Resolution of the European Parliament on the islands and natural and economic constraints in the context of the regional policy
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3.
Date of adoption of the Resolution: 15 March 2007

4.
Subject: Islands and natural and economic constraints in the context of the regional policy

5.
Brief analysis of the text and of Parliament’s request:

The Resolution highlights the specific features and problems of islands and suggests measures to enable a better response to be given to them in Community policies.

The Resolution stresses the importance of better defining the concept of islands (in particular to distinguish them from ultraperipheral regions) and of devising more pertinent statistical indicators to analyse disparities between them. It mentions the importance of cross-border cooperation and the Euroregions for islands. It calls for a flexible cross-sectoral approach to the problems of islands. It emphasises the specific constraints facing islands, particularly in terms of transport, energy, tourism and border controls. It accordingly calls for great flexibility in state aid policies.

And it calls on the Commission and the other Institutions to designate 2010 as the European year for the islands and to set up an administrative unit for the islands within the Directorate-General for Regional Policy.

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

	Points of the Resolution
	Commission comments

	3.
Calls on the Commission, with regard to the programming period 2007-2013 concerning the operational programmes of island regions, including those of objective 2, to exhaust all avenues giving them the possibility to carry-out measures related to infrastructure works that are very much needed;
	Under the current regulations the Commission will ensure that cohesion policy intervention in the island regions properly reflects their needs, among other things their infrastructure needs.

	5.
Calls on the Commission to pay special attention to and address the situation of islands and other structurally disadvantaged regions in the Fourth Cohesion Report;
	The situation of the islands and other areas subject to natural and geographical constraints will be considered and analysed in the Fourth Cohesion Report.

	6.
Calls on the Commission, in the context of the European Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON) work programme, to pay special attention to the situation of regions, and islands in particular, that are beset by natural handicaps;
7.
Calls on the Commission to update the statistical information it obtained during all the 2003 studies concerning the islands; believes that further work should be oriented towards defining more pertinent statistical indicators that are more amenable to providing a distinct statistical picture of the development level, and a satisfactory understanding of the regions with geographical and natural handicaps, and particularly where there are accumulated difficulties, such as mountain ranges, groupings of islands, and cases of double insularity; stresses that these indicators should also permit an improved assessment of the differences between these regions and the rest of the EU as well as an assessment of the disparities existing within those regions; calls on the Commission to record and report on those indicators on a regular basis, together with examples of best practice;
	The Commission will ensure that the ESPON-ORATE programme analyses territorial cohesion in the European Union in depth, with particular reference to the situation of islands and territories subject to natural handicaps.

The statistical indicators and data used for ESPON-ORATE studies the most pertinent and the most complete possible and give a sharp image of the situation of the territories under analysis, with particular reference to their relationship to EU averages.

	8. and 9. Calls on the Commission to study the possibility of permitting state aid to be granted to islands regions where fuel and energy costs clearly adversely affect the competitiveness of the communities living on them;
	As a rule infrastructure investments (which are not state aid) and better services of general economic interest offer a better solution to the problems of islands. Using the horizontal rules in favour of PMEs and the de minimis rule should bring solutions to a wide range of difficulties within reach. But a general authorisation for operating aids throughout the islands would seriously threaten to distort competition, given the diversity of economic situations in the islands.

The Commission will step up its efforts to keep local authorities informed of the rules.

	10.
Calls on the Commission to undertake and to present to the Parliament, on a regular basis, a “special needs assessment” study of island regions taking into account issues of specific concern to islands and proposing measures to address them; considers that such an assessment should focus in particular on the impact of the implementation of regional policy on islands, including on levels of investment, the spread of economic activity, unemployment, transport infrastructure (notably, ports and airports), environmental pressures and the overall level of economic and social integration of islands within the single market;
	As explained above, the specific needs of the island regions are evaluated under the ESPON-ORATE programme, the main results of which are regularly presented in the cohesion reports.

