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European Commission

Competition probe leads to decrease in tariffs for broadband access via line sharing in Germany

Brussels, 1 March 2004 – Deutsche Telekom has committed vis-à-vis the European Commission to terminate the presumed margin squeeze with effect from 1 April 2004. This commitment leads to a significant reduction in the line sharing fee that competitors have to pay to Deutsche Telekom for shared access to its local loops. "In spite of a 2001 EU obligation to provide competitors shared access to its local loops, only a few competitors found it profitable to make use of shared access. Deutsche Telekom meanwhile has become a quasi-monopolist for broadband access at retail level. None of the new entrants has been able to reach any significant market position. This is due to DT's anti-competitive tariff structure", Competition Commissioner Mario Monti stated. "We believe that competition between operators is the best means for bringing the overall prices down. That is why we have ensured that the margin squeeze shall be remedied to a large extent by lower wholesale tariffs that competitors have to pay for shared access. We trust that the German regulator accepts this consumer-friendly solution", Mario Monti continued.
[Background paper IP/04/281]

US Foreign Sales Corporations (FSC) : EU starts countermeasures on US products

Brussels, 1 March 2004 – The EU countermeasures on a list of US products in the long-standing WTO dispute on the US Foreign Sales Corporations enter into force 1 March 2004. Countermeasures on the selected products consist of an additional customs duty of 5% to be enforced as from 1 March, followed by automatic, monthly increases by 1% up to a ceiling of 17% to be reached on 1 March 2005, if compliance has not happened in-between. For further information see: IP/03/642, MEMO/04/40.
[Background paper IP/04/282]

A new action plan to boost entrepreneurship in Europe

Brussels, 2 March 2004 –The European Commission has launched a new action plan setting out Europe's agenda for entrepreneurship in the years to come. The action plan outlines key actions in five strategic areas. High on the agenda are fostering a more entrepreneurial mindset among young people, reducing the stigma of failure, providing support for women and ethnic minorities, reducing the complexity of complying with tax laws and making it easier to transfer a business to new owners. Examples of best practice will be benchmarked and shared across the new enlarged Europe. A specific focus will be placed on listening to SMEs when drafting new legislation. The Commission will monitor and report on progress alongside its current reporting on the European Charter for Small Enterprises. The action plan aims to unlock the potential for entrepreneurship in Europe. Too few Europeans set up their own businesses and too few small businesses in Europe experience substantial growth. Yet almost half of Europeans say they would prefer to be self-employed, and almost a third of Europe's SMEs cite growth as their main ambition. Overcoming this paradox is a key aim of this action plan. For Green paper on Entrepreneurship see

http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/
entrepreneurship/green_paper/index.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/284]

Commission supports Afghan elections with an additional €8 million

Brussels, 2 March 2004 – The European Commission approved a further €8 million package to support the elections in Afghanistan. The funding will support the Voter Registration Project managed by the United Nations (UN), to which the European Union is the biggest single donor. Taken with previous contributions, this announcement brings the Commission contribution to €15 million, and when Member States' donations are added, the total EU funding for this project is €30million. Following the successful adoption of the new Constitution on January 4 2004, the holding of national elections is the next important milestone for Afghanistan on its road to a democratic future as set out in the Bonn Agreement.

[Background paper IP/04/287]

EU–Canada: Commission agrees design of future EU–Canada Trade and Investment Enhancement Agreement 

Brussels, 3 March 2004 – The European Commission has agreed on the design of the future EU-Canada Trade and Investment Enhancement Agreement (TIEA), identifying its areas and main objectives. The blueprint of this new type of agreement will now be discussed with the Canadian Government and adopted formally by EU and Canadian Leaders at the next EU-Canada summit to be held in Ottawa on 18 March.

