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The Week in Europe 23-29/07/03

EU news in brief

Commission adopts new measures to combat climate change globally 

The European Commission adopted a new initiative to combat climate change globally. The proposal for a new Directive will allow European companies to carry out emissions-curbing projects around the world and convert the credits earned into emissions allowances under the European Union emissions trading scheme. The proposal builds on the so-called market-based flexible mechanisms "Joint Implementation" and the "Clean Development Mechanism" envisaged by the Kyoto Protocol. Their aim is to reach the global emissions reduction targets in a cost-effective way while transfering advanced technology to other industrialised and developing countries. [Background paper IP/03/1077]
Fight against fraud: Annual Report 2002 shows progress in building the framework for the protection of the Communities' financial interests 

The Commission's regular Report on the Protection of the Communities' Financial Interests and the Fight against Fraud in 2002 shows the wide-ranging measures taken in legislative and operational terms by the Commission and the Member States and the wide area of competence and activity of the European anti-fraud office OLAF. The report highlights activities undertaken by the Commission to involve the candidate countries more closely in fraud prevention. On the legislative and institutional front 2002 was a very dynamic year. Overall, the number and volume of irregularities discovered rose last year. Commissioner Michaele Schreyer commented: "Over the past year Member States made efforts to complete legislative measures to protect the EU financial interests and increased declarations of irregularities to Brussels. OLAF achieved some spectacular successes to protect EU monies. The report shows again that the decision to pool all powers to fight against fraud affecting the Communities' financial interests was right." [Background paper IP/03/1076]
Public procurement: Commission requests Germany and Ireland to rectify breaches of EU law in awarding contracts 

The European Commission has decided to request formally Germany and Ireland to comply with EU 

public procurement law. In Germany, the city authorities of Freiburg awarded a contract for the supply of heating to private company partly owned by the municipality, without a Europe-wide tender procedure. In Ireland the Irish Forestry Board awarded, without competition, contracts for the aerial fertilisation of forests by helicopter. The Commission's purpose is to safeguard competition at European level in accordance with the EU public procurement laws that all Member States have undertaken to apply. When a major public contract is awarded without giving all potential tenderers an opportunity to offer their services, companies are unfairly deprived of a potential outlet. Furthermore, the procuring authorities and thus taxpayers are liable to receive lower quality and/or more expensive services than they could have obtained through prior competitive tendering by a number of suppliers. The Commission's requests take the form of reasoned opinions, the second stage in the infringement procedure laid down in Article 226 of the EC Treaty. If the Member States concerned do not take satisfactory steps to comply within two months of receiving the reasoned opinion, the Commission may decide to take the matter to the Court of Justice. [Background paper IP/03/1104]

Trade in Agriculture: Study shows openness of EU market to imports of farm products 

An independent study prepared by the French institute of research INRA (Institut National pour la Recherche Agricole) for the European Commission shows the EU is one of the worlds most open market to imports of farm products from third countries and especially from developing countries. Taking into account trade preferences given to developing countries, the average customs duty actually applied by the EU to farm imports is 10.5 %, a figure three times lower than frequently mentioned data. As a result of this low level of protection, the EU is by far the world's number one importer of agricultural products, and the main importer of farm products from developing countries as well as from Least Developed countries.EU Farm Commissioner Franz Fischler said: "These results show clearly why the EU is the most open market in the world for agricultural products from the developing countries. It makes a mockery of the criticisms regularly advanced by other developed countries - none of whom import anything like the volume or value of our imports from developing countries - that the EU is protectionist in its farm policy. We will continue to work in the aptly named Doha Development Round negotiations to encourage others to offer equivalent access to the developing countries." EU Trade Commissioner Pascal Lamy added: "This study demonstrates that when the EU talks about incorporating development into trade policy, we mean what we say and we do what we say. Our whole regime is geared to facilitating exports from developing countries, as these figures show. [Background paper IP/03/1113]

European Commission welcomes the big steps ahead in energy dialogue between Israel and Palestine authority undercover of the EU 

