horizontal Guidelines and the Best Practices will be published in the coming days on the Commission's Competition website 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/competition/
index_en.html 

[Background paper IP/04/70]

Jacques Delors criticises Court case over euro rules

Former Commission President Jacques Delors has criticised the Commission for its decision to take EU Member States to the European Court of Justice over their failure to comply with the eurozone's rules on budget spending. Mr Delors has argued that the problem is not purely legal but largely political and that he would try to resolve it in another way. 

Jacques Delors has also said the Union was in a "latent state of crisis" because of the weakness of its leaders. Mr Delors accused EU leaders of placing national interests before the common good, in an interview to The Times, quoted by AFP. 

The Court case over the breach of the Stability and Growth Pact will be high on the agenda at the Council of Economics and Finance Ministers of the European Union (EcoFin Council) on 20 January. 

Commission encourages the use of Eurocodes for greater building strength and safety 

Brussels, 20 January 2004 – In a recommendation concerning the construction industry, the European Commission has invited Member States to make general use of a set of 56 standards called Eurocodes, which provide methods for calculating the strength of buildings and thus improving their safety. These standards, used on a voluntary basis in the Member States, lay down the rules for calculating components making up the framework (load-bearing components) of buildings and other works (bridges etc.). The use of Eurocodes, based on material strength calculations, allows the stability of construction works to be verified, taking into account in particular earthquake and fire resistance aspects. Recent catastrophes in various countries have shown the importance of these new tools for ensuring people's safety. In addition to safety and stability, the Commission has two other goals: harmonising the services market in the area of construction engineering and promoting the free movement of certain building products. 

[Background paper IP/04/67]

Commission sets priorities for catching up with Lisbon agenda

Brussels, 21 January 2004 – The Commission has called on the spring European Council to take advantage of the economic recovery and the dynamic of enlargement to give the Lisbon strategy fresh impetus. Three priorities have been identified: improving investment in networks and knowledge, strengthening competitiveness in industry and services, and promoting active ageing. After four years of implementation of the Lisbon strategy, the Union's progress is still insufficient to achieve the objectives it has set itself. Although progress has been made in a number of key fields, the implementation of the reforms by the Member States does not measure up to the task. A number of sectors are even encountering significant difficulties. 

[Background paper IP/04/74]

Joint Employment Report adopted today 

Brussels, 21 January 2004 – Today the Commission has adopted a draft of the Joint Employment Report to be presented to the Spring European Council. The Joint Employment Report (JER) is an assessment of the progress in implementation of the new European Employment Strategy that was adopted in 2003 (IP/03/508). It is based on contributions from Member States in the form of National Action Plans for Employment and Social Inclusion. 

The report shows that reforms are continuing across the range of activities identified in the European Employment Strategy, but more needs to be done to accelerate employment and productivity growth. A broad approach is necessary, encompassing macro-economic policies, investment policies, entrepreneurship, innovation, structural reform, research and development, education and training and social protection systems. 

[Background paper MEMO/04/10]

"EUROPA" is re-born: EU's transformed website aims to capture new audiences

Brussels, 23 January 2004 – EUROPA (http://europa.eu.int), the EU's multilingual internet site, is getting a fundamental face-lift in 2004 starting with a new-look home page launched today. The European Commission, which manages EUROPA, is making a major effort to capture new audiences, and especially to attract young people. By the end of March 2004, the emerging new EUROPA will offer many new services in a much more user-friendly way. It will feature animated graphs, interactive games, simpler navigation and an improved search function. The languages of the ten new EU countries will gradually be added. Most of the remaining planned changes will be in place by summer 2004. 

