European Parliament Resolution on EU relations with the Pacific Islands

1.
Rapporteur: Nirj Deva (PPE-DE/UK)

2.
EP reference number: A6-0325/2006 / P6_TA-PROV(2007)0022

3.
Date of adoption of the Resolution: 1 February 2007

4.
Subject: EU relations with the Pacific Islands – A strategy for a strengthened Partnership

5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the Resolution and requests made in it:
The Resolution welcomes the Commission's Communication and strategy, endorses the view that an enhanced political dialogue is needed, identifies the coming Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) as a means of increasing economic prosperity in the region and endorses the assessment that closer coordination with key regional actors should be pursued. The Commission welcomes the Parliament's Resolution on EU relations with the Pacific and shares the overall approach and its main conclusions. The requests clearly reflect Parliament's ambition for strengthened EU and EC engagement with the Pacific region and the Pacific ACP countries.

6.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

Point 3: Emphasizes heterogeneity and calls for flexibility in the Commission strategy

With regard to the overall strategy for a strengthened partnership between the European Union and the Pacific, the Commission shares the view of the Parliament that the heterogeneity of the region needs to be taken into account. The Pacific strategy pursues therefore both regional cooperation as well as bilateral cooperation with individual countries in response to their specific needs and situations. In addition, the Commission has proposed to more than double the funds provided for the EU regional cooperation with the Pacific under the 10th EDF.

The Pacific Strategy identifies the key areas in which the region has the most urgent needs and where the EU has comparative advantages. Coordination with other donors in the region, most notably Australia and New Zealand, is essential in order to achieve the best impact for development in the Pacific.

Point 15: Calls on Commission to conduct an ecological and social impact assessment of illegal and large scale industrial logging activities and related trade in the Pacific countries
Point 17: Calls on the Commission to increase support for ecologically and socially responsible forest management

With regard to illegal and large scale industrial logging activities in the Pacific countries, in particular in Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, the Commission shares the concerns of the Parliament.

Precisely because of the importance of these issues, the Commission proposed with the Pacific Communication that the central theme for our strengthened cooperation be "blue-green" in order to strengthen the sustainable management of natural resources and support Pacific ACP countries in their action to cope with environmental problems and resource-management issues. This is an area where Europe can contribute considerably because of its recognised comparative advantages and where it can offer its collective experience and know-how.

To address the specific problems of illegal logging and the trade in illegally-harvested timber, the Pacific strategy promotes a regional approach with focus on sustainable natural resource management in line with the region's own agenda as reflected in the Pacific Plan.

The EC has very substantial cooperation with Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands regarding sustainable forestry. In addition, there are regional interventions supported by the EC for marine protection. This is part and parcel of the proposed "blue-green" strategy proposed with the Pacific Communication.

Point 16: Calls on the Commission to focus on the rapid implementation of the Convention on Biological Diversity and related agreements, especially the programme of work on protected areas

The Commission shares the Parliament's concern with regard to the Pacific's immense biodiversity, much of which is not even known yet. It has been estimated that as little as 20% of the Pacific Ocean's flora and fauna has been properly researched. The Commission therefore supports the implementation of the Convention on Biological Diversity and related agreements.

Point 20: Calls on the Commission to ensure that full disclosure of all taxes and duties paid by oil, gas and mining companies given in their published annual financial reports.

Sustainable management of natural resources is identified as a major priority in the Pacific Communication and the Commission closely cooperates with governments in the region in order to ensure optimal development impact and minimising environmental damage.

Point 25: Calls on the Commission to place the emphasis in the 10th EDF on support for the education and technical training systems

Point 29: Calls on the Commission to support national policy frameworks aimed at providing vocational training facilities and other training to support local industries in Pacific island countries

Regarding the support for education, the Commission is not proposing increased emphasis under the 10th EDF because of the very important investments made by other like-minded donors in this sector, most notably Australia and New Zealand.

The Commission shares the assessment of Parliament with regard to vocational training. The on-going dialogue with the Pacific Region concerning the 10th EDF emphasizes Human Resources Development as a major contribution to the Pacific region's efforts to develop a well educated labour force. Moreover, vocational training is an important component of the focal areas of cooperation for some of the biggest Pacific countries.

Point 31: Calls on the Commission to provide appropriate financial and technical assistance for the timely and effective implementation of trade agreements such as PICTA, PACER and EPA

The European Commission fully supports the conclusion of Economic Partnership Agreements (EPA) with the Pacific countries. The EPA process is having a catalytic effect on economic cooperation and integration in the Pacific region as it stimulates the Pacific ACP countries to negotiate as a group. Hereby it provides an incentive for openings and increased trade among the Pacific ACP countries themselves. The substantial increase of the Pacific regional envelope will enable the provision of significant financial and technical support to the EPA implementation.

EPA-related assistance programs in the Pacific such as PACREIP also support further regional integration and south-south trade, for instance through PICTA.

Point 35: Calls on the Commission to recognize land tenure systems as major obstacles to development and urges the Commission to support the national land reform initiatives undertaken by those countries.

The Commission shares the view of the Parliament that land tenure systems can be obstacles to development. However, land tenure systems are deeply engrained in local culture and form the backbone of the culture of sharing, which in large parts of the Pacific constitutes an important protection against absolute poverty. Land tenure is therefore a highly sensitive political issue in much of the Pacific.

Land tenure systems are also an important part of the political debate within the Pacific countries as well as in the EU's political dialogue with the Pacific, in particular with the Melanesian countries.

Point 36: Calls on the Commission to initiate policies to tackle the rapid spread of HIV/Aids in the region

Point 37: Urges the Commission to develop programs to tackle the spread of malaria in the region, ensuring that there is adequate protection from malaria.

With regard to HIV/Aids and malaria the Commission agrees that this is a crucial challenge in the region. The EC was among the first donors to support Papua New Guinea with HIV/Aids prevention. However, in the context of the analyses carried out in the context of the preparation of the Pacific Communication it became clear that other like-minded donors are now investing heavily in this field, notably Australia, Japan and New Zealand. EC support will continue to contribute to regional efforts, for example through the Global Fund.
Point 43: Expresses the hope that the Commission will assist Timor-Leste in addressing the underlying problems contributing to the crisis.

The Commission is fully committed to the stabilisation and success of this young nation, aid has been increased, there is a special envoy, and later this year the Commission will open a full delegation in Dili. A number of Member States, most notably Portugal, have very significant bilateral cooperation with Timor-Leste.

The youngest ACP country in the Pacific, Timor-Leste faces considerable challenges, but it also has great opportunities, not least because of its substantial natural resources.

The Commission considers that among the underlying causes of last year's crisis in Timor-Leste are weak institutions and high unemployment, especially among the youth. Focal areas of cooperation as identified in the draft country strategy paper for Timor-Leste for the period 2008-2013 are therefore institutional capacity building and rural development, as 86% of the poor live in rural areas, and agriculture and livestock make up 80% of all self-employment.
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