	12.
Approves of the trans-sectoral approach to the implementation of Community policies, as reflected in the Commission's green paper entitled "Towards a future Maritime Policy for the Union: A European vision for the oceans and seas", and insists that this approach be applied primarily to islands which constitute a fundamental part of Europe's maritime dimension;


calls on the Commission to extend the trans-sectoral approach to other policies so that they take into account the specific circumstances of island regions , thereby boosting their ability to integrate fully and to reap the benefits of the internal market and the Lisbon Strategy;
	The Commission welcomes Parliament's support for its action on maritime affairs in the Union. In the Green Paper entitled "Towards a future Maritime Policy for the Union: A European vision for the oceans and seas", the Commission highlights the shortcomings of a sectoral approach to maritime questions which are better treated on a more aggregate basis. In this context, proper account should be taken of the islands, maritime territories par excellence. They could be eligible for the cross-sector approach proposed by the Green Paper to maximise the quality of life but could also provide input for debate among mainland decision-makers in view of the specific experience of managing maritime matters (land-use etc. planning, disputes between users, exploitation of marine resources, etc.).

The cohesion policy is developing integrated (and consequently cross-sector) development strategies to stimulate growth, productivity and employment in various EU regions. This is a flexible policy that can adapt to the specific needs of island regions.

	13. Draws special attention to islands far from large centres of population which, accordingly, experience difficulties of access and in providing services and bear higher costs, particularly in relation to transport, which place them at a competitive disadvantage;
	The Commission shares Parliament's concern. But there is always a need to comply with Community rules on state aid, and in particular the guidelines on regional aid.
Better accessibility as a means to achieving more realistic integration of the remote island regions, which are by definition extremely remote, in the internal market, as recommended by Parliament, is one of the main thrusts of the Commission's strategy for their development.

	14. Encourages the efforts made towards a holistic Community maritime policy, which will be extended beyond the legal borders of the EU ...
	The Commission welcomes Parliament's support for the process set in train by the publication of its Green Paper "Towards a future Maritime Policy for the Union: A European vision for the oceans and seas". That policy should not be confined to the territory of the Member States and the waters under their sovereignty or jurisdiction but extend to European maritime interests worldwide.

	15.
... calls, therefore, on the Commission to adopt a more flexible approach towards islands in policy formulation and in legislation the implementation of which may be particularly burdensome to islands;
	Under the cohesion policy action can be modulated in line with the needs and specific features of different types of territory, including islands, in particular on the basis of Article 52 of Regulation No 1083/2006 of 11 July 2006.

	16.
Requests the Commission to set up, within the Directorate-General for Regional Policy, an administrative unit for the islands, along the lines of the existing administrative unit for the outermost regions, to ensure that the special characteristics and the needs of island, and their permanent and seasonal populations, are systematically taken into account in policy development which aims to achieve social, economic and territorial cohesion, and in implementing measures, particularly in the fields of transport, energy, the securing of adequate water resources, the surveillance of regional border areas and the protection of the fragile island environment;
	The Commission takes note of Parliament's concern for closer coordination between departments in the response to the specific features of islands in the elaboration of Community policies. But it is not currently planning to set up a new unit in the Directorate-General for Regional Policy. The specific features of all regions or areas under natural or geographical constraints are already analysed and monitored by the unit that handles the ESPON programme and territorial cohesion. But remote regions come in for specific attention since they are recognised in the EC Treaty.

	17. and 18. Wishes to see the Commission further exploiting the possibility offered by the EC Treaty of adapting Community policies likely to have negative repercussions on the economic, social and territorial development of these regions, with the view to remedying, as far as possible, the major problems which specifically affect each region or group of island regions;
	The Commission ensures that the specific features of island territories are duly taken into account in all Community policies. European cohesion policy is a valuable instrument here since it establishes and implements integrated development strategies involving other Community policies.

In the specific case of remote regions the Commission, acting on the basis of Article 299(2) of the EC Treaty, already examines their particular concerns in terms of Community policies, adapting its proposals where the case so requires in order to reflect the impact of its measures on their economic and social development.

	19. Calls on the Commission to consider what adjustments are needed to ... state aid in order to reflect the realities of life in islands and other remote regions;
	The state aid rules allow certain island regions to overcome any shortcomings in market forces. Remote regions are also eligible for special treatment with particular reference to maximum intensity levels for investment aid and the possibilities available as to operating aid.

