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Week in Europe 9 – 15/2/04
European Commission

Commission Reform Progress Report: Profound extensive modernisation is operational and will be sustained

Brussels, 9 February 2004 – the European Commission today adopted the latest in its series of Reform Progress Reports. The Report which covers 2003 – shows that the Commission has successfully installed 95 out of the 98 modernisation commitments listed in the March 2000 Reform Strategy White Paper Action Plan, that the remaining Actions are in the course of application, and that profound updating of the Staff Regulations will come into effect, on schedule, on May 1st. The Report includes numerous practical examples of the way in which comprehensive Commission Reform is meeting the strategic objectives of promoting higher quality service to the public, employing new means of effective planning of tasks and resources, modernising personnel policy, implementing the highest modern standards of internal control and financial management, and generating cost savings. The report also details - inter alia - the further reinforcing measures being taken in response to irregular practises detected in Eurostat; it incorporates new proposals relating to the work of the EU's anti-fraud office, OLAF; and it sets out guidelines to improve the use of existing rules to facilitate 'Whistleblowing'. 

[Background paper IP/04/177]

Dangerous products in the spotlight: Commission to publish weekly reports on safety alerts

Brussels, 9 February 2004 – The European Commission is to start publishing weekly summaries of the alerts it receives from Member States about dangerous non-food consumer products. The first of these is available on the Commission's Consumer Affairs website at 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/consumers/cons_safe/
prod_safe/gpsd/rapex_en.htm#overviews 

The Commission typically receives between 2 and 4 safety alerts each week via an EU-wide rapid alert system known as RAPEX. The dangers presented often include risks of choking and suffocation, electric shocks and fires. The type of products most often notified in these alerts are toys, followed by electrical appliances. The RAPEX system was recently strengthened by the coming into force on 15 January of the new revised General Product Safety Directive which introduced new obligations for businesses to alert the authorities to dangerous products (see IP/04/53). The EU has a separate rapid alert system on food and feed safety (RASFF), which also makes available weekly summaries of alerts (see IP/03/750). For more information about the RAPEX system and EU product safety rules see: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/consumers/cons_safe/
prod_safe/index_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/183]

Strengthening OLAF: Commission proposes improving information flows with the EU Institutions and reinforcing procedural guarantees

Brussels, 9 February 2004 – The proposal adopted today follows President Prodi's commitment, in his speech of 18 November 2003 before the European Parliament, to swiftly table a legislative initiative on the European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) aiming at strengthening its regulatory framework. The proposal will enhance OLAF's operational efficiency by enabling it to focus on its priorities and to accelerate its investigations. The procedures for opening, closing and prolonging investigations are made more precise. New provisions specify when and how OLAF is to keep institutions concerned by its investigations informed. This will in particular allow the institutions to take the necessary action to protect the EU's financial interests without harming the effectiveness of the investigations. The procedural guarantees for the individuals concerned are strengthened, by laying down precise rules for them being heard and informed. Finally, the role of the Supervisory Committee in monitoring OLAF's respect of appropriate procedures in its investigative activities is strengthened. The proposal is now transmitted to the European Parliament, the Council and the Court of Auditors for opinion and adoption. Michaele Schreyer, Commissioner responsible for Budget and Anti Fraud Policy said: "This proposal strikes the right balance between the need to have a clearer framework for OLAF's duties in its investigative activities, in particular with regard to the institutions and the persons concerned, and the aim to enhance the efficiency and rapidity of its investigations, while fully preserving OLAF's operational independence."
[Background paper IP/04/186]

Building our common future: Financial and political outlook for the enlarged Union 2007-2013

Brussels, 10 February 2004 – The European Commission today adopted a Communication setting out the vision for the European Union and its future budget plans for the period 2007-2013. With a view to reaping the full benefits of enlargement and helping Europe prosper, three main priorities are proposed: sustainable development, the interests of the citizens and strengthening the Union's voice as a global partner. These objectives can be reached for a Union of 27 Member States without increasing the current ceiling for expenditure. The total annual amounts in payment terms needed could reach € 143.1 billion in 2013, which - even for the enlarged Union - corresponds to only 1.15 % of EU Gross National Income. On average the amounts will 1.14 % of GNI over the period 

[Background paper IP/04/189]

