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Week in Europe 22 – 28/3/04
European Council

Brussels, 25-26 March 2004 – Since the adoption of the Lisbon Strategy in 2000, the European Council in its Spring meetings has focused on assessing of the progress made towards "making Europe the most competitive knowledge-based economy in the world". The Commission on 21 January 2004 published its 'Spring Report' as a basis for the Summit held on 25-26 March in Brussels. Nevertheless its two-day meeting in Brussels – the last before the 10 new member states join the club on 1 May – was shadowed by the Madrid bomb attacks.

The big breakthrough was the decision by all 25 government leaders to re-start the stalled talks on a European Union constitution. All participants had shown the political will needed to get agreement by June for a constitutional treaty that should provide the basis of the way the EU works for at least the next 20 years. According the European Council President Mr Ahern, there are about 15 points of dispute in the planned constitution. 

The summit also addressed the issue of terrorism and reflected on the situation in the Middle East. The EU leaders expressed their deep concern over extra-judicial killings by Israel, especially that of the Hamas leader Sheikh Yassin. They also repeated their condemnation of what they called terrorist atrocities against Israelis and renewed their commitment to an Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement based on a two-state solution. 

On Iraq, the European leaders managed to set aside previous public disagreements to set out a positive vision of the country's future and they united in condemning what they call terrorist attacks which have disrupted Iraq's political and material reconstruction. 

The summit adopted a beefed-up EU action plan on terrorism proposed by European foreign and interior ministers. Main measures include: 

· adopting a NATO-style 'solidarity clause' pledging that a terrorist attack against one Member State is considered an attack against all. The nation under attack is entitled to all manner of military and other assistance 

· appointing former Dutch deputy interior minister Gijs de Vries as 'Mr Terrorism', to co-ordinate EU measures to counter terrorism 

· beefing up security at bus and rail stations, air and sea ports 

· implementing in all Member States by 30 June all the measures of the EU action plan against terrorism agreed to after the 11 September attacks in the United States. This includes the European arrest warrant, joint investigations and anti-money laundering steps. Not all Member States have enacted these measures, and Germany has called for delays on account of its decentralised system, which slows down decision-making  

· boosting cooperation of police and justice officials through the EU-wide monitoring of communications of terrorist suspects, creating a database on terrorists, beefing up Europol's anti-terrorism task force and setting up an EU border control agency by 2005 to coordinate customs security. 

· establishing better intelligence sharing among governments, establishing an EU "intelligence capacity" and monitoring how well EU nations freeze funds and assets of terrorist groups. 

· drafting EU-wide rules on retention of phone and Internet records for use by police in investigations for up to three years. 

· committing to early approval of the EU-US agreement that requires airlines to give American authorities data on passengers flying to the United States 

· denying trade and aid agreements to countries that are lax in enforcing anti-terrorist measures. 

· fast-tracking the upgrade of EU passports and visas by making them computer-readable, including biometric facial features, by the end of 2005 for all EU countries. 

The main topic of the summit remained the Lisbon Strategy, which means meeting the expectations of Europe's population for improved living standards and a better quality of life requires strong economic growth and employment generation together with a high degree of social cohesion and environmental protection. 

The Union set itself ambitious goals in March 2000. Four years later, the picture is a mixed one. Considerable progress has been made and the European Council reaffirms that the process and goals remain valid. However, the pace of reform needs to be significantly stepped up if the 2010 targets are to be achieved. The European Council is committed to demonstrating the political will to make this happen. 

The message from this European Council is one of determination and confidence. The challenges ahead are formidable but Europe has the will and capacity to achieve its economic potential. Enlargement will stimulate the European economy, creating new opportunities for all and promoting the convergence of the acceding States. The Lisbon process will benefit from the experience and contribution of our new Members. 

For full text of the conclusions see D/04/1.
Council

Final Component of Administrative Reform in place: the Council adopts the new Staff Regulations

Brussels, 22 March 2004 – Today, the Council definitively adopted the Commission proposals on the modernisation of the Staff Regulations of the EU Civil Service. The reform covers all aspects of careers and working conditions of EU officials and other staff, from recruitment to retirement. At the heart of the system is a career structure centred on two categories of staff, Administrators and Assistants, instead of the four traditional categories. The structure provides for career progress in which pay rises depend much more on sustained proven performance, and much less on length of service. The new career system is closely linked to objective annual individual performance assessments for all staff, including middle and senior managers, as well as procedures to deal firmly but fairly with any professional underperformance. The new Staff Regulations, among other things, modernise pension provisions by raising the pension age and pension contributions; rationalise various allowances; sustain merit based remuneration; and update the working environment of staff, for example through the improvement of maternity leave and the introduction of family related leave. Compared to arrangements without reform the implementation of the new Staff Regulations will generate cost savings building up to €100 million a year over the next decade. 

