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Week in Europe 10 – 16/5/04
Constitution

UK demands amendments to Constitution

UK's chancellor Gordon Brown is set to request at least 25 amendments to the draft EU Constitution at the EU finance ministers' meeting on 11 May. Although the UK government does not believe there has been a breach of Britain's "red line" interests in the Constitution (tax, social security, defence and foreign policy) it is a widely held view that the wording needs to be clarified to reduce the scope for interpretation. Without the amendments Britain will veto the project, British Prime Minister Tony Blair is expected to warn on 10 May at the launch of Labour's European election campaign. One amendment to be requested would make explicit that 'European laws' in the field of taxation and the co-ordination of fiscal policy should be agreed unanimously by the Council of Ministers. Negotiations on the EU Constitution are scheduled to be finalised during the next European Council of 17-18 June. The next formal session of the inter-governmental conference is to take place on 17 May.

Source: www.euractiv.com
Council

Declaration by the Presidency on behalf of the European Union concerning the Georgian Autonomous Republic of Adjara

The European Union welcomes the positive developments in Adjara and the peaceful manner in which these have come about. The restoration of Georgian government authority in the Autonomous Republic of Adjara marks an important step in extending rule of law and respect for human rights throughout Georgia. The European Union now looks forward to the holding of democratic elections to the Supreme Council of Adjara within an appropriate timeframe. The European Union reiterates its support for the territorial integrity of Georgia and welcomes the confirmation by the Georgian government of its respect for the autonomous status of Adjara within Georgia. The European Union welcomes the constructive role played by the Russian Federation in helping to bring the situation concerning Adjara to a peaceful resolution. The Candidate Countries Romania and Turkey, the Countries of the Stabilisation and Association Process and potential candidates Albania, Croatia, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Serbia and Montenegro, and the EFTA countries Iceland and Liechtenstein, members of the European Economic Area, align themselves with this declaration. 

European Parliament

New centrist pro-European party political group in the offing

The European Commission president and head of the Italian centrist ‘Olive Tree’ coalition Romano Prodi and François Bayrou, the leader of the French Center-right UDF, have shown their willingness to create a new pro-European centre political group with the European liberals in time for the next European Parliament. The new group would form a rival power bloc to the European parliament's two main groups: the centre-right European People's party (EPP) and the Party of European Socialists (PES). It aims to attract MEPs from the European People's party who are concerned about the lack of political unity in the EP's biggest political group.

The European elections are due to be held between 10-13 June 2004. 

Source: www.euractiv.com
European Commission

Connecting Europe at high speed: Commission takes stock of national broadband strategies 

Brussels, 11 May 2004 – The number of people and businesses accessing the Internet at high speed has grown by more than 80% in the year to January 2004, says a new European Commission report. Broadband take-up is now faster in the EU than in the US with several Member States among the best performers around the globe. The EU15 Member States all have national broadband strategies in place and the new Member States will table theirs before the end of 2004. All Member States agree that progress should be market driven. Growth has been fastest in those countries where competition particularly from alternative networks has allowed a choice of providers and driven down prices. However, there remains a role for public authorities whenever markets do not deliver the necessary investment. National broadband strategies therefore aim at increasing coverage of under-served areas and steps to stimulate demand. The Report concludes that national approaches must be kept under review and updated during 2005, both to take account of new ways of delivering high speed access and to learn from good practice in other countries. The communication can be found at: 

http://europa.eu.int/information_society/eeurope/2005/all_about/broadband/
index_en.htm#National 

[Background paper IP/04/626]

678 million EUR for Rural Development Plan (2004-2006) in the Czech Republic

Brussels, 11 May 2004 – Today, the STAR Committee (Committee on Agricultural Structures and Rural Development) gave its favourable opinion to the Czech Horizontal Rural Development Plan (HRDP), which will be co-financed by the "European Agriculture Guarantee and Guidance Fund" (EAGGF) Guarantee section. The EAGGF contributes with a total amount of € 542.8 million during the period of 2004–2006, which will be complemented with national public funding of € 135.7 million. In the Czech Republic there is a tradition of farming, and a traditional symbiosis between farming and forestry. There are also considerable areas of valuable habitats, in particular numerous areas of permanent grasslands. The Czech Republic has taken these factors into account and with this rural development plan aims to mitigate the differences in farm profitability in less-favoured areas that result from natural conditions, to improve the unfavourable age structure of farmers, to reduce the share of arable land in the total agricultural land area and to provide to a sufficient extent for the farming of agricultural land in conformity with the principles of Good Farming Practice. The formal approval decision will be taken by the Commission in the coming weeks. 