Professional qualifications: European Parliament's approval of proposed Directive brings simpler system nearer

Brussels, 12 February 2004 – The European Commission has welcomed the European Parliament's approval at first reading of the proposed Directive to clarify and simplify the rules on the free movement of qualified people between the Member States. The proposed Directive would cut red tape by replacing fifteen existing Directives in the field of the recognition of professional qualifications. The proposal constitutes the first comprehensive modernisation of the EU system since it was conceived over forty years ago. A number of changes are proposed compared with the existing rules, including greater liberalisation of the provision of services, more automatic recognition of qualifications, increased flexibility in the procedures for updating the Directive and more cooperation between the Commission and Member States in order to keep citizens better informed about their rights and to give them more help in getting their qualifications recognised. The Commission presented the proposal in March 2002 (see IP/02/393). The text as amended by the Parliament will now, under the EU's "co-decision procedure", be debated by the Council of Ministers, which is expected to adopt a Common Position in May 2004. The text as adopted by the Parliament will be made available on the Europa site: 

http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/internal_market/
en/qualifications/index.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/197]

Eurostat

New decision of Eurostat on deficit and debt  treatment of public-private partnerships

Luxembourg, 11 February 2004 – Eurostat has taken a decision on the accounting treatment in national accounts of contracts undertaken by government units in the framework of partnerships with non-government units. The decision specifies the impact on government deficit/surplus and debt. It results from work undertaken in 2003 in cooperation with experts from European countries and different international bodies. 

The decision is in line with the European System of Accounts (ESA95), and is consistent with the opinion of the Committee on Monetary, Financial and Balance of Payments Statistics (CMFB), as described in the annex. 

Eurostat recommends that the assets involved in a public-private partnership should be classified as non-government assets, and therefore recorded off balance sheet for government, if both of the following conditions are met: 

· the private partner bears the construction risk, and 

· the private partner bears at least one of either availability or demand risk. 

If the construction risk is borne by government, or if the private partner bears only the construction risk and no other risks, the assets are classified as government assets. This has important consequences for government finances, both for the deficit and the debt. The initial capital expenditure relating to the assets will be recorded as government fixed capital formation, with a negative impact on government deficit/surplus. As a counterpart of this government expenditure, government debt will increase in the form of an "imputed loan" from the partner, which is part of the "Maastricht debt" concept. The regular payments made by government to the partner will have an impact on government deficit/surplus only for the part relating to purchases of services and "imputed interest". 

[Background paper STAT/04/15]

Flash estimates for the fourth quarter of 2003  Euro-zone GDP up by 0.3%, EU15 GDP up by 0.4%; +0.6% and +0.9% respectively compared to the fourth quarter of 2002 

Luxembourg, 13 February 2004 – GDP grew by 0.3% in the euro-zone and by 0.4% in the EU15 during the fourth quarter of 2003, compared to the previous quarter, according to flash estimates published today by Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the European Communities. In the third quarter of 2003, growth rates were 0.4% for both zones. 

Compared to the same quarter of the previous year, GDP grew by 0.6% in the euro-zone and by 0.9% in the EU15 in the fourth quarter 2003, after +0.3% and +0.6% respectively in the previous quarter. 

[Background paper STAT/04/19]

Enlargement 

Commission President Prodi presents list of nominated commissioners

Commission spokesperson Reijo Kempinen said that Mr Prodi was "very happy with the quality as well as the diversity" of the new Commissioners. As requested, three out of the new ten commissioners are women. All newcomers will be re-nominated by their Member States for the next Commission starting in November. 

Here are the names of the nominees: 

	Country
	Nominee

	Cyprus
	Markos Kyprianou (43)

	Czech Republic
	Milos Kuzvart (43)

	Estonia
	Siim Kallas (55)

	Hungary
	Peter Balazs (62)

	Latvia
	Sandra Kalniete (51)

	Lithuania
	Dalia Grybauskaite (47)

	Malta
	Joe Borg (51)

	Poland
	Danuta Hübner (55)

	Slovakia
	Jan Figel (44)

	Slovenia
	Janez Potocnik (45)


The ten new commissioners, mainly from former Communist "new Europe" countries, have a markedly younger profile. The average age of the group of ten incoming commissioners is 49 while the average age of the 20 existing commissioners is 56. Most of the new commissioners are Anglophones and many of them only speak "un peu" French. 