[Background paper IP/04/297]

Commission will provide over EUR 96 million in 2004 to support democracy and human rights worldwide

Brussels, 4 March 2004 – The European Commission has approved €96.35 million for the European Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) for 2004. This year EIDHR will focus on the support to democracy, good governance and the rule of law, on the prevention of torture and the rehabilitation of victims of torture, on the promotion of international justice and on combating the death penalty. Activities will be carried out in the 32 countries where EIDHR support can achieve the greatest impact and complement other community assistance programme and EU political dialogue.

[Background paper IP/04/302]

Iraq: Commission sets priorities for aid in 2004

Brussels, 4 March 2004 – The European Commission adopted a programme setting priorities for re-construction assistance to Iraq in 2004. The three priorities are: restoring the delivery of key public services; boosting employment and reducing poverty; strengthening governance, civil society and human rights. Of the €200 million pledged by the Commission at the Madrid Donors Conference for Iraq in 2003-4, €160 million is to be disbursed this year. The money will largely be distributed through the International Reconstruction Fund Facility for Iraq managed by the United Nations and the World Bank.

[Background paper IP/04/303]

Commission takes steps to adapt banana import regime to enlargement

Brussels, 5 March 2004 – In view of accession of ten new Members States on 1 May 2004, appropriate arrangements have to be made to ensure sufficient supply of bananas to consumers in the new Member States. To this end, the current import volumes for bananas have to be increased for an EU of 25. The exact additional volume of bananas will be based on historical imports to the new Member States and is subject to negotiations with our WTO trading partners and hence still to be determined. For the new additional quantities, the current licensing mechanisms will apply (for details see background). In due time before the beginning of May, the Commission will determine the additional quantities of bananas to ensure a sufficient supply to the market of the enlarged Union, and will take the necessary measures which will enter into force as of 1 May 2004. These transitional measures are without prejudice to the decision taken by the Council to move to a tariff only import system no later than the 1 January 2006.
[Background paper IP/04/307]

Eurostat
January 2004: Euro-zone unemployment stable at 8.8%; EU15 steady at 8.0%

Luxembourg, 2 March 2004 – Euro-zone seasonally-adjusted unemployment stood at 8.8% in January 2004, unchanged compared to December 2003. It was 8.7% in January 2003. The EU15 unemployment rate was 8.0% in January 2004, unchanged compared to December 2003. It was 7.9% in January 2003. In January 2004, lowest rates were registered in Luxembourg (3.9%), the Netherlands (4.3% in December 2003), Austria (4.5%) and Ireland (4.6%). Spain's 11.2% remained the EU's highest rate.

[Background paper STAT/04/29]

New decision of Eurostat on deficit and debt : Classification of funded pension schemes in case of government responsibility or guarantee

Luxembourg, 2 March 2004 – Eurostat has taken a decision on the classification of some funded pension schemes where government is involved either as a manager of the flows of contributions and pension benefits or as a guarantor for the risk of defaulting payments of pensions. This decision does not cover the schemes organised by employers for their own staff (including specific schemes for civil servants organised by government). The decision specifies the cases where a pension scheme should not be treated as a social security scheme, with the consequence that the flows of contributions made to the scheme and of pension benefits paid by the scheme are not recorded as government revenue or as government expenditure and, therefore, do not have an impact on government deficit or surplus. 

[Background paper STAT/04/30]

First estimates for the fourth quarter of 2003  Euro-zone GDP up by 0.3%, EU15 GDP up by 0.4%

Luxembourg, 4 March 2004 – Euro-zone GDP grew by 0.3% and EU15 GDP by 0.4% in the fourth quarter of 2003, compared to the previous quarter, according to first estimates. In the third quarter of 2003, growth rates were +0.4% for both zones. Compared to the fourth quarter of 2002, GDP grew by 0.6% in the euro-zone and by 0.9% in the EU15, after +0.3% and +0.6% respectively in the previous quarter. Over the whole year 2003, GDP grew by 0.4% in the euro-zone and by 0.7% in the EU15, compared to +0.9% and +1.0% for 2002. 

[Background paper STAT/04/32]

Enlargement
Information deficit for acceding states' citizens?

