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Council

Ahern tells EU leaders to work together in "spirit of compromise" on Constitution

Irish Prime Minister Bertie Ahern has sent a formal letter to heads of state and government of the EU asking them to "work together in a spirit of compromise and of flexibility" in order to resolve as many issues as possible before the final session of the IGC. "I assume and expect that no concerns not already signalled will be raised," Mr Ahern added in the letter. The March European Council decided to aim for an agreement on the Constitution by the next summit, due to take place on 17-18 June. Between now and then a number of highly controversial issues must be resolved, such as the definition and scope of qualified majority voting. Source: www.euractiv.com
European Parliament

Ten new commissioners in EP hearings

One hour and 20 minutes. That is the time set aside for the hearings of each future commissioner from the ten new Member States joining the EU on 1 May. The hearings in the European Parliament over the three days started out on Tuesday 13 April with commissioners from Latvia, Hungary and Malta. They were followed on Wednesday 14 April by the commissioners of Slovenia, Czech Republic, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Cyprus and ending on Thursday 15 April with the Estonian commissioner. For more information see http://www.evropska-unie.cz/eng/article.asp?id=2797
European Commission

European Commission President Romano Prodi visits China to strengthen bilateral ties

Brussels, 7 April 2004 – Mr Romano Prodi will visit Beijing and Shanghai from 13 to 16 April, at the invitation of the Chinese authorities, in the third official visit to China by a President of the European Commission. Mr Prodi will meet Chinese President Hu Jintao and Prime Minister Wen Jiabao to discuss ways to enhance the rapidly growing partnership between the EU and China. He will also make two keynote speeches on political and economic relations and launch a new EU-funded programme for European Studies in China. Established in 1975, EU-China relations strengthened considerably in recent years, particularly since the adoption of a new Commission strategy on China ("A maturing partnership: common interests and challenges in EU-China relations") and China's first ever policy paper on the EU on 13 October 2003. Both sides agreed at the 6th EU-China Summit of 30 October 2003 to broaden the scope of their dynamic and comprehensive partnership, which encompasses a wide range of issues and sectors. The EU and China are working together to deepen cooperation on multilateral issues and global challenges, strengthen economic ties, launch many new sectoral dialogues and agreements and pursue their scientific, technical and development cooperation. In 2003, seven Commissioners visited China (Lamy, Nielson, Liikanen, Prodi, Wallström, Monti, Reding), and new dialogues on industrial policy, IPR, competition policy and trade policy were launched, in addition to the signing of two milestones agreements on tourism and satellite navigation cooperation. Commissioners Lamy, Fischler, and Busquin have already made official visits to China in 2004 and several more visits are scheduled for this year .

[Background paper IP/04/477]

Commission proposes banana import quantities for new Member States

Brussels, 16 April 2004 – Today, the European Commission presented transitional measures for banana imports into the ten new Member States to the Management Committee for Bananas. The Regulation would fix an additional quantity of bananas of 300 000 tonnes to supply the market of new Member States for the period May-December 2004. This additional quantity would be fixed on a transitional basis, and should in no way prejudge the outcome of the negotiations in the context of the Article XXIV (6) GATT in which the European Union is to engage in the coming weeks. This additional quantity would provide the new Member States with a sufficient supply of bananas. The Regulation also defines the necessary transitional measures for managing the additional quantity as of 1 May 2004 in the enlarged EU. 

[Background paper IP/04/490]

Detailed rules for implementing Regulation (EC) No 1829/2003 on GM food and feed published 

Brussels, 16 April 2004 – The European Commission has adopted implementing rules that are necessary for the operation of the Genetically Modified (GM) Food and Feed Regulation ((EC) No 1829/2003). Firstly, the implementing rules concern applications for authorisation of new GM food and feed. They specify how these applications should be prepared and presented. Applications must clearly identify the scope of the application, indicate what parts are confidential and must include amongst other a monitoring plan, a labelling proposal and a detection method for the new GM food or feed. The implementing rules also specify how applications submitted under other current Community legislation will be (automatically) converted into applications under the new GM food and feed law which enters into application on 18 April. Secondly, the rules also cover how notifications of existing food and feed products should be prepared and presented. The notifications must show that the products are safe and do not mislead the consumer, must clearly identify the scope of the application and what parts are confidential and must include a detection method and samples of the products. Thirdly, for the adventiti

ous or technically unavoidable presence of non-authorised GM material the rules specify that the Commission will draw up a list with the GM material that is not authorised but has received a positive risk assessment by one of the former Scientific Committees or by European Food Safety Authority (EFSA). The list will also indicate if a detection method is available for this GM material. The presence of this material in food or feed will be tolerated up to 0.5%. The implementing rules are published in the OJ L 102/14 of 7 April 2004

http://europa.eu.int/eur-lex/pri/en/oj/dat/2004/
l_102/l_10220040407en00140025.pdf. 

More information also in Questions and Answers on GMOs - MEMO/04/85. 

Eurostat

March 2004  Euro-zone annual inflation up to 1.7%;   EU15 stable at 1.5% 

Luxembourg, 16 April 2004 – Euro-zone annual inflation rose from 1.6% in February to 1.7% in March 2004. A year earlier the rate was 2.4%. EU15 annual inflation was 1.5% in March 2004, stable compared to February. A year earlier the rate was 2.3%. EEA annual inflation was 1.5% in March 2004. 