[Background paper IP/04/629]
Commission initiates budgetary surveillance for new Member States 

Brussels, 12 May 2004 – Upon accession the new Member States have been brought fully into the EU framework of economic and budgetary policy cooperation and surveillance. As was the case immediately after the previous enlargement in 1995, when Austria, Finland and Sweden joined the Union, this includes an assessment of their budgetary situation. Six of the ten new Member States, namely Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Malta, Poland and Slovakia, had a general government deficit above the 3% of GDP Treaty reference value in 2003, while two of them, namely Cyprus and Malta, recorded government debt levels above the 60% of GDP Treaty reference value. On that basis the Commission adopted today a report on each of the six countries as required by Article 104(3) of the Treaty. As regards 2004, the Commission Spring 2004 forecasts as well as the national authorities indicate that the deficit is expected to continue to exceed the 3% of GDP reference value in all six countries. In the two countries which exceeded the debt ratio threshold in 2003 (Cyprus and Malta), the debt ratio is on a rising trend and is therefore projected to remain above 60% of GDP in 2004. Within the next two weeks, the Economic and Financial Committee will prepare an opinion on each report. The Commission will then recommend further steps required by the so-called excessive deficit procedure in the next few weeks and in time for the Ecofin Council of 5 July. The timing of this procedure is determined by the acquis, obliging the Council to take action within 3 months from accession. In preparing its recommendations, the Commission will take into account the flexible position taken in the 2004 update of the Broad Economic Policy Guidelines (IP/04/467), i.e. that it would be appropriate for the new member states on a case by case basis to take into account the interaction between budgetary policy and on-going structural shifts in the economy and therefore allow for a multi-annual adjustment period when correcting the excessive deficit situation. Member States not yet participating in the euro area, are not subject to possible further steps of the excessive deficit procedure, i.e. specifically enhanced budgetary surveillance (Article 104(9)) or sanctions (Article 104(11). 

The general government deficit of the Czech Republic increased to 12.9% of GDP in 2003 (including the cost of a major one-off operation estimated at 6-7% of GDP), in a context of solid economic growth. The excess of the general government deficit over the 3% of GDP reference value does not result, in the sense of the Stability and Growth Pact, from an unusual event outside the control of the Czech authorities, nor is it the result of a severe economic downturn. According to the Commission Spring 2004 forecast as well as to the Czech authorities, the general government deficit will, at around 6% of GDP, be well above 3% of GDP in 2004. The debt-to-GDP ratio is forecast to increase by some 3 percentage points to around 41% of GDP in 2004. The full text of each Commission report is available on: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/economy_finance/
about/activities/sgp/procedures_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/631]
Beyond Enlargement: Commission shifts European Neighbourhood Policy into higher gear

Brussels, 12 May 2004 – The European Commission today proposed concrete steps to ensure that the historic enlargement which took place on 1 May does not create new dividing lines between the EU and its neighbours. Having defined the guiding principles of the European Neighbourhood Policy last year, the Commission has now adopted a "Strategy Paper" proposing how the benefits of enlargement, i.e. peace, stability and prosperity, can be extended to the neighbours of the enlarged Union. It also adopted reports assessing the situation in a number of the countries concerned. The Council is now invited to draw up conclusions on how to carry this initiative forward. The ENP is addressed to the EU's neighbours and, in particular, those that have drawn closer to the EU as a result of enlargement. In Europe, this applies to Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Moldova. The EU and Russia have decided to develop their strategic partnership further through the creation of 'four common spaces', as defined at the 2003 St Petersburg Summit. In the Mediterranean region, the ENP applies to all the non-EU participants in the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (also called the Barcelona process) with the exception of Turkey, which is pursuing its relations with the EU in a pre-accession framework. The Commission also recommends the inclusion of Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia within the scope of ENP. The European Security Strategy, adopted by the European Council in December 2003, clearly identifies the South Caucasus as one of the regions in which the EU should take a "stronger and more active interest". For more information on the European Neighbourhood Policy: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/world/enp/
index_en.htm
[Background paper IP/04/632]
Commission defines approach for promoting high-quality services of general interest

