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Urban environment: Commission outlines its ideas for a better environment in towns and cities

Brussels, 16 February 2004 – The European Commission has set out its approach to help Europe's towns and cities improve their environments and make them healthier and better places to live in. The strategy will help Member States and local authorities meet demanding environmental requirements, such as on air quality. It will help reduce the negative impacts of towns and cities on the environment, for example reducing their greenhouse gases emissions. It will achieve these aims by developing an integrated framework for tackling the different complex issues which affect the urban environment. Key elements of this framework could be the development and implementation of urban environmental management plans and sustainable urban transport plans by the 500 largest towns and cities in the EU 25 (those over 100,000 inhabitants). The strategy will now be further developed together with stakeholders. The Communication and further documents are available at 

http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/environment/
urban/thematic_strategy.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/204]

Commission welcomes the resumption of the negotiations on Cyprus on the basis of the Annan plan 

Brussels, 16 February 2004 – The European Commission welcomes the commitment made by the two parties in Cyprus to resume negotiations on the basis of the Annan plan. This historical breakthrough opens up the genuine prospect that a united Cyprus could join the European Union on the 1st of May 2004. It is the result of determined efforts by the UN Secretary-General and all parties involved. The Commission underlines the assurances of the European Union to accommodate the terms of a settlement and will provide any assistance needed for a successful outcome of the negotiations. President Romano Prodi said : "The Commission considers that the chances for a comprehensive settlement have never been better. It would bring to an end a division that has been there already for too long. There is no place for barbed wires, minefields and peace-keeping forces in the European Union."

Digital content for high speed Internet: fuelling the EU's information needs

Brussels, 17 February 2004 – As part of its commitment to eEurope, the European Commission has today proposed a new €163 million programme, eContentplus (2005-2008). The programme will support the development of multi-lingual content for innovative, on-line services across the EU. Such content should help to drive demand for broadband access and bring wider benefits for businesses, citizens and the economy. The new programme is more focused than its predecessor, seeking to support the combination of information from different systems - irrespective of format, language or location. This also means making sure content works on different platforms and that it can be better tailored to the specific needs of the user. It identifies three areas: geographical data, educational material and cultural content. In this way it should help to overcome specific problems in Europe which mean that content markets are too fragmented. For further information please see: 

http://www.cordis.lu/ist/directorate_e/telearn/
events.htm
[Background paper IP/04/210]

EU Constitution: a large majority of people want their government to make concessions to secure agreement

Brussels, 17 February 2004 – A new EU survey shows that 77% of people in the 25 countries are in favour of the EU adopting a Constitution, with 15% opposed to the idea. Support has increased from 67% just before the launch of the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC). More than 2/3 of people expect a paralysis of European institutions in the absence of a Constitution. 62% want their country to make concessions to secure an agreement. 59% agree that Member States who wish to deepen their cooperation can do so without waiting for all other Member States. The full report is available in following website: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion/
index.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/216]

Commission finalises preparations for arrival of new Commissioners on 1st May 

Brussels, 18 February 2004 – The European Commission today agreed the measures it will put in place to ensure the smooth integration into the College of the 10 new Commissioners from 1 May. The Commissioners from the new Member States will be full members of the College and will play a full and active role in the decision-making process. While they will not have specific portfolios, they will each be associated with the work of an existing Commissioner in order to ease their integration into the Commission's work. The new Commissioners will each have a cabinet. President Prodi intends to invite the nominees to Brussels for an informal meeting on 16 March. 
The new Commissioners will be twinned with their colleagues in the following manner. The President reserves his right to change these arrangements, if necessary. 

Markos Kyprianou (Cyprus) – Michaele Schreyer (Budget) 

Siim Kallas (Estonia) – Pedro Solbes (Economic and Monetary Affairs) 

Péter Balázs (Hungary) – Michel Barnier (Regional Policy and Institutional Reform) 

Sandra Kalniete (Latvia) – Franz Fischler (Agriculture, Fisheries and Rural Development) 

Dalia Grybauskaite (Lithuania) – Viviane Reding (Education and Culture) 

Joe Borg (Malta) – Poul Nielson (Development and Humanitarian Aid) 

Danuta Hübner (Poland) – Pascal Lamy (Trade) 

Ján Figel (Slovakia) – Erkki Liikanen (Enterprise and the Information Society) 

Janez Potocnik (Slovenia) – Günter Verheugen (Enlargement) 

Miloš Kuzvart (Czech Republic – withdrew candidacy) – David Byrne (Health and Consumer Protection) 

[Background paper IP/04/233]