European Commission Vice President Ms De Palacio today met with the Minister of Infrastructure of Israel Mr Joseph I. Paritzky and the Minister of Energy and Natural Resources of the Palestinian Authority Mr Azzam Shawwa and the Italian Presidency of the European Union represented by Minister Marzano to assess the progress achieved to date in the Tri-lateral Working Group Israel-Palestinian Authority-European Commission on Energy Co-operation created at the Athens Euro-Mediterranean Ministerial Meeting on 23 May 2003. [Background paper IP/03/1099]
Latest car price report shows that positive impact of the new block exemption is yet to come

The latest report on car prices released by the European Commission shows that price differentials for new cars are still substantial, although some convergence is taking place. The figures available as of 1 May 2003 show that many European consumers can still make significant savings by buying their cars in other Member States, and that competition and cross-border trade have not yet brought about significant price convergence. Pre-tax car prices are lowest in Denmark, Greece and the Netherlands. Prices in Germany, the biggest market, and Austria, remain among the highest within the euro zone. [Background paper IP/03/1117]

Drought: Further support measures agreed

The Beef Management Committee unanimously agreed today on a Commission proposal to give the Member States the possibility to increase the advance payments of the premia in the beef sector from 60% to 80%. The measure will be applicable from 16 October onwards and will offer income relief to the farmers affected by the drought. It will now be formally adopted by the Commission. The measure comes on top of those already adopted by the Commission: In the affected regions, farmers are allowed to use their set aside land for grazing or for feed purposes and several sales of rice from intervention stocks to be used in animal feed have been accepted. Further support measures for the farmers affected by the severe dry weather could be decided in the near future. [Background paper IP/03/1123]

EU Cohesion Policy in Slovakia : negotiations on the 2004-2006 programmes will start on 29 July in Bratislava

The European Commission today announced the launch of the first round of negotiations with Slovakia on future regional development programmes. Negotiations will start on 29 July in Bratislava. They will be dedicated to the Community Support Framework (CSF) and related Operational Programmes (OP) and Single Programming Documents (SPD) for the period 2004-2006. In a letter of 24 July addressed to Pal Csaky, Slovak Deputy Prime Minister, Michel Barnier, Commissioner responsible for regional policy set out the Commission's position on how Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund should be used in Slovakia. [Background paper IP/03/1125]

Enlargement news

What the candidates are thinking now

The full findings of the most comprehensive study of current opinion in the acceding states and candidate countries was released last week - confirming earlier preliminary findings that most citizens there are increasingly optimistic about European Union membership. But the details in this Eurobarometer survey display some striking diversity - and some continuing open questions. ENLARGEMENT WEEKLY highlights here some of the results. The full study can be accessed on http://europa.eu.int/comm/enlargement/opinion/index.htm

Epidemics tops the list of fears of citizens in eight countries, comes in second in two countries, and is third in three countries. Organised crime tops the list in two candidate countries, is second in six countries, and third in three of them. Turkey is the only country that doesn't have organised crime in its top three. International terrorism makes the list in nine countries, tops the list in two nations, is in second place in two countries, and places third in five countries. An accident in a nuclear power station is the greatest fear on the list in Hungary (prompted, perhaps, by an accident at the Paks nuclear station, near Budapest, just before the survey was conducted). Turks, Estonians, Lithuanians and Latvians are most afraid of epidemics, and a world war is the second-most-widely held fear for Turks. Second on the list for Latvians is the spread of nuclear, bacteriological or chemical weapons of mass destruction. 

Citizens "are rather poorly informed" about some basic facts of the European Union, concludes the survey. Two-thirds recognise the European flag, and more than half knows that the headquarters of the European Union are in Brussels, Strasbourg and Luxembourg. But more than half the citizens - even in the acceding states - do not know if the members of the EP are elected directly, and 17% believe that they are not, with this figure around 25% in Latvia, Hungary, Cyprus and Slovakia. 

Except in Turkey, people consider themselves to some extent to be European rather than just their own nationality. This is more likely to be so in Cyprus (73% vs. 25%), Slovakia (68% vs. 25%) and Malta (66% vs. 30%). Only the Turkish feel themselves to be more Turkish than European in significant numbers (52% claimed to be their nationality alone, against 47% who see themselves to be European to some extent). 

