European Parliament Resolution on reinforcing the Union's Disaster Response Capacity

1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rule 103, paragraph 2 of Parliament’s Rules of Procedure on behalf of the Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety

2.
EP reference number: B6-0303/2008 / P6_TA-PROV(2008)0304

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 19 June 2008

4.
Subject: Reinforcing the EU Disaster Response Capacity

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI)

6.

Background of the resolution:
In March 2008 the Commission approved a Communication to the European Parliament and the Council on "Reinforcing the Union's Disaster Response Capacity". In June 2008, this was followed by three 'institutional responses': the General Affairs Council Conclusions of 16 June; the European Council Conclusions of 19-20 June; and the European Parliament Resolution during its 19 June plenary.

7.

Brief analysis / assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The Parliament welcomed the Communication and considered that stepping up its disaster prevention and response capacity is an EU high-priority policy objective.  The resolution expanded wider than the originally tabled resolution and touched a range of policies and instruments. It includes a list of recommendations for Council, Commission and Member States. Recommendations for the Commission included:

- The approach should be horizontal and cover the full disaster cycle from prevention to recovery, natural disasters (including extreme droughts) and man-made disasters; it should also be coherent with Climate Change policies;

- Proposals should be presented regarding disaster prevention within the Union, together with an EU strategy for disaster risk reduction in developing countries;

- A rapid response capacity should be developed on the basis of the civil protection modules of Member States;

- The Commission should mobilise, the current EU Solidarity Fund (EUSF) in the most flexible manner possible and without delay;

- More research should be carried out geared to improving forest fire prevention, including all available EU know-how, including satellite systems;

- The Monitoring and Information Centre (MIC) should be strengthened;

- European Humanitarian Aid should be further strengthened through the implementation of the European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid;

- A sustainable European disaster response training network covering all phases of disaster management should be set up;

- Adequate EU funding for disaster prevention, preparedness, response and recovery should be included in proposals for the budgetary review 2008/2009;

- The efficiency of the single European emergency number 112 should be ensured.

8.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

· Horizontal Approach – strengthening Response Capacity (paragraphs 7,15,21,22, 23,  27, 30, 33, 36)
The Commission welcomes the horizontal approach of the Resolution – this was the main message of our March Communication "Reinforcing the Union's Disaster Response Capacity". The Commission already started implementing its commitments in the March Communication: the reinforcement of MIC is ongoing, work on the EU training network has started, analysis of capacity gaps in civil protection and humanitarian aid started. In addition, work continues on strengthening cross-policy Community capacity in four themes: prevention and preparedness; response and recovery; knowledge and research; technology and innovation. The Commission may consider in the future the need for additional budgetary resources.
· Cooperation with candidate and potential candidate countries (paragraph 5)
With regard to Candidate and potential Candidate countries, the Commission will in 2008 and 2009 support specific measures, in collaboration with the UN, to build the capacity of local authorities and to extend benefits of the EU Civil Protection Mechanism (paragraph 5)
· Preparedness and Prevention in the EU and developing world (paragraphs 3,11,13,14,19,20, 24)
The Commission welcomes the emphasis on prevention, where it is preparing for autumn 2008 two Communications: (i) Prevention of Disasters in the EU; (ii) EU Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction in Developing Countries. In this work, due emphasis is given to Climate Change considerations.

The Communication on prevention of disasters in the EU will identify potential action to be taken at EU level, drawing from a wide range of options including those proposed in the Resolution (e.g. legislation on risk mapping and risk reduction planning, on forest fires, and on conditionality for the provision of Community funding). This Communication together with the Communication on reinforcing the Union's disaster response capacity, will constitute the basis for developing further Community initiatives in the area of disaster management, taking into account the proposals outlined in the Barnier report and the outcomes of the 2008 Preparatory action on a rapid reaction capability and Pilot Project on forest fires. The Commission will also assess the need for framework legislation as proposed in the Resolution.