Commission proposes a new partnership for cohesion in the enlarged Union

Brussels, 18 February 2004 – The European Commission today presented the Third Report on economic and social cohesion1, which sets out its vision for cohesion policy in an enlarged Union for the period 2007-2013. The proposals follow those of last week on the Union's future budget which included a € 336 billion package for cohesion policy. The report contains concrete recommendations on how these resources should be used in order to narrow the economic gaps between Member States and regions and achieve faster growth and more sustainable development. The report will kick-off the discussions inside and outside the European institutions on the future of this major policy area. Full text of the report: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/regional_policy/
sources/cohesion3_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/232]

Free movement of goods : Commission consults on how to improve mutual recognition

Brussels, 19 February 2004 – The European Commission has launched an Internet consultation on how to improve the practical application of the principle of mutual recognition, which underpins the EU Internal Market. Mutual recognition should allow products legally sold in one Member State to be sold in all the others without having to comply with different rules in each Member State, thus avoiding a costly technical and bureaucratic burden for businesses. It applies to goods for which there is no EU Directive or Regulation establishing a single set of harmonised EU rules applicable in all Member States covering for example technical specifications and packaging requirements. However, many national administrations and economic operators seem to be unfamiliar with the mutual recognition principle or find it difficult to apply. Those interested are invited to respond by 30 April 2004 to a quick and user-friendly questionnaire, using the Commission's Interactive Policy Making system and available through the Commission's dedicated consultation site "Your Voice in Europe" at :

http://europa.eu.int/yourvoice/consultations.

[Background paper IP/04/242]

Gender equality : slow progress in closing gender gap hampering EU competitiveness

Brussels, 20 February 2004 – The persistent lack of equality between men and women in the EU could impact on its Lisbon goals, according to a new report. Progress has been made in the EU on narrowing the gender gap, but progress remains slow. The European Commission's report will be reviewed by EU heads of State and government at the next European Spring Council on March 25 and 26. It shows that significant gender gaps remain, especially in the labour market. Failure to address this could hamper the EU's attempt to reach the targets set at the Lisbon Council in 2000, such as reaching a 60% employment rate for women in the EU by 2010.

[Background paper IP/04/245]

Eurostat

Regional GDP per capita in the EU and the Acceding Countries in 2001 One fifth of EU regions and 9 out of 10 Acceding Country regions below 75% of EU15 average

Luxembourg, 18 February 2004 – In 2001, GDP per capita, expressed in terms of purchasing power standards, in the EU's 213 NUTS-2 regions ranged from 53% of the EU15 average in Dytiki Ellada in Greece, to 263% of the average in the Inner London region of the United Kingdom. 10% of the regions were above 125% of the EU15 average, and about one fifth were below 75% of this average. 
GDP per capita in the 41 level-2 regions of the 10 Acceding Countries varied between 29% of the EU15 average in the Lubelskie region of Poland and 135% in the Praha region of the Czech Republic. 

This information is taken from data released today by Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the European Communities. 

EU: 21 regions above 125% of the EU15 average... 

The four leading regions in the ranking of regional GDP per capita in 2001 were Inner London in the United Kingdom (263% of the average), Bruxelles-Capitale in Belgium (217%), the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg (194%) and Hamburg in Germany (171%). Among the 21 regions exceeding the 125% level, five were in Germany, three each in Italy, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, and one each in Belgium, France, Ireland, Luxembourg, Austria, Finland and Sweden. 

It should be noted, however, that in some regions the GDP per capita figures can be significantly influenced by commuter flows. Net commuter arrivals in these regions push up production to a level that could not be achieved by the resident active population on its own. The result is that GDP per capita can be overestimated in these regions (e.g. Inner London) and underestimated in the regions where the commuters live (e.g. Outer London, Kent and Essex). In other cases, a high proportion of pensioners in a region can lead to lower regional GDP per capita. 

…and one fifth of the regions below 75% 

Eleven out of thirteen regions in Greece, five out of seven in Portugal, ten regions in the new Länder of Germany, six regions in Spain, five in Italy, four regions in the United Kingdom, and two in Belgium recorded GDP per capita below 75% of the EU15 average. It should be noted that 2001 data is not yet available for the départments d'outre-mer in France, or Ceuta and Melilla in Spain, but based on 2000 figures these regions would also have fallen below 75% of the EU15 average. 