Most of the total group of 30 (20 existing + 10 new commissioners) have a background in economics or law in common, but four out of ten of the newcomers have studied at universities in the USA. This is only the case for four out of 20 in the group of existing commissioners. And this figure generously includes commissioners Nielson, Bolkestein and Patten who spent time in the USA as exchange students or junior students under the age of 21. Only Commissioner Mario Monti completed graduate studies at Yale University. Commission President Romano Prodi holds a position as Visiting Professor at Harvard University and Stanford Research Institute, but did not study in the USA. 

This contrasts with Cyprus's commissioner, Marcos Kyprianou, who has a Harvard Law School Master’s degree, Lithuania's Dalia Grybauskaite who did a Special Program for Senior Executives at Georgetown University's School of Foreign Service, Washington DC's, as did Slovakia's Jan Figel for a single semester. Poland's Danuta Hübner attended Berkley University of California. 

Ten new commissioners will be joining the current 20-strong Commission from 1 May 2004. They will be attached to an existing commissioner for a limited time and have no portfolio. This situation will only last until 1 November when a new Commission will start its mandate. 

Source: www.euractiv.com
Structural Funds: ISPA 2000-2003 - a successful outcome for the pre-accession instrument

Brussels, 13 February 2004 – In the period between 2000 and 2004, the European Commission approved 324 projects with a financial contribution of €7000 million within the framework of the Instrument for Structural Policies for Pre-Accession (ISPA). ISPA was set up as part of the Agenda 2000 in order to provide assistance to the candidate countries in Central and Eastern Europe to prepare for EU membership. ISPA provides, like the Cohesion Fund does for EU Member States, support to large scale investments in transport and environment infrastructure in Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia.. 
In reviewing the implementation of ISPA, the Commissioner responsible for regional policy, Michel Barnier, commented "Only a few months ahead of accession, it has to be underlined that ISPA has played a major role in preparing the new Member States for the EU cohesion policy, not only to support specific investments but also to assist the smooth transition to the Cohesion Fund in the acceding countries and to familiarise their administrations with EU procedures and with the requirements for EU Structural instruments". 

In the period between 2000 and 2004, the Commission approved 324 projects amounting to an ISPA contribution of €7.000 million. More than €1.000 million from that amount has already been paid out for the investments. 

In the transport sector, ISPA contributed to the development of the future trans-European transport network. 

ISPA has also provided financial assistance to environmental projects, essentially for water supply, waste-water treatment and waste management. In both sectors, ISPA has helped the acceding and candidate countries to strengthen their understanding and administrative capacity to implement key legislation. 

ISPA also promoted the decentralised management of the projects and has improved the management and control systems in the acceding and candidate countries. 

As the set-up of ISPA has been closely based on the Cohesion Fund, it is expected that the transition from one instrument to the other should be relatively straightforward. However, the Cohesion Fund will be substantially increased compared to the ISPA allocation: 2.900 million euros in 2004 compared to 750 million euros in 2003 under ISPA (current prices). 

Continuous and additional efforts are required from the acceding ISPA beneficiary countries to identify and to prepare projects for the Cohesion Fund budget. Similar efforts are needed by Bulgaria and Romania who, although not becoming EU members in 2004, will also benefit from increased ISPA allocations. 

Some of the projects decided under ISPA will continue to be implemented under the Cohesion Fund. 

For more information, see: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/regional_policy/
index_en.htm 

Ratification of the Accession Treaty is closing 

The Greek parliament has ratified the Treaty of Accession by a large majority with only the Communist Party voting against it. Prime Minister Costas Simitis was said to have called the ratification, which took place on 10 February, a historic event both for Hellenism and the EU's development. 

Luxembourg ratified the treaty on the same day with all the MPs present voting in favour. In the Netherlands, the parliament's lower house voted in favour of ratification back in November 2003. It just remains for the Senate to tackle the issue on 17 February. In the case of Belgium it only remains for the Flemish parliament to ratify, which it is expected to do in the very near future. 

The Treaty of Accession was signed in Athens on 16 April 2003 and has been ratified by all ten of the accession countries. 

Source: www.euractiv.com
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