[Background paper IP/04/369]

EU decides to better protect dolphins

Brussels, 23 March 2004 – Yesterday, the Council of Ministers took a decision to better protect dolphins and harbour porpoises in EU waters. The measures, originally proposed by the European Commission in July 2003 (see IP/03/1111), relate to a step by step reduction of the use of driftnets from 1 January 2005 until complete prohibition by 1 January 2008, the compulsory use of acoustic deterrent devices ("pingers") on fishing nets and the monitoring of by-catches through an observer scheme. "This decision will better protect dolphins and porpoises against being accidentally trapped in fishing gear. Dolphins are not the only ones to benefit. Biodiversity will be strengthened and reduced by-catches of dolphins and porpoises will be positive for the image of the fishing sector, as fishermen never want to catch them in the first place", commented Franz Fischler, Commissioner responsible for Agriculture, Rural Affairs and Fisheries. 

[Background paper IP/04/378]
On-line services: EU ratifies Council of Europe Convention on notifying new national rules

Brussels, 23 March 2004 – The European Commission has welcomed the signature and the conclusion on 22 March by the Irish Presidency, on behalf of the EU, of Council of Europe Convention 180, establishing an international mechanism for the prior notification of national rules on online services, so that regulations adopted in one country do not affect services in others without consultation. This mechanism is based on the EU system of legislative transparency introduced by the 'Notifications' Directive 98/34/EC (see IP/03/227). The Convention's aim is to enhance the transparency and coherence of national rules on information society services as far as possible, since these services are by definition often provided across borders. The Commission proposed in July 2003 that the EU should sign the Convention (see IP/03/955). 

[Background paper IP/04/377]
European Commission

New provisions on recycling for motor vehicles from 2008

Brussels, 22 March 2004 – The Commission has just adopted new provisions laying down minimum levels for the recycling and recovery of the components and materials in new vehicles. The purpose of these measures is to facilitate the reuse, recycling and recovery of components with a view to achieving the objectives set for 2015 with regard to recycling and recovery for end-of-life vehicles. They will apply to all new vehicles placed on the market three years after the adoption of this new Directive, which means they are expected to come into effect in 2008. Further information can be obtained from the following Commission websites: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/enterprise/
automotive/index.htm http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/waste/
elv_index.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/371]
Commission presents new agricultural market and income forecasts 

Brussels, 23 March 2004 – Today the European Commission published a report on "Medium-term prospects for agricultural markets and income in the European Union 2003-2010". According to the report, the medium-term perspectives for the EU cereals, meat and dairy markets appear relatively favourable. In the cereal markets, the growth in domestic uses and exports would absorb the moderate expansion in cereal availability, whereas the overall market balance in the rice sector would display a swift improvement. The current situation in the beef market - where consumption is higher than domestic production - is expected to persist over the 2004-2010 period. The other meat markets are projected to recover over the medium term from the current difficulties. The EU dairy sector is also foreseen to display a gradual improvement after the current short-term imbalance, with increasing cheese production and consumption and, at the same time, lower availability of butter and skimmed milk powder. In spite of all the positive achievements in the preparation for EU membership, a considerable task of restructuring of the agricultural and food industries, most notably in animal production, remains to be pursued in the new Member States in order to increase competitiveness on the Single Market. The medium-term outlook suggests that the production potential will be gradually exploited and only fully used in the longer term. The medium-term perspectives for the agricultural sector in the new Member States appear very positive with higher efficiency and a 35% rise in income against 2002. The implementation of the CAP reform will help improving the market balance of most commodity markets (most notably cereals, rice, meat and dairy products) whereas the overall income of the agricultural sector would be little affected. The full report is available on the Internet at : 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/agriculture/publi/
caprep/prospects2003b/index_en.htm 