[Background paper STAT/04/21]

Enlargement 

Interpretation the challenge of Enlargement

Brussels, 17 February 2004 – The European Union is the most intense, ongoing political and technical conference the world has ever seen. The Directorate General for Interpretation provides quality interpretation in meetings arranged by the European Commission, the Council of the European Union, the European Economic and Social Committee, the Committee of the Regions, the European Investment Bank and other bodies and agencies of the European Union located in the Member States. DG SCIC also provides a conference organising capacity to the Commission services. The European Parliament and the Court of Justice of the European Communities each have their own, separate interpreting service. A postgraduatetype programme is considered to be the most appropriate way to train high-quality conference interpreters. The benchmark is the European Masters in Conference Interpreting (EMCI : www.emcinterpreting.net). 

All Accession Countries now have postgraduate programmes, often as a direct result of DG SCIC's endeavours. 

DG SCIC assists the universities and interpretation courses in many ways: with curriculum advice at the planning stage, and, once the course is in place, with subsidies, bursaries for students, training for trainers, teaching assistance, and teaching materials. The annual DG SCIC-Universities conference is a forum where those involved in training all over Europe can meet. For full details, please see 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/scic/interpreter/
assuniversities_en.htm 

[Background paper MEMO/04/35]

Schröder wants 'super commissioner' for industry and competitiveness

17 February 2004  – During the 'Big Three' meeting in Berlin, Chancellor Schröder wants to launch the idea of a major restructuring of the next European Commission. According to German daily Süddeutsche Zeitung, the German government wants to create a 'super commissioner' for industry, who would have the responsibility of overseeing the EU's policies on internal market, trade, industry and the environment. Current Enlargement Commissioner Günter Verheugen could be the Chancellor's first choice for this new position. 

The German government has on several occasions criticised the Commission's industrial policy. In different dossiers (eg. the end-of-life vehicles, the take-over directive or the review of the EU's chemical substances policy), the SPD-Greens coalition has been seen wrangling with Brussels over the lack of sensitivity for German industry interests. 

Mr Schröder's proposal is likely to get the support of the European business community, which has repeatedly expressed its frustration at the slow progress of the EU's 'Lisbon strategy' to become the world's most dynamic knowledge-based economy by 2010. 

Source: www.euractiv.com
Hungary's farmers launch nationwide protests

17 February 2004  – Hungary's farmers launched a nationwide protest on 16 February, demanding increased government funding for the country's milk, pork and poultry producers ahead of the country's scheduled 1 May accession to the EU. Thousands of farmers used vehicles to block off roads around the country. The organisers said that the protests would continue seven hours a day until March and that they might extend to the capital city, Budapest. 

The Hungarian Ministry of Agriculture insists that there is no crisis in the sector. A leader of the ministry has described the protest as being "politically motivated". 

The Commission confirmed on 2 February a 317 million euro purse to be granted to Hungary to boost the country's rural development programmes in 2004-2006. Meanwhile, Hungary is preparing to implement austerity measures to reduce its growing public deficit, estimated to reach 5.8 per cent of GDP in 2004.

Source: www.euractiv.com
Commission prepares recruitment of senior managers from the new Member States

Brussels, 18 February 2004 – Reforming the appointment, assessment and mobility policy for senior officials has been one of the main priorities of the Prodi Commission. A series of decisions taken today further reinforce this policy: first, the Commission aims to reach ambitious objectives in terms of recruiting new officials coming from the new Member States. The Commission is, therefore, reserving for 2004 alone 8 posts at A1 level, 29 at A2 level and 83 at middle management level. This is unprecedented in the history of the European Institutions and underlines the Commission's commitment to making enlargement a success. Rigorous selection procedures will apply to all external recruitment. Secondly, the ongoing reform of senior management policy is consolidated and reinforced by, inter alia, introducing the possibility of promotions within the rank of Director and Director-General on the basis of a more systematic assessment of performance. Thirdly, the Commission will upgrade the level of its external representations to allow a reinforcement of representational functions as well as a strengthening of the management of external assistance programmes in partner countries. Finally, the Commission will strengthen its conceptual skills in areas where important new policy agendas are emerging with the creation of high level advisor posts. All these changes also entail a number of movements among current senior managers. 
[Background paper IP/04/229]

Czech commissioner nominee Milos Kuzvart steps down

Barely had he been officially confirmed as Czech commissioner nominee than Milos Kuzvart has stepped down, citing a lack of Czech backing for his candidature. Following the resignation, which came on 20 February, the European Commission issued a statement in which it called Kuzvart's decision "regrettable" but noted that it respects his decision. The President of the Commission, Romano Prodi is now set to discuss the situation with the Prime Minister of the Czech Republic, Vladimir Spidla over the coming days. No official alternative proposal has yet been made by the Czech government.
Source: www.euractiv.com
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