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Week in Europe 26/1 – 2/2/04
Council
Council rejects the new MEP’s statute

Brussels, 26 January – Parliament president Pat Cox accused Council of "moving the goalposts" in an angry reaction to the blocking of the MEP Statute in the Foreign Affairs Council on 26 January 2004. "Last June, the Council made it clear that they had three problems in relation to the proposed Member's Statute - Parliamentary immunity, MEP taxation and the retirement age. The Parliament responded by amending its position on all three issues," said Cox, who accused Council of not delivering on its part of the bargain. 

The stumbling block in the end turned out to be the proposed level of a unique MEP salary which aimed for 8,600 euros a month, a figure well above the present average of MEPs' salaries. This was too much to swallow in some countries, which are already eager to cut the future EU budget, and bad timing too boot. Germany's Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer said it was the wrong time to decide on what would be a substantial salary raise for German MEPs given that the government was proposing cuts in health care for its citizens. 

Other EU paymaster countries, Sweden, Austria and France, backed the German position. The hope of seeing the next European Parliament elections without the usual accusations on MEP abuse of the travel expenses system has now all but evaporated. As Klaus Heiner Lehne, EPP Germany, expressed it: "We are back to square one". 

Source: www.euractiv.com
Irish Presidency urged to push for Constitution before European elections

Brussels, 26 January 2004 – EU foreign ministers met on the margins of the General Affairs Council for an hour-long lunch meeting to exchange views on the way forward in discussions on the EU Constitution. This informal meeting was the first since the collapse of the talks at the December European Council meeting. 

The ministers agreed that the upcoming round of EU enlargement, as well as elections of Members of the European Parliament (in June 2004) would necessitate urgent progress in negotiations on the Constitution. At the same time, major issues on both the EU's external agenda (including Iraq and the Middle East) and internal agenda (reforming the European economy and the Lisbon agenda, etc.) limit the attention that can be devoted to talks on the Constitution. 

Source: www.euractiv.com
European Commission

New rights for air passengers in the whole EU

Brussels, 26 January 2004 – Loyola de Palacio, European Commission vice-president in charge of transport and energy, welcomed the definitive adoption by the Council and the European Parliament of the proposal of regulation to protect the rights of air passengers when facing denied boarding, cancellation of their flight or a long delay. "The passengers rights action is one of the major initiatives of this Commission in order to put the citizens at the heart of EU policies" she said. "Too many times, air passengers are victims of practices which deserve that they receive a fair treatment and proper compensation: henceforth, they will all benefit from new strengthened rights." she added. The regulation should enter into force in the coming weeks and new rights will apply by 2005. Loyola de Palacio concluded: "As we did in the past, the European Commission will ensure that the passengers are informed of their new rights and a proper information will be given in all airports". 

[Background paper IP/04/98]
Company taxation: Commission proposes amendments to Interest & Royalties Directive

Brussels, 27 January 2004 – The European Commission has made a proposal to broaden the scope of the European Community's Directive that provides for the elimination of withholding tax in the case of payments of interest and royalties between associated companies of different EU Member States (2003/49/EEC). The changes would see the Directive cover a larger range of companies including the European Company (see IP/01/1376) and the European Co-operative Society (see IP/03/1071). The proposal would also, at the request of the EU's Council of Ministers, eliminate a loophole by providing that the Directive would not apply to companies that are exempt from tax on interest and royalties received. The proposal is in line with the Commission's strategy for the EU's future tax policy presented in 2001 (see IP/01/737) in which the Commission stated its view that double taxation due simply to the cross-border nature of economic activity cannot be accepted, but that its elimination should not create opportunities for tax avoidance and evasion and neither should any greater co-ordination of Member States' tax systems give rise to unintentional non-taxation. The text of the Commission proposal is available on the Europa internet site: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/taxation_customs/
whatsnew.htm 
[Background paper IP/04/105]
EU action plan to boost Environmental Technologies for innovation, growth and sustainable development