Commission concludes on Microsoft investigation, imposes conduct remedies and a fine 

Brussels, 24 March 2004 – The European Commission has concluded, after a five-year investigation, that Microsoft Corporation broke European Union competition law by leveraging its near monopoly in the market for PC operating systems (OS) onto the markets for work group server operating system and for media players. Because the illegal behaviour is still ongoing, the Commission has ordered Microsoft to disclose to competitors, within 120 days, the interfaces required for their products to be able to 'talk' with the ubiquitous Windows OS. Microsoft is also required, within 90 days, to offer a version of its Windows OS without Windows Media Player to PC manufacturers (or when selling directly to end users). In addition, Microsoft is fined € 497 million for abusing its market power in the EU. The European Commission enforces EU competition rules on restrictive business practices and abuses of monopoly power for the whole of the European Union when cross-border trade and competition are affected. 

The Commission has the power to force changes in company behaviour and to impose financial penalties for antitrust violations of up to 10% of their annual turnover worldwide. Commission decisions can be appealed to the European Court of First Instance in Luxembourg. For Questions and Answers on Commission Decision see MEMO/04/70. 

[Background paper IP/04/382]
More Europe in your pocket the European health insurance card

Brussels, 26 March 2004 – The President of the European Council, Mr Bertie Ahern, and European Commission President Romano Prodi today welcomed the forthcoming introduction of a European health insurance card, which will make it easier to access healthcare when travelling within the European Union. The European health insurance card will replace paper forms currently used to access healthcare during a temporary stay in another Member State. It will be introduced on 1 June 2004, though Member States can make use of a transition period for its introduction up to the end of 2005. Member States intending to introduce the card from 1 June are: Belgium, France, Luxembourg, Spain, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Norway, Estonia and Slovenia. For more information on the health card see also MEMO/04/75. 
Court of Justice

Judgment of the Court of Justice in Case C-138/02 – Brian Francis Collins v Secretary of State for Work and Pensions 

Luxembourg, 23 March 2004 – The Court examines the extent to which national legislation may make entitlement to a jobseeker's allowance conditional on a residence requirement. If such a requirement is to be proportionate, the requisite period of residence must not exceed what is necessary in order to be satisfied that the person concerned is in fact genuinely seeking employment in the Member State in question. 

[Background paper CJE/04/22]
Enlargement

Verheugen confirms EU "flexibility" in accommodating Cyprus accord

Brussels, 26 March 2004 – The EU is prepared to "accommodate the terms of the settlement" on the future of the divided Mediterranean island of Cyprus, Enlargement Commissioner Günter Verheugen said on 25 March following the launch the day before of last-ditch negotiations between the island's rival communities. 

The leaders of the Greek and Turkish communities, as well as top representatives from Athens and Ankara, began talks in Switzerland on 24 March aimed at ensuring that a reunified Cyprus enters the EU on 1 May. The prime ministers of Greece and Turkey are scheduled to join the talks on 28 March.

"We are prepared to accommodate everything if it does not run against the very principles on which the European Union is founded - democracy, rule of law, human rights," Verheugen said. "But it is very unlikely that this can happen."  

Labour movement issue creates discord at EU summit

Brussels, 26 March 2004 – Several leaders from the new Members States have expressed their frustration over restrictions on free labour movement. The Summit has failed to back the 'Super Commissioner' idea.

Although there was unanimous agreement on the overall goals of the Lisbon agenda, the EU Summit on 25-26 March revealed major divisions between old and new Member States over the issue of free movement of labour. Along with several other new Member States, such as Hungary, Slovakia and Slovenia, the Czech Prime Minister Vladimir Spidla aired his frustration over restrictions introduced by most EU 15 countries vis a vis the new Member States: "The conclusions from this summit preach the benefits of free movement of labour, but we also see something else," said Spidla repeating his dissatisfaction and calling for a profound review of the restrictions before two years were up. 

The new Member States however failed in their attempt to insert particular wording on the problem into the Summit conclusions. 

Saying the restrictions were "not intelligent" and "not an act of solidarity" Commission President Romano Prodi gave his personal support for them to be speedily lifted, and recalled that the option to introduce such restrictions had originally been forseen only in extraordinary circumstances. Prodi also said that the threat of immigration did not come from the new Member States, but from nations outside the EU 25. 

Source: www.euractiv.com
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