People say they will feel more European if they can travel freely to EU countries, or study or work in EU countries, or if their country could become a member of the EU. But European plates on cars, or a common European holiday off work, would have little impact on a sense of being European. 

Nine in 10 people living in a candidate country are aware that their government has applied for European Union membership (and in most of the countries, has almost finished negotiations about the accession as well). The smallest proportion of people who knew about their country's bid is in Turkey (86%). All respondents knew about it in Cyprus, Hungary and Malta, and almost all in Slovenia (97%). Generally, there is no significant variation among the remaining countries or demographic groups; however, Romanians (90%) and Czechs (92%) are also a little less informed compared to the average. 

Seven in 10 respondents in Romania (74%), Cyprus (72%) and Bulgaria (70%) think that membership in the European Union would be a good thing. Almost seven in 10 in Turkey (67%), and about two-thirds of the citizens of Lithuania (65%) and Hungary (63%) share this opinion. Generally, support levels for EU membership were significantly higher in Turkey, Bulgaria and Romania -- the countries that were not among the 10 named as prepared to join the Union in 2004. The lowest levels of support were recorded in Estonia (31%), Latvia (37%) and the Czech Republic (46%). 

Many people are " very poorly informed about the enlargement process". Only 41% feel well informed in the acceding states, and 29% in the other three candidate countries. (And only 21% of current EU citizens feel very well or well informed about enlargement.) Only in Slovenia does more than half feel well informed about enlargement (60%). Poland (48%), Malta (41%), Cyprus (39%), Slovakia (38%) and the Czech Republic (35%) follow. In most of the other countries, less than one-third of the respondents feel well informed; this is especially true for Estonians and Turks, of whom only 22% and 17%, respectively, feel informed about the enlargement process. 

Although most of these countries have had access to various European Union funds for almost a decade now, the fact that the EU supports the candidate countries financially remains relatively unknown in the majority of the candidate countries. About a quarter of citizens have no idea whether or not the EU has funded their country; 55% think their country is already receiving funding from the European Union; and 21% say the opposite. There are some candidate countries in which awareness of European funding is rather high: Poland (65%), Slovakia (63%), Estonia (60%), Romania and Slovenia (both 57%), Hungary (55%), the Czech Republic (54%), Lithuania (51%) and Turkey (50%). In each of the remaining countries, awareness of the influx of EU money remains below 50%, ranging from 37% in Bulgaria to 46% in Latvia.

Now Poland ratifies the Accession Treaty 

In a low-key ceremony last week, the EU Accession Treaty was ratified by the largest of the acceding states, Poland. On July 23, President Aleksander Kwasniewski signed the document that will allow his country to join the EU on 1 May 2004.


The event was witnessed by ambassadors of the current and future EU member states in Poland, and by leading figures in the government, including Prime Minister Leszek Miller. But no opposition party members were invited. 


This brings to three the acceding states that have ratified the Treaty (the others are Cyprus and Malta). Among the current EU Member States, Denmark and Germany have so far completed their ratification.

Hungary wants more say in EU affairs 

Hungary wants to have closer involvement in EU decision-making, even before accession, insisted Endre Juhasz, the country's minister for European affairs, during last week's General Affairs and External Relations Council. He said it was difficult for the acceding states to exert adequate influence on EU affairs in the position of "active observer" - the interim designation of the acceding states since they signed the Accession Treaty and until they actually become full member states in May 2004. As "active observers" they can sit in on all meetings in the EU institutions - from summits to technical working parties - but are not allowed to vote. In particular Juhasz demanded a bigger voice for acceding states in the negotiations with the two candidate countries still discussing the terms of their EU accession - Bulgaria and Romania. Hungary has special interests in Romania, where there is a large ethnic Hungarian minority. But Juhasz also set out other concerns during his remarks to the Council. He was alarmed, he indicated, at current member states' attempts to cut back on proposed EU staff recruitment - particularly since the staff expansion is planned not only to allow effective EU administration after enlargement, but also to offer opportunities for citizens of the new member states within the EU institutions. The Hungarian minister - formerly Hungary's chief accession negotiator - also claimed that current member states are accelerating legislation so as to get it passed before acceding states join.