Brussels, 28 January 2004 – The European Commission today adopted an ambitious Action Plan to improve the development and wider use of environmental technologies. Many new environmental technologies have great potential to improve the environment and, at the same time, boost the competitiveness of companies. Examples of environmental technologies range from recycling systems for waste water in industrial processes, to energy-saving car engines, which allow cars to use less fuel, to soil remediation techniques. However, there are still many barriers, including the complexity of switching from traditional to new technologies, and insufficient access to capital. The Action Plan aims to overcome these barriers through a concerted European effort to help maximise the potential of environmental technologies. It will also help the EU achieve its sustainable development goals in a cost effective way. The Plan should enable the EU to become a recognised leader in environmental technologies. Key actions include the launch of technology platforms with stakeholders in areas such as hydrogen and fuel cells, photovoltaics, and water supply and sanitation; establishing environmental performance targets for products and services; and making the most of funding schemes and public and private procurement policies. For further information and the full list of actions proposed please visit:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/etap/ 

[Background paper IP/04/117]
GMOs: Commission takes stock of progress

Brussels, 28 January 2004 – The European Commission today held an orientation debate on Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) and related issues to take stock of the progress made over the last years in building a comprehensive EU regulatory framework on GMOs. It also endorsed the approach ensuring the correct application of the new EU legislation throughout the EU. More information on EU policies and legislation on GMOs can be found at: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/food/
biotechnology/gmfood/index_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/118]
Quarterly data on price and cost competitiveness of the European Union and its Member States 

According to the fourth quarter 2003 report carried out by the European Commission's Directorate General of Economic and Financial Affairs, during the fourth quarter of 2003, the euro appreciated against most major currencies. On average, the euro gained 10% against the US dollar, 3% against the Japanese yen, 1% against the pound sterling, and ½% against the Swiss franc. All in all, the nominal effective exchange rate of the euro against the currencies of 12 industrialised countries appreciated by around 4% during the fourth quarter, leaving it at 9% above its inception level. The appreciation of the euro exchange rate led to a weakening of the cost competitiveness of euro area producers (based on ULCE and measured against 12 industrialised countries) of about 2% in the fourth quarter. Compared to one year ago, cost competitiveness of the euro area producers fell by 10%. In a long-term perspective, the current euro area competitiveness position is only 2% below its 1980-2002 average. Full document is available on : 

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

European Road Safety Charter launched – halving the number of deaths on roads by 2010
Brussels, 29 January 2004 – The Commission has launched a European Road Safety Charter. The Charter is part of the European Road Safety action programme, which aims to encourage road users to improve their behaviour, to make vehicles safer and to improve road infrastructure. The Commission's target is to halve the number of road accident victims in the EU by 2010. The Charter contains a common part outlining the Commission's target and an individual declaration of intent, a commitment made by each signatory. This commitment has to be concrete, monitorable and go beyond legal requirements. 

Irish Transport Minister, Seamus Brennan announced that the Irish presidency will organise an official signing ceremony at the beginning of April. The Commission will make commitments public and signatories will be able to use a logo.

Source: www.euractiv.com
Jacques Delors warns against European deconstruction
The former Commission president Jacques Delors (1985-95) is worried about Europe. In a major interview in Flemish newspaper, De Morgen, on the occassion of the publishing of his memoirs, "Memoires", he addresses a list of past errors and future dangers for the EU. 

Referring to the idea of France's former president Francois Mitterrand, who wanted to create a European confederation in which the former communist states first could have been included as members of the EU-family thus not plunging them fully into the tough realities of the single market, he says, that none of the new members are now really ready to join the EU. Furthermore present EU-leaders have not managed to succesfully communicate the historic chance and the future benefits of solidarity with the 10 new EU- members to the sceptic public of EU 15. 

Delors also strongly opposes the idea of EUs six paymasters to cut the future EU budget to 1 percent of the EU GNI:"This is the world upside down. You cannot at the same time plan a costly enlagement and then hold tightly on to your wallet. You have to choose." 

While warning against the dangers of present trend towards intergovernmentalism that could degrade EU to a free-trade area and lead to the end of the EU in 15 years, Delors is still in favour of the idea of some EU-countries going it alone in an avantgarde group to create "a real economic and monetary union" and a defence policy. 