Brussels, 12 May 2004 – The European Commission has today adopted a White Paper setting out the European Union's approach to fostering the development of high-quality services of general interest. The White Paper presents the Commission's conclusions from a broad public consultation launched on the basis of last year's Green Paper (see IP/03/714 ). It highlights the fact that in the area of services of general interest, the responsibilities are shared between the Union and the Member States. It stresses the role of national, regional and local authorities in defining, organising, financing and monitoring services of general interest. The White Paper develops the main elements of an EU strategy aimed both at ensuring that all citizens and businesses have effective access to a broad range of services of general interest and at improving legal certainty. The Commission concludes that, at this stage, there is insufficient evidence of the added value of horizontal framework legislation compared to the existing sector-specific framework. The full text of the White Paper is available at : 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/secretariat_general/
services_general_interest/ 

[Background paper IP/04/638]
EU budget 2004: surplus reduces amounts to be financed by all 25 Member States

Brussels, 12 May 2004 – The final closing of budget accounts for 2003 reveals a net surplus of €5.47 billion. Budget Commissioner Michaele Schreyer said: "The 2003 surplus represents savings for all 25 Member States, as it will mean a substantial reduction in their contributions to this year's budget. Not only do we have a historically low budget in 2004, but Member States financing burden will be further reduced by the underspent of last year". In 2003 the accuracy of the amounts entered in the budget by the Commission has further increased. Only the area of structural funds, where The Commission relies on Member States estimates has absorbed slower than expected. Implementation figures for the current and past budget can be found at the following website: 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/budget/execution/
utilisation/details_en.htm 

[Background paper IP/04/635]
Free movement of persons - information available on-line 

Brussels, 13 May 2004 – Information on the transitional rules governing the free movement of workers post-enlargement is now available on-line at the European Job Mobility Portal http://europa.eu.int/eures. This site has information on the rules applicable to workers moving to or from Hungary, Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovenia and Slovakia. A small number of Member States have not yet provided information on the rules that will govern the transitional period, and in these cases, workers are advised to contact a EURES adviser in the country they wish to travel to. Details of EURES advisers are also available on the site. 

Eurostat

Flash estimates for the first quarter of 2004  Euro-zone and EU25 GDP up by 0.6%;   +1.3% and +1.6% respectively compared to the first quarter of 2003 

Luxembourg, 14 May 2004 – GDP grew by 0.6% both in the euro-zone and in the EU25 during the first quarter of 2004, compared to the previous quarter, according to flash estimates published today by Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the European Communities. In the fourth quarter of 2003, growth rates were +0.4% for the euro-zone and +0.5% for the EU25. 

Compared to the same quarter of the previous year, GDP grew by 1.3% in the euro-zone and by 1.6% in the EU25 in the first quarter of 2004, after +0.6% and +1.0% respectively in the previous quarter4. During the first quarter of 2004, US GDP increased by 1.0% compared to the previous quarter, after +1.0% also in the fourth quarter of 2003. Compared to the first quarter of 2003, GDP grew by 4.9% in the US, after +4.3% in the fourth quarter of 2003.

[Background paper STAT/04/63]

Enlargement

Britain has half a million vacancies for EU-10 workers

14 May 2004 – Amidst lingering fears across the EU-15 of an influx of job-seekers from the new Member States, an Irish employment agency went on record on 12 May announcing that "there are some 550,000 job vacancies in Britain alone". These jobs are up for grabs for citizens of the EU-10 countries, the agency said. 

In its report, Reuters quoted a representative of Prosperity Recruitment Solutions as saying that some 360,000 people from Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary are expected to apply for jobs in Britain each year. Meanwhile, official government estimates compiled in London put the projected number of immigrants from the new Member States to between 5,000 and 13,000, Reuters said. Another source, the think-tank Migration Watch UK, expects this number to reach 40,000 per year. 

Source: http://www.euractiv.com/
Statement by Commissioner Günter Verheugen following the new package of reforms in Turkey

Brussels, 10 May 2004 – The Commission welcomes the adoption by the Turkish Parliament of a series of constitutional amendments on 7 May. This new package shows once again the strong commitment of Turkey to political reforms and constitutes another step towards compliance with the Copenhagen political criteria. The new provisions under this reform package touch upon a number of areas ranging from the judiciary, civil-military relations, freedom of the press and gender equality. Some of the changes are particularly significant such as the abolition of the State Security Courts and the withdrawal of the representative of the National Security Council in the High Education Board. We note that some of the amendments address the specific issues mentioned in the Commission's Regular Report and in the Conclusions of the Brussels European Council of December 2003. In the period ahead, the Commission calls upon Turkey to address all the remaining issues under the Copenhagen political criteria and to ensure full and effective implementation of these reforms. The Commission will have the opportunity to discuss in detail to review the state of compliance with the Copenhagen political criteria in its regular contacts with the Turkish authorities and at the upcoming meeting of the Association Council planned on 18 May. 
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