	20. Calls on the Commission particularly to examine the impact of climate change on island regions ...
	The Commission is currently evaluating the implementation of the Recommendation concerning the implementation of integrated coastal zone management (2002/413/EC). The recommendation acknowledges the threats to these areas from climate change. In the subsequent implementation of the Recommendation, closer attention will be paid to adaptation to the risks and impact of climate change, in conjunction with the topics highlighted in the Green Paper "Towards a future Maritime Policy for the Union" (COM(2006)275 final). The Commission is also planning to adopt a Green Paper on the impact of adapting to climate change before summer 2007.

	21. Calls on the Commission to re-examine the conditions relating to public contracts concerning transport in order to eliminate any obstacles in respect of obligations to provide a public service so as to facilitate transport links with island regions;
	Member States have a duty to comply with Community rules, particularly in matters of public procurement. The public procurement directives contain specific provisions for maritime transport services, and island regions are eligible for them.

	22. Calls on the Commission to give priority to the energy security of the islands ...
	On 9 March 2007 the European Council accepted the Commission proposal for a requirement that renewable sources should account for 20% of the Union's total energy consumption by 2010. An ambitious European objective in this respect will encourage the development of renewable energy sources in Europe. Renewables are by their nature decentralised and therefore particularly appropriate for islands, and they can make a positive contribution to energy security there.

The seventh framework research programme and the "Intelligent Energy Europe" programme support sustainable energy projects.

The strategic guidelines for cohesion also recommend the Member States to use the structural and cohesion funds to support projects to improve energy efficiency and renewable energy sources, in accordance with the specific objectives and rules of the cohesion policy.

	23. Encourages island communities to make use of Euroregions;
	In 2007-2013, a wide range of cross-border, transnational and interregional practical projects for regional cooperation will be eligible for co-financing from the structural funds, via the European territorial cooperation objective.
Local authorities in island communities are free to set up Euroregions or similar European networks. Partners in such projects are entirely free to choose between a Euroregion and a European Territorial Cooperation Grouping (EGTC). Neither a Euroregion nor an EGTC will be aided under these programmes simply because the partners opted for this type of association. But a programme can include promotion of an EGTC.

	25. and 26. urges the Commission to examine the need for the creation of a European coastguard body to assist, in parallel, these regions and the Member States in monitoring the EU's external borders;
	Towards the end of 2007 the Commission will prepare a report evaluating FRONTEX. The report will also cover aspects relating to the review of Regulation No 2007/2004 establishing FRONTEX and operational needs. The establishment of a coastguard body will probably be considered in this context and in the review of maritime policy which the Commission is scheduling for October 2007.

	27. Calls on the Commission to place particular emphasis on the development of broadband and to promote measures for solving the specific difficulties of providing services in island regions, such as health care and online medical services, electronic governance and citizens' services;
	The Commission initiative "Bridging the Broadband gap" highlights the need for a strategic approach to promote broadband access in rural and remote regions. This question is to be considered in depth at a conference scheduled for 14 and 15 May 2007, notably in the light of the situation of remote regions.

	28. calls on the Commission, with this in view, to carry out a cross-sectoral analysis paying special attention to opportunities to support sustainable tourism within the regional strategies of islands that are far from centres of population;
	In its communication on "Basic orientations for the sustainability of European tourism" the Commission states that "Ensuring the economic, social and environmental sustainability of European tourism is crucial both as a contribution to sustainable development in Europe and world-wide, and for the viability, continued growth, competitiveness and commercial success of this economically highly-important sector". The Commission launched preparations for a European Agenda 21 for tourism by establishing a Sustainable Tourism Group in the wake of that communication.

The group's report has now been published on the Europa website at (http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/services/tourism/tourism_sustainability_group.htm). It also touches on questions related to the sustainability of coastal and island tourism destinations.

In autumn 2007 the Commission, on the basis of this report and the results of the public consultation to be launched in mid-April 2007, will present a communication on the sustainability of tourism in Europe.

The Commission is also addressing issues of island questions tourism in the context of the discussion on the future European maritime policy. As specified in the Green Paper "Towards a future Maritime Policy for the Union", coastal areas and islands contribute extensively to the attraction and success of coastal tourism. The sustainable tourism development of those regions must be supported in order for Europe to remain the No 1 world tourist destination.

	29. Proposes that the Commission and the other Institutions designate the year 2010 as the European year for the islands;
	The Commission has taken note of Parliament's Resolution.
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