Source: www.euractiv.com
Enlargement 
Energy taxation: Commission proposes transitional periods for accession countries 

Brussels, 28 January 2004 – The European Commission has presented a proposal to amend the Energy Tax Directive (see IP/03/1456) so as to allow the EU accession countries temporarily to apply excise duty exemptions or lower rates of duty than the EU-wide minimum rates normally required on all energy products (mineral oils, coal, natural gas) and electricity. The varying arrangements proposed cover all the accession countries except Cyprus, which has not requested any measures in addition to those which it was granted under the Treaty of Accession. The arrangements would be along the lines of those allowed to existing Member States. In particular, they would be strictly limited in time and would generally last no longer than 2012; they would be proportionate to the effective problems that they are designed to address; and they would, where relevant, include a progressive alignment towards the relevant EU minimum rates. The likely price increases if excise duties had to be raised by 1 May 2004 in the accession countries could negatively affect their economies and could in particular constitute a heavy burden for small companies and for poorer households. The proposal, which must be adopted unanimously by the EU's Council of Ministers, would come into force on 1 May 2004, the date by which the accession countries will be required to apply the Energy Tax Directive. The full text of the Commission proposal to allow certain Member States to apply, in respect of energy products and electricity, temporary exemptions or reductions in the level of taxation is available on the Europa internet site: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/taxation_customs/
whatsnew.htm 
[Background paper IP/04/121]
Second Commission decision on restructuring of Czech bank Ceská sporitelna, a.s. 

Brussels, 28 January 2004 – In its second decision according to the so-called interim mechanism procedure provided for in Annex IV.3 of the Act of Accession, the Commission concludes that one of the measures notified by the Czech authorities in favour of Ceská sporitelna, a.s. ("CS") constitutes existing aid and thus cannot be questioned by the Commission after accession. The other notified measures in favour of CS are not "applicable after accession". The latter implies that the Commission may no longer assess the competitive impact of the measures after accession. CS is a Czech bank formerly owned by the Czech State. 

[Background paper IP/04/115]
Conference on Information Society: "New Opportunities for Growth in an Enlarged Europe", Budapest, 26-27 February 2004

Brussels, 28 January 2004 – Progress in implementing the eEurope+ Information Society action plan in the new EU Member States and candidate countries, the eEurope 2005 mid-term review and joint Information Society challenges for the whole of Europe will be debated at a two-day, pan-European ministerial conference in Budapest on 26-27 February 2004. This event, hosted by the EU's Irish Presidency, Minister Kálmán Kovács on behalf of the Hungarian government and Commissioner Erkki Liikanen for the European Commission, follows similar events held in Ljubljana in 2002 and Warsaw in 2000. Ministers from the 10 new Member States and 3 candidate countries, EU Member States, and the South-East European countries have been invited to participate. The 450 participants will include high-level representatives of international institutions, the private sector, academics, and civil society. As the Commission emphasized in its recent call to the Spring European Council, seizing economic growth opportunities created by EU enlargement can give fresh impetus to the Lisbon strategy for making Europe the world's most competitive knowledge-based economy (IP/04/74). The new Member States join the Union on 1 May 2004. Additional information on the conference can be found at 

http://www.emcis2004.hu 

[Background paper IP/04/116]
Slovakia has named former chief EU negotiator Jan Figel as the ruling coalition's candidate for the post of EU Commissioner

Prime Minister Mikulas Dzurinda said on 27 January that Slovakia's governing coalition will propose 44-year-old Jan Figel to the post of EU Commissioner. Mr Figel, Slovakia's former chief negotiator during the country's EU accession talks, is currently a deputy for the coalition-member Christian Democratic Movement.
Lithuania has nominated Finance Minister Dalia Grybauskaite to serve as EU Commissioner

The Lithuanian government nominated on 28 January 2004 Finance Minister Dalia Grybauskaite to the post of EU Commissioner when the country joins the Union on 1 May 2004. Ms Grybauskaite, 47, has been holding the post of finance minister since 2001. Mrs Grybauskaite has no party affiliation but is a trained diplomat with previous postings in Washington DC among other places.
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