Citizens in the acceding countries still don't feel they know enough about enlargement, according to the latest Eurobarometer opinion polls. Only 37% say they feel well informed or very well informed. And lack of information is feeding into apprehension, it seems. There is pessimism in many of the ten new member states about what 2004 will bring to citizens, and confidence in parliaments and governments has declined. Most citizens of the acceding states also evince little interest in the upcoming European Parliament elections: only 39% of them say they intend to exercise their right to vote - for the first time – for political representation in Europe in the June poll. Candidate and acceding country citizens continue to favour the creation of a European Union Constitution as well as a more European involvement in settling international conflicts. The idea of further development of the Common Foreign and Security Policy wins strong approval, as does creating an EU foreign minister and a rapid military reaction force. Meanwhile, in the EU15, overall support for enlargement has remained steady at around 47%, the latest figures show. But there are wide differences from member state to member state. More information:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion.

Enlarged Europe's nature sites still at risk?

Environmental non-governmental organisations last week warned of the damaging environmental effects that a proposed EU initiative could have on nature, habitats and protected species in the enlarged Europe. Parts of the proposed Trans-European Networks for Transport should be scrapped or drastically amended, they say. "Current plans would lead to some 65% of the Danube's Natura 2000 sites being destroyed!", according to WWF spokesperson Francisco Tavares. A plan to further deepen the Danube on the Rhine-Main-Danube section of the networks could have disastrous impacts on the wetland areas between Vienna and Bratislava, and damage the Danube-Drava National Park in Hungary, and the most valuable intact stretches along the lower Danube between Bulgaria and Romania. Similarly, the projected motorway through the 17 kilometre-long Kresna gorge in Bulgaria threatens a site of outstanding biodiversity, home to rare species protected under the EU Habitat and Bird Directives, said Bankwatch.

Austerity package debate threatens to bring down Polish government

The Warsaw government is looking to cut state spending by over 13 billion euro through 2007 in an attempt to meet EU rules on the eve of the country's accession to the Union in May 2004. According to Mr Miller's cabinet, the three-year plan would allow Poland to cut back its borrowing needs through a series of reductions in social and welfare payments and also by lowering the state's administrative expenditure. 

Poland has been struggling with the consequences of a weakening local currency and rising bond yields. Analysts believe that inflation may speed up as a result and that the country's public debt may rise to as much as 55 per cent of GDP in 2004. 

The Polish Parliament (Sejm) opened debate on the austerity package drawn up by Economy Minister Jerzy Hausner on 1 March. However, the opposition party Citizens' Platform, whose support in the Sejm is crucial for the approval of the so-called Hausner package, has said that it will reject the government's proposals. This, analysts say, would precipitate the collapse of Mr Miller's cabinet.
Meanwhile, EU Trade Commissioner Pascal Lamy is in Warsaw on 2 March for a two-day visit aimed at discussing with the government, business and civil society the trade implications of Poland's EU accession. Poland is the EU's seventh largest trading partner, and first among the new Member States.

Source: www.euractiv.com
Research predicts shift to East-West gap after enlargement

According to a report compiled jointly by the Commission and the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, overall life satisfaction in the 15 current, ten future and three potential Member States of the EU is strongly linked to income level and per capita GDP. The report finds that low levels of traditional economic indicators in the 13 acceding and candidate countries are generally matched by low scores regarding life satisfaction.

The population of the EU-25 plus 3 (current Member States, new Member States plus Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey) perceive long-term unemployment to be the root cause of poverty, followed by alcoholism (mostly in the accession and candidate countries), sickness, family break-up and drug abuse (mostly in the current Member States). Cuts in social welfare are also considered key determinants of poverty in the accession and candidate countries. 

According to the report, 'having' (income and material conditions), 'loving' (human relationships and belonging), and 'being' (education, psychological well-being) are essential issues in determining a good life. 

The Commission has acknowledged that the material gaps between the current and the new Member States are greater than in previous enlargements. It also predicts that the current North-South gradient in economic development and standards of living will be replaced by an East-West bias.

Source: www.euractiv.com
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