[image: image1.png]European Union Information Centre
ICEU of the Delegation of the European Commission
to the Czech Republic



Week in Europe 29/3 – 4/4/04
Council
Council agrees on who can be granted asylum in the EU
Asylum has become one of the principal means of immigration into the EU. A particularly pressing issue is how an area without internal frontiers can cope with large numbers of immigrants and asylum seekers while respecting Europe's humanitarian traditions of welcoming foreigners and offering a safe haven to refugees from persecution and danger. While it remains up to individual Member States to decide whether or not to grant asylum, the EU has decided to establish an overall policy so that asylum-seekers are treated in a more uniform manner by all EU countries. EU justice and home affairs ministers have reached political agreement on the draft directive setting out the criteria for granting refugee status in the EU - one of the key texts setting out common EU rules on asylum - during their Council meeting on 30 March. Agreement was possible as Germany finally gave its approval to the text. Ministers agreed on two different status and level of rights for refugees and people benefiting from subsidiary protection. Under pressure from Germany, Ministers decided that people granted asylum under subsidiary protection regimes will enjoy fewer rights than refugees in terms of length of residence permits and access to employment and health care. The agreement comes shortly ahead of the 1 May deadline set by the Treaty of Amsterdam for the adoption of a common EU asylum policy. However, outstanding issues still remain on another key directive which sets out the procedures to grant and withdraw refugee status. Source: www.euractiv.com, Council press release 7209/04 (Presse 76).
European Parliament

European Parliament votes for safer paint to fight air pollution

Brussels, 31 March 2004 – The European Commission welcomes the final adoption by the European Parliament of new EU legislation which will significantly reduce the quantity of dangerous solvents in paints, varnishes and car repair products. The European Parliament today unanimously agreed to support the Commission and Council proposal for the new legislation, which will cut emissions of Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) from these products. This is a significant step towards reducing air pollution in the Union. The Directive targets a group of products which contribute significantly to the total emissions of VOCs in Europe, which, in turn, contribute to the formation of ground level ozone, also known as photochemical smog. The Directive will reduce the emissions of VOCs from paints and varnishes and products for vehicle repairs in the present EU Member States by around 280,000 tonnes per year by 2010. The reduction foreseen by the Directive will take place in two steps in order to allow industry and consumers to adapt gradually to the new and tighter limit values. The Directive will enter into force twenty days after its publication in the Official Journal.


Financial services: European Parliament's approval of proposed Transparency Directive is good news for investors

Brussels, 30 March 2004 – The European Commission has welcomed the European Parliament's vote to approve the Commission's proposal for a Directive on transparency requirements for securities issuers. This will pave the way for adoption by the EU's Council of Ministers shortly. The proposal, a key part of the Financial Services Action Plan, aims to make the European financial market place more attractive, upgrading the information available to investors and helping them allocate their funds more efficiently, thus boosting the economy as a whole. Among its key achievements will be that investors will in future receive interim management statements from those share issuers who do not publish quarterly reports and will get half-yearly financial reports from issuers of new bonds. In addition, all securities issuers will have to provide annual financial reports within four months after the end of their financial year. The proposed Directive will also lead to better dissemination of information on issuers across Member States. The Commission will, under the proposal, establish a mechanism for assessing at EU level the equivalence between international accounting standards and third country accounting standards.
[Background paper IP/04/398]

Investment Services: European Parliament approval of proposed Directive brings integrated capital market nearer

Brussels, 30 March 2004 – The European Commission has welcomed the European Parliament's approval of the proposed Directive on Financial Instruments Markets, also known as the Investment Services Directive. The proposed Directive will give investment firms an effective "single passport", which would allow them to operate throughout the EU on the basis of authorisation in their home Member State. It will, for example, require all Member States to allow investment firms to process client orders outside regulated exchanges, whereas this is not currently possible in some Member States. It will also make sure investors enjoy a high level of protection when employing investment firms, wherever they are located in the EU. The Directive seeks to establish, for the first time, a comprehensive regulatory framework governing the organised execution of investor transactions by exchanges, other trading systems and investment firms. It is a crucial part of the Financial Services Action Plan. Negotiations between the Parliament, the Council and the Commission in the run up to the Parliament's vote have prepared the ground for swift adoption by the EU's Council of Ministers, to which the text as approved by the Parliament will now return.
[Background paper IP/04/399]
European Commission

