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5.
Background of the resolution:

The Hague Programme set out a mandate for the establishment of ‘appropriate structures’ in 2005 involving the national asylum services of the Member States to enhance cooperation towards three main objectives: achieving an EU wide Single Procedure; the joint compilation, assessment and application of Country of Origin Information; and how Member States can better work together to address particular pressures on asylum systems resulting from factors such as geographic location.

The Commission published a Communication in February 2006, which sets the framework in which practical cooperation should operate and the concrete measures on which to concentrate action in order to reinforce practical cooperation.

6.
Analysis of the text and of Parliament’s requests:
The resolution has given the occasion to the European Parliament to comment not only on the Communication on Practical Cooperation but on the essence of the Common European Asylum System in general. The recommendations of the resolution are the following:

· Importance of practical cooperation;
· Need to safeguard democracy and fundamental rights;
· Need to have a high quality asylum system;
· More resources should be allocated to the Commission;
· Commission to bring about the introduction of a single procedure;
· Minimum standards in legislation are not enough;
· Member States should have more convergence in their asylum policies to avoid secondary movements;
· Better burden sharing should be ensured;
· Training of case handlers should be improved;
· Information campaigns should be carried out in country of origin;
· Decisions on refused asylum seekers should be implemented fairly and clearly;
· Measures for those recognised in need of international protection should be implemented quickly, ensuring decent living conditions and integration;
· Advance should be made on the creation of a common database on Country of Origin Information which should be public;
· The Commission should draw up the list of safe countries of origin, in respect of all safeguards to ensure effective access to asylum procedures;
· The coordination of activities in practical cooperation should be done by the Commission; the creation of a support office should be duly justified;
· Asks Member States to cooperate with UNHCR on initiatives to improve the quality of their asylum system;
· Asylum seekers should not be kept in detention;
· Adequate reception conditions should be available, taking into account the needs of vulnerable groups;
· The idea of the Commission to support Member States under particular pressures is welcomed;
· The Commission should concentrate more resources on carrying out the monitoring of the legislation properly in order not to lose credibility;
· Access to EC funding should be made easier;
· The Court of Justice should be given a wider competence and be consulted by all courts.
7.
Reply to these requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

Most of these recommendations address the European Asylum policy in general. They will be addressed jointly.

The Hague Programme called on the Commission to submit the second phase instruments in the field of asylum to the Council and the European Parliament with a view to their adoption before the end of 2010.
Before coming forward with new proposals, the Commission launched a broad debate on the future of Asylum Policy. To that effect, on 6 June 2007 the Commission adopted a 'Green Paper on the future European common asylum system' (COM(2007)301). A public hearing will also take place in autumn 2007. Based on the results of this debate, the Commission will issue a policy plan in the first quarter of 2008 in which it will set out the measures it plans to adopt to construct the Common European Asylum System (CEAS), along with a timeframe for adoption. The results of this broad reflection will be merged with the results of the evaluation, in time to form the basis for the work that will have to be carried out in the very near future for the construction of the CEAS by 2010.

Many of the concerns expressed by the European Parliament in the resolution are included in the Green Paper and will be addressed in the second stage legal instruments.

The Commission is committed to pursuing an ambitious vision of the CEAS as a constituent part of an Area of Freedom, Security and Justice.

The basic layout of the CEAS, as defined in the Tampere and the Hague Programmes, consists of the establishment of a common asylum procedure and a uniform status valid throughout the EU. The ultimate objective pursued at EU level is thus to establish a level playing field: asylum seekers should have access to protection under equivalent conditions in all Member States.

The goal pursued in the first stage was to harmonise Member States' legal frameworks on the basis of common minimum standards to ensure fairness, efficiency and transparency. The goal in the second stage should be to achieve both a higher standard and greater equality of protection across the EU, as well as greater solidarity among Member States.

In this second stage it is important to adopt an integrated, holistic approach to asylum, seeking to improve all aspects of the asylum process, starting from the moment individuals seek access to protection in the EU (at the borders, within the EU territory and even beyond the EU's borders) until such time as a lasting solution takes effect in their case.

In particular, it will be necessary to identify existing gaps and deficits and to pursue further legislative harmonisation while guaranteeing high standards.

Special attention should be given to the needs of vulnerable groups and also to improve the quality of reception conditions. The issue of detention of asylum seekers should be reconsidered in this context.

It is important to underline the need to harmonise asylum practices by way of a series of accompanying measures and to invite reflections on further areas where practical cooperation could be expanded and on how more stakeholders could be involved. Ideas put forward by the European Parliament are certainly going to be taken into consideration. The Commission also thinks that other areas where practical cooperation could be further explored are:

- 
common guidelines regarding the applicability of exclusion clauses to certain caseloads or the prevention of fraud and abuse;

- 
exchange of good practices and training activities engaging the whole range of stakeholders, including appeal authorities, legal and linguistic experts, health and education professionals, border guards and law enforcement officials.
The Green Paper also addresses the issue of whether the criteria for allocating responsibility which are currently applicable under the Dublin System should be further complemented.

On specific points of the resolution which concern more closely practical cooperation:

Paragraph 5: To date almost all Member States have introduced a single procedure in their asylum system. On the basis of the conclusions of the debate around the Green Paper on the future Common European Asylum System, the Commission may consider amending Directive 2005/85/EC (the Procedures Directive) in order to make a single procedure compulsory at EU level.

Paragraphs 7 and 9: The idea of having practical cooperation is precisely to enhance convergence of practice between Member States. Training is certainly one of the areas where practical cooperation is taking place (at the moment the development of a common curriculum is under way).

Paragraph 11: The Commission considers that an effective return policy is a necessary component of a well managed and credible policy on migration. Clear, transparent and fair rules have to be agreed which take into account this need, whilst respecting the human rights and fundamental freedoms of the person concerned. This is why it put forward a proposal for a Directive on common standards and procedures in Member States for returning illegally staying third-country nationals (COM 2005(391) of 1 September 2005).
Paragraph 13: The Commission will establish a first pilot EU-wide portal on the exchange of Country of Origin Information by the end of the year. For the time being this will only connect some of the existing databases and will be accessible to selected national authorities. The creation of an EU-wide database is a mid term objective.

Paragraph 15: The Commission intends to carry out a feasibility study where several options will be explored in order to provide a more structural support to practical cooperation activities. One option would be the transformation of the structures involved in practical cooperation into a European support office, as envisaged by the Hague Programme. The result of the feasibility study should be ready by summer 2008.

Paragraph 16: The Commission would like to recall that the European Refugee Fund can provide (through Community Actions) financial support to Member States to implement projects in cooperation with UNHCR to improve the quality of their asylum systems. In the new work programme for 2007 (to be adopted shortly) there will be a specific mention of this point.

Paragraph 19: The Commission has proposed to amend the European Refugee Fund precisely to provide rapid financial support to those Member States that face particular pressures because of sudden arrivals of migrants at their borders, some of whom in need of international protection. In addition, the new budget line "Preparatory Action: Migration management – Solidarity in action" will be used to assist Member States faced with particular difficulties. The Commission is also making available financial support to Member States in order to pool together resources in order to address particular pressures jointly, notably by exchange of asylum experts.
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