[Background paper IP/04/90]

Eurostat

Science and Technology Highest proportion of graduates in Science & Engineering in Sweden, Ireland and France; In Slovakia, Lithuania and Czech Republic among Acceding Countries 

Luxembourg, 19 January 2004 – In the EU in 2001 there were almost 2 million new graduates from tertiary education, that is on average 40 new graduates per 1000 population aged 20-29 years old. In the Acceding Countries, there were 630 000 new graduates or 55 per 1000 population aged 20-29 years old. Of new tertiary graduates, 26% were in a science and/or engineering3 field in the EU, compared to 13% in the Acceding Countries. 

With more than 30% of total graduates in tertiary education in science or engineering, Sweden, Ireland and France recorded the highest values among Member States. Slovakia, Lithuania (both 26%) and the Czech Republic (23%) did so for Acceding Countries. 

This information comes from a report published today by Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the European Communities. 

[Background paper STAT/04/8]

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

Luxembourg, 21 January 2004 – Euro-zone annual inflation fell from 2.2% in November to 2.0% in December 2003, Eurostat reports today. A year earlier the rate was 2.3%. 

EU15 annual inflation fell from 2.0% in November to 1.8% in December 2003. A year earlier the rate was 2.2%. EEA annual inflation was 1.8% in December 2003. 

In December, the highest annual rates were recorded in Greece (3.1%), Ireland (2.9%) and Spain (2.7%); the lowest rates were observed in Germany (1.1%), Denmark and Finland (both 1.2%). 

Compared with November 2003, annual inflation fell in nine Member States, rose in one and remained stable in four. Compared with December 2002, the biggest relative falls were in Denmark (2.6% to 1.2%), the Netherlands (3.2% to 1.6 %) and Portugal (4.0% to 2.3%); the only rises were in Belgium (1.3% to 1.7%), France (2.2% to 2.4%) and Sweden (1.7% to 1.8%). 

Lowest 12-month averages up to December 2003 were in Germany (1.0%), Austria and Finland (both 1.3%); highest were in Ireland (4.0%), Portugal (3.3%) and Spain (3.1%). 

[Background paper STAT/04/11]

Enlargement 

European Parliament committee assess Bulgaria's and Romania’s progress toward accession

In its recent report on Bulgaria's progress toward EU accession, the European Parliament's Foreign Affairs Committee has said that Sofia is well prepared to meet the country's scheduled January 2007 EU accession date. Bulgaria has closed 26 out of the 31 negotiation chapters, and is making "great strides" in its economic reform programme, the committee report noted. 

While Bulgaria already fulfils the political criteria laid down during the 2002 Copenhagen Summit, Sofia should strive to improve further the country's judiciary and public administration systems, and should keep the fight against corruption and organised crime high on its agenda, the report said. The Committee welcomed Bulgaria's scheduled mid-2004 entry in NATO, and said it considered the country a "major pillar of stability" in South Eastern Europe. 

While Romania has already successfully closed 22 out of the 31 negotiation chapters, several "problematic points" remain in the country's fulfilment of the Copenhagen criteria. 

In particular, the MEPs said that Romania has yet to receive a stamp of approval from the EU concerning the full functioning of its market economy, and added that further efforts are needed to bring the country's administrative and judicial systems into line with the EU's acquis. The committee said that it was "possible" to close accession negotiations with Romania before the end of 2004 "with substantial continuation of its efforts for reform in all areas". 

One third of French people want European integration to stop

A new poll on the French people and the European Union conducted on 13-14 January by the research institute Louis Harris reveals that 34 percent of French people are 'not very interested' and 31 percent 'not at all interested' in the European elections due to take place next June. While MEPs are desperately trying to raise awareness of the European elections, the survey indicates that turnout in France risks to be very low. 

31 percent of the 1000 persons surveyed were in favour of stopping European integration. Fears about enlargement remain very important in France, with 48 percent of the people surveyed saying they were in favour of enlargement and 47 percent against. 

Internet appears to be one of the main factors for cultural proximity in Europe. 54 percent of the persons surveyed consider that internet contributes to the development of the European feeling, 80 percent to bringing Europeans together culturally and 62 percent to a better knowledge of European languages

Source: www.euractiv.com
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