In March 2004, the highest annual rates were recorded in Greece (2.9%), Italy (2.3%), Spain and Portugal (both 2.2%), and the lowest rates were observed in Finland (-0.4%), Denmark and Sweden (both 0.4%). Compared with February 2004, annual inflation fell in seven Member States, rose in four and remained the same in three. Compared with March 2003, all the Member States registered a decrease in their annual inflation rates2. The biggest relative falls were in Finland (1.9% to -0.4%), Sweden (2.9% to 0.4%) and Denmark (2.8% to 0.4%). Lowest 12-month averages up to March 2004 were in Finland (0.9%), Germany (1.0%) and Austria (1.2%); highest were in Ireland (3.3%), Greece (3.2%) and Portugal (2.8%). 

[Background paper STAT/04/49]

Second estimate 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 fourth quarter of 2002 

Luxembourg, 16 April 2004 – Euro-zone GDP grew by 0.3% and EU15 GDP by 0.4% in the fourth quarter of 2003 according to revised estimates out today from Eurostat. In the third quarter of 2003, growth rates were +0.4% for both zones. In comparison with the same quarter of the previous year, GDP grew by 0.6% in the euro-zone and by 0.9% in the EU15, after +0.3% and +0.5% respectively in the previous quarter. 

In the fourth quarter of 2003, Ireland recorded the highest growth rate (+3.1%), followed by the United Kingdom (+0.9%), Belgium, Spain and Sweden (+0.7% each). Two Member States recorded falls: Greece (-0.3%) and Portugal (-0.2%). 

Compared to the same quarter of the previous year, Greece (+5.0%) recorded the highest growth, followed by Spain, Ireland and the United Kingdom (+2.7% each). Falls were recorded in Portugal (-0.5%) and in the Netherlands (-0.4%), while there was no growth in Germany (0.0%). 

[Background paper STAT/04/48]

Enlargement

Green light for EUR 250 million rural development programmes for the Czech Republic 

Brussels, 14 April 2004 – In a letter to the Czech Agriculture Minister, EU Agriculture Commissioner Franz Fischler confirmed agreement on the country's Operational Programme for Rural Development and Multifunctional Agriculture. It will be formally approved upon accession on 1 May 2004. The programme, covering the whole territory of the Czech Republic, except the capital of Prague, includes a broad range of ambitious rural development measures which give a special emphasis to the replacement of outdated technologies, increase of competitiveness, consolidation of land ownership, protection of environment as well as to the stabilisation of existing work places in the Czech rural areas. The financial allocation is significant. The European Union's contribution, € 173.9 million during the period 2004-2006, will be complemented by national public funding of € 76.7 million. This political agreement concludes the Commission negotiations to launch the Structural Funds Programming for the Czech Republic for the period 2004-2006. More information about rural development is available on: http://europa.eu.int/comm/agriculture/rur/
index_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/480]

Safe food in an EU of 25 Member States: final steps towards enlargement on 1 May

Brussels, 15 April 2004 – The 10 new Member States due to join the EU on 1 May 2004 are on course to meet the EU's food safety standards, said Commissioner David Byrne, responsible for Health and Consumer Protection today. "Major progress has been made as a result of strong collaboration between the European Commission and the competent authorities of the new Member States". Some food establishments (processing plants, dairies and abattoirs) will need some transitional time to finish upgrading their standards. During that time, their products will only be sold on the domestic market of the new Member States concerned. The EU-15 agreed today to the final list of establishments which will benefit from such an upgrading period. Additionally, the Commission made details available today on 37 new Border Inspection Posts which will start operating as of 1 May at the new borders to control incoming veterinary products from third countries. For further information see MEMO/04/82 and: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/food/
enlargement/index_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/485]

Zero tolerance for new Member States

Unlike Spain and Portugal, who joined the EU in 1986, the ten new countries joining the EU on 1 May, will not be granted any honeymoon period. The European Commission will thus be unhesitant to start legal action to enforce the implementation of EU law in face of any problems among the newcomers in dealing with the 80,000 pages of EU acquis. 

That is the clear message delivered to Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Cyprus and Malta from EU Enlargement Commissioner Guenter Verheugen; "If there are clear cases of non-implementation or wrong implementation of community law, the Commission must act and will act," Verheugen told Reuters. This zero tolerance policy will apply except in areas where the new Member States have negotiated a transitional period. 

Explaining the tough approach Verheugen said: "The new member states should not expect such a period of grace because we have prepared them rigorously... using a completely new methodology. Therefore it is not comparable with previous rounds of accession." 

Apart from the legal approach the Commission could also use safeguard clauses in the accession treaty to protect the functioning of EU's internal market, Verheugen said. However, the safeguard measures are only likely to be invoked concerning food safety. Slaughterhouses and dairy producers could thus be barred from exporting if their standards are not satisfactory. 

One area where the Commission intends to be more lenient is budgetary surveillance. Here the Commission will allow the new Member States to run excessive deficits, breaching the EU limit of three percent of gross domestic product, for longer than current euro zone members. This is to avoid jeopardising their economic and social stability. Source: www.euractiv.com
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