Cleaning up the Becva basin with EU funds 

The European Union signed off last week on a grant of €32.35 million from its ISPA programme for the reconstruction of a wastewater treatment plant and sewerage system around the Becva River Basin in the Czech Republic. The project entails building and improving the wastewater infrastructure for almost 150,000 inhabitants of the sub-basins of the river Becva. A total of 23 sub-projects, spread over fifteen municipalities are to be carried out, eight for wastewater treatment plants, and fifteen to create new sewerage systems. The work will also assist in compliance with EU and Czech wastewater standards by the time the project has been completed. To date, a total of six ISPA environment projects have been approved for the Czech Republic. In addition to the Becva project, ISPA is co-financing two environmental infrastructure projects that are currently being implemented in the cities of Brno and Ostrava, and tenders for three further projects are under preparation, in North Bohemia, Olomouc and Jihlava. 

Has Estonian President tilted EU accession opinion? 

Recent efforts to boost EU accession support by leading Estonian political figures - including President Arnold Rüütel - appear to be paying off. In June only 48 percent supported EU entry, and 44 were clearly against - the most negative result for two years. But following a strongly pro-EU joint statement on June 25 from the President, the parliament speaker, Ene Ergma, and the prime minister Juhan Parts, the latest polls show accession support from 53 percent of voting-age citizens in the first half of July. In particular, support seems to be growing mainly among elderly people and women - who had until now tended to be among the most reticent groups. In the fifty-plus age group support for accession is 61 percent, while among the young it remains below 50 percent. Those people who say they will vote in the September 14 referendum are also strongly in favour of the EU: 62 percent say they will vote "yes". Meanwhile, provision is being made for Estonian citizens residing abroad or temporarily staying in foreign countries to vote in 35 polling stations in some 20 European capitals, as well as Beijing, Tokyo, Sydney, New York, Washington, Toronto, Ottawa and Sao Paulo. In countries of the Commonwealth of Independent States, Estonians will be able to go to the polls in Moscow, St. Petersburg, Pskov, Kiev and Minsk. And the Estonian opposition party, the Moderates, has called on all citizens of Estonia to support the country's accession to the European Union in the referendum. "Estonia has the choice between a path of fast development or solitary stagnation", the party said in a statement last week. 

EBRD and Siemens cooperate in the Czech Republic 

The European Bank for Reconstruction and Development is providing €5.5 million of new capital for a 33 per cent stake in Siemens Kolejová Vozidla, a Prague-based manufacturer of rail cars and trains owned by Siemens AG. The money will finance investments in technology and an upgrade of the plant, and convert it into a regional competence centre. The Bank's investment is in line with its strategy to promote the private sector in central and Eastern Europe. Within three years a further capital increase of up to €4.5 million may be considered by the Bank. SKV is a special-purpose company set up by Siemens AG in 2002 through purchase of assets from the traditional Czech industry giant CKD DS. Siemens AG has now set up an ambitious programme of restructuring, upgrading and expanding the plant and is producing metro and commuter trains, passenger coaches, trams as well as refurbishing existing CKD DS products. EBRD says it is "proud to be involved in the industrial restructuring of a traditional Czech manufacturing company and to contribute to its ambitious expansion plans". It is also hopeful that there will be a strong demonstration effect from the restructuring of a company by a strategic investor such as Siemens. 

Hungary plans for joining the Euro 

Hungary plans to adopt the Euro in 2008, and to enter ERM II - the necessary exchange rate mechanism preparatory phase - in May 2004, according to the country's prime minister Peter Medgyessy. A plan for Hungary's euro-zone accession is to be completed by 15 August and the 2004 budget draft providing for the necessary changes would be submitted to parliament by 30 September. Speaking after a government meeting last week, the Prime Minister acknowledged that reforms would be needed to meet these goals. The country is struggling to bring both inflation and the state budget deficit down - and the economy will to show consistent sustainability within the next four years to qualify for the Euro. All this will have to be achieved while keeping state debt at 60% of GDP. Finance minister Csaba László has forecast a 2003 budget deficit of 4.8 per cent of GDP - against 9.4 per cent in 2002.
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