Looking at needs outside the EU, the Commission and EU Member States are engaged in the strengthening of the EU's contribution to the global humanitarian response, through the actions laid out in the Action Plan following the EU Consensus on Humanitarian aid, presented by the Commission in June 2008. Right now, the Commission provides humanitarian assistance in approximately 100 countries, and ongoing policy discussions are of no hindrance to the Commission's daily work in this area. It is of key importance to strengthen the disaster response capacity of vulnerable communities and local authorities because the majority of natural disasters do not trigger an international disaster response, and international response often arrives too late to save lives. The Commission will propose an EU Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction in Developing Countries, which will, inter alia, provide the strategic framework for the scaling up of support for disaster preparedness capacities in third countries facing high levels of risk.

· Global Response Capacity – Humanitarian Principles (paragraphs 9,10,12)
There is an increasing recognition of the necessity to invest in response capacity – the ability and capacity within the humanitarian system to respond rapidly to sudden or slow-onset disasters. The Commission continues to provide support to the response capacity of key humanitarian actors such as UN and the Red Cross movement for their pre-positioning of humanitarian relief items that can be rapidly and cost-efficiently drawn upon in disasters. The Commission finances logistical hubs of WFP and IFRC around the world with prepositioned disaster material providing access for a broad range of partners to common humanitarian services.

The EU Consensus on Humanitarian aid states, in paragraph 57, that the use of EU civil protection resources and military assets in humanitarian crises must be in line with the UN Oslo and MCDA Guidelines. Action number 3 in the Action Plan for the EU Consensus on Humanitarian aid sets out the role for the EU to uphold these guidelines and the fundamental humanitarian principles in all relevant international bodies, and to reinforce awareness of the application of these across governments and institutions.

· Use of the EU Solidarity Fund and the EU Structural Funds (paragraphs 16,17,26,29)
The Commission has repeatedly underlined the importance to move forward on the revised Solidarity Fund regulation - this was last expressed in April 2008 in a letter to the Slovene Presidency. To enable the Commission to consider amending its proposal, a clear feedback is required from the Council as to where areas of compromise could be found in order to achieve a revised instrument with simpler and clearer criteria, thus allowing an activation of the Fund in less time.

The Commission manages the Solidarity Fund in the most flexible manner within the legal and procedural constraints of the currently applicable Solidarity Fund regulation. In order to allow that in the future resources become available immediately after a major disaster, the Commission proposal for a revised Solidarity Fund regulation includes the possibility of advance payments.

The Commission agrees with the Resolution on the importance of Structural and Cohesion Fund programs contributing to disaster prevention and reduction which are already well integrated into Cohesion Policy and the funds' operations.  The Community Strategic Guidelines on Cohesion (Council decision (2006/702/EC) of 6.10.2006) explicitly refer to the protection against environmental risks and to risk prevention measures through improved management of natural resources, both being a high priority for financial support by Cohesion Policy between 2007 and 2013. Moreover, the Regulation (EC) No. 1080/2006 governing the European Regional Development Fund defines explicitly the prevention of both natural and technological risks as measures eligible for support.

EU Cohesion Policy contributes significant amounts to a better management and prevention of risks in relation to natural disasters such as fires, floods, storms, earthquakes, etc. In the programming period 2007-2013, risk prevention in general is a reinforced priority of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). Calculations for the 2007-2013 programmes indicate that more than € 5.8 billion are planned to be spent on activities in the various areas of risk prevention. Any support from Cohesion Policy instruments has to comply with Community legislation. In case of irregularities or infringements of legislation, the Commission applies the financial correction provisions as set out in the Regulations, including the repayment of Community aid where required. A link of conditionality between Community funding and specific prevention measures which are not required by law does not exist in the current legal framework of Cohesion Policy.  In this context, the Commission would like to recall that Cohesion Policy programs are implemented by the Member States in their own responsibility, including in particular as regards the selection of individual projects.

· Research (paragraph 18)

The Commission is stepping up its investment in disaster/crises related research through its various research programmes. Environment Research, Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), Security Research, Space Research (GMES) and the