Afghanistan: How the EU is making a difference

Brussels, 30 March 2004 – The European Union (EU) has been and continues to be one of the major donors backing the reconstruction of Afghanistan. Taking together contributions from the Community Budget and Member States, the EU provided over €850 million in 2002 and €835 million in assistance to Afghanistan in 2003 to help in its reconstruction efforts. At the Tokyo donors' conference in 2002, the European Commission played a leading part in this EU performance. The Commission promised €1 billion over 5 years. In both 2002 and 2003, the actual amount committed to Afghanistan has been higher, and assistance has been delivered swiftly. At the 31 March 1 April Berlin International Conference on Afghanistan, Europe will again be a significant participant. This reconstruction support is only part of the story Europe is also playing a lead role in providing troops for the International Security Assistance Force and the growing number of Provincial Reconstruction Teams which aim to improve the security and stability for Afghanistan

[Background paper MEMO/04/77]
Euro area economic recovery still on track

Brussels, 30 March 2004 – The euro-area's moderate recovery remains on track for 2004 despite some economic indicators - particularly those relating to business confidence - having recently sent mixed signals. The economy is set to gather further momentum during the second half of the year. This assessment is backed by positive developments both on the domestic and the external side. Consumer confidence is strengthening albeit only gradually, financing conditions are supportive and there are signs that the protracted investment slump has come to an end. In addition, business surveys show that buoyant world demand is offsetting the negative impact of the appreciation of the euro on euro-area exports. However, uncertainty about short-term prospects has increased somewhat recently. The report is available at:

http://europa.eu.int/comm/economy_finance/publications/
quarterly_report_on_the_euro_area_en.htm
[Background paper IP/04/395]
Michel Barnier leaves the Commission

Brussels, 31 March 2004 – The leader of the UMP party in the French National Assembly, Jacques Barrot, is to replace Michel Barnier as regional Commissioner after Prime Minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin announced his new government on Wednesday 31 March. Mr Barnier is to replace Dominique de Villepin at the Foreign Affairs Ministry while Mr Villepin has been named for the top job at the Interior Ministry formerly occupied by Nicolas Sarkozy who has been promoted to a beefed-up Economics and Finance ministry. After his appointment, Mr Barnier said "becoming Minister for Foreign Affairs of France is not the breaking off but rather a continuation of my career and political commitment," he said in a statement. "Europe will naturally remain at the heart of my attention in this new role, which will also lead me to deal with many other aspects of international relations." Source: www.euractiv.com
EC ratifies international treaty on plant genetic resources improving access to seeds and agricultural biodiversity

Brussels, 31 March 2004 – Today the European Community and nine of its Member States deposited at the FAO their instruments of ratification of the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture, making it possible for the Treaty to enter into force in 90 days. The Treaty facilitates access (for research and breeding) to seeds of the most important agricultural plant species. The sharing of commercial profits for the benefit of conservation and the sustainable use of genetic resources will be an important step forward in North-South relations. Text of the Treaty is available on the Internet at:

http://europa.eu.int/eur-lex/en/com/pdf/2003/
com2003_0602en01.pdf
[Background paper IP/04/433]

The fight against terrorism: the Commission proposes measures on the exchange of information and on the "European court record"

Brussels, 30 March 2004 – In the wake of the Madrid bombings and following the conclusions of the European Council of 25 and 26 March, the European Commission has adopted a Communication on the fight against terrorism, proposing new measures to improve the exchange of information in the EU to enable anti-terrorist services to do their job more effectively. This initiative also opens the way for a future "European court record". Information is to be exchanged on all offences, convictions and disqualifications linked to terrorism, including any form of financing of terrorist activities. The Commission proposes that the Member States be equipped with systems for registering bank accounts which would facilitate the gathering of evidence, especially where financing of terrorism is suspected.
[Background paper IP/04/425]

Structural Funds: Commission allocates over EUR 8 billion to successful programmes

Brussels, 1 April 2004 – The European Commission today allocated an extra € 8.246 billion to European regional and social development programmes for the period 2000-2006. This sum, corresponding to 4% of the total for the Structural Funds for the fifteen existing Member States of the Union, had been held in a performance reserve to be allocated in 2004 on the basis of the performance of the programmes. The resources will be used by the Member States and regions to provide an additional boost to investment, growth and job creation.
[Background paper IP/04/438]
Implementation of CAP reform

Brussels, 2 April 2004 – On 31 March the Management Committee for Direct Payments successfully concluded its work on two Regulations regarding implementation of the reform of the Common Agricultural Policy within the deadline that the Commission had indicated to the Member States. A further step in the process of formalising the important decisions on CAP reform from June 2003 in Luxembourg has thus been taken. The vote is to be reconfirmed in the Management Committee on 14 April. Publication should follow shortly afterwards in all languages. The main outstanding task for the Commission is to process "the second half" of Regulation 3 regarding coupled aids for cereals, beef and sheep meat premia and energy crops.
[Background paper IP/04/446]

Europe needs more scientists: EU blueprint for action

Brussels, 2 April 2004 – Today a high-level expert group presented recommendations on increasing Europe's human resources for science and technology to European Research Commissioner Philippe Busquin at an international conference in Brussels. The group has identified serious shortcomings that stand in the way of increasing the number of science professionals in Europe. It calls for European governments to develop a more effective policy on human resources in science. The changing nature of the "high-tech" industries means that governments must step in to play a more active role in ensuring and promoting better resources and skills development. The public sector is under-funded and universities, in particular, should be preparing their science graduates for a more diverse range of careers. Europe's school science education system is also failing to keep abreast of the real world of science and focuses too much on outdated notions of learning "fundamentals" and facts. To address the shortcomings outlined by the expert group report, the Commission is assessing the possibility of launching an awareness-raising campaign in 2005.
[Background paper IP/04/444]
Eurostat

Euro-zone inflation estimated at 1.6%

Luxembourg, 31 March 2004 – Euro-zone annual inflation is expected to be 1.6% in March 2004 according to a flash estimate issued today by Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the European Communities. It was 1.6% in February 2004.

[Background paper STAT/04/44]
Euro-zone unemployment stable at 8.8%; EU15 steady at 8.0%

Luxembourg, 1 April 2004 – Euro-zone seasonally-adjusted unemployment stood at 8.8% in February 2004, unchanged compared to January 2004. It was 8.7% in February 2003. The EU15 unemployment rate was 8.0% in February 2004, unchanged compared to January 2004. It was also 8.0% in February 2003. In February 2004, lowest rates were registered in Luxembourg (4.0%), Austria (4.4%), Ireland (4.5%) and the Netherlands (4.5% in January 2004). Spain's 11.2% remained the EU's highest rate.

Among Member States for which data are available for at least one of the most recent three months, nine recorded an increase in their unemployment rate over a year, four a decrease and one remained stable. The Netherlands (3.2% in January 2003 to 4.5% in January 2004), Sweden (5.1% to 6.4%), Denmark (5.1% in January 2003 to 6.1% in January 2004) and Luxembourg (3.3% to 4.0%) recorded the most important relative increases. Italy's unemployment rate decreased from 8.9% in January 2003 to 8.5% in January 2004, the United Kingdom's from 4.9% in December 2002 to 4.8% in December 2003, Spain's rate fell from 11.4% to 11.2% and Finland's from 9.0% to 8.9%. Ireland's unemployment rate remained the same at 4.5%.

[Background paper STAT/04/45]
Other institutions

European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia has published a Major anti-semitism report

The European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (EUMC), an official EU agency, has launched two major reports - 'Manifestations of Antisemitism in the EU 2002-03' and 'Perceptions of Antisemitism in the European Union'. The former, 344-page report, which is based on data available mainly by October 2003, records incidents of anti-semitism in the EU. The latter is a 48-page report of extended interviews with 35 prominent members of the European Jewish community in eight different Member States.

The longer of the two reports singles out Belgium, Germany, France, the Netherlands and the UK as being countries where there is evidence of an increase in antisemitic incidents. As regards these countries plus Denmark and Sweden, it says that "it is no longer solely or predominantly the extreme right that is named as alleged perpetrators of antisemitic incidents: a varying proportion of victims of hostility in these countries classified perpetrators to be 'young Muslims', 'people of North African origin', or 'immigrants'." It also notes "an extremely nasty antisemitic everyday discourse" in Greece, Italy, Austria and Spain. For the text of the reports see
http://eumc.eu.int/eumc/index.php?fuseaction=content.dsp_cat_content&catid=1
Source: www.euractiv.com
Enlargement

Cyprus talks fail, reunification now up to UN and referenda

1 April 2004 – Although bilateral Greek-Turkish talks on the reunification of Cyprus were declared inconclusive on 31 March, the United Nations has decided to go ahead anyway with its plans to arrange a referendum on a settlement scheme. UN Secretary General Kofi Annan called his final plan a compromise that does not meet all demands. Concluding a week of talks in Switzerland, the Greek negotiators said that they could not endorse the deal drawn up by Mr Annan as it contained too many unresolved issues. The Turkish side said they had been ready to sign.

Mr Annan continues to stand by his plan, arguing that "the chance is between this settlement or no settlement. This plan is fair and is designed to work." The negotiating sides have decided to cast aside their differences and let the inhabitants of the divided island decide in separate referenda on 24 April, four days later than originally planned.

According to Mr Annan's proposal 

· the reunified island would be called United Cyprus Republic and would have a new flag and a new national anthem;
· the island's federal government would have two equal constituent states (Turkish Cypriot, 29 per cent; Greek Cypriot, 71 per cent) but the island would have a single international legal personality and sovereignty;
· the new republic would be headed by co-presidents until the new elections, scheduled for 13 June 2004.
Cyprus is scheduled to join the EU as full member on 1 May. If unification does not take place - ie if either side rejects the plan - only the southern Greek Cypriot part will go into the Union.

Source: www.euractiv.com
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