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6.
Background of the resolution: Oral question with debate pursuant to Rule 108 of the Rules of Procedure by Helmuth Markov, on behalf of the Committee on International Trade to the Commission (O-0032/08 – B6-0020/2008).
7.
Analysis of the text and of Parliament’s requests:

The European Parliament resolution on recent developments in negotiations on the free trade agreement between the EC and the Gulf Cooperation Council covers the essential points which are at stake in these negotiations. The resolution underlines the strategic objectives for an agreement between the two regions and its potential benefits and argues in favour of maintaining a high ambition and a rapid conclusion. The resolution asks the EU and the GCC, while developing and expanding harmonious trade and economic relations, to strengthen their political and social dialogue.

The resolution expresses concerns about the delay in the negotiation process and called on both parties to make substantial progress in their negotiations on the topics still outstanding before the EU-GCC Ministerial summit of 26 May 2008. The resolution also elaborates on different areas which would be covered by the agreement and gives recommendations in each of these areas.

8.
Reply to these requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

The Commission concurs with the Parliament in its view that a conclusion of a balanced Free Trade Agreement between the EU and GCC is a strategic objective. The Commission also agrees that such Agreement would be the platform for promoting a deeper economic relationship between the two regions and would also contribute to strengthening their political and social dialogue.

The Commission is fully committed to concluding these negotiations as soon as it is technically and politically feasible. The list of outstanding issues in the negotiations has significantly reduced in the course of 2007 and 2008 and only a few now remain open. The Commission shares the view that a free trade agreement with the GCC is a useful supplement to the WTO multilateral system. The Free Trade Agreement aims at creating a preferential relationship between the EU and the GCC, in line with WTO principles and disciplines. It will be a comprehensive FTA, leading to the liberalisation of substantially all trade between parties both in goods and services. It will also include commitments in the trade-related areas of public procurement, establishment, IPR, SPS, TBT, trade facilitation, etc, as well as political clauses. It also aims at supporting the Member States of the GCC in their policies of economic diversification through encouraging further economic reforms and offering the potential of bringing increased foreign investments, in addition to the increasing dynamics of inward investments in the region.

The Commission fully takes into account the concerns expressed about the political and sustainable development clauses and it stresses that the Free Trade Agreement does include a number of non-trade clauses. The current text of the Free Trade Agreement being negotiated with the GCC on the basis of the mandate from 2001 does include a number of non-trade clauses, on human rights, migration, counter-terrorism and Non Proliferation/Weapons of mass destruction. In addition to these clauses, the draft preamble refers to the need to strengthen the process of economic and social development in the GCC countries while protecting the environment. It also refers to the fact that the Parties shall not encourage foreign direct investment by lowering its domestic environmental, labour or work health and safety legislation and standards or by relaxing its core labour standards. Finally the draft preamble also stipulates that consultations may be requested if it appears that an actual or proposed measure is inconsistent with these principles.

The Commission considers that the results and conclusions of the 2004 Sustainable Impact Assessment (SIA) have been taken into account in the negotiations, in particular when considering results achieved in sectors which were identified by the consultants as important for a more sustainable economic development in the GCC, namely services sectors and industrial sectors. The results of the 2004 SIA were available to the negotiating teams and were taken into account in the key stages of negotiations. The Commission believes that the results of the SIA are robust and remain valid and therefore in spite of the delay in negotiations does note believe that it is necessary to update the 2004 SIA at this stage.

In conclusion, for economic, strategic and political reasons, the Commission remains committed to negotiating and concluding a balanced agreement with GCC and will continue to work to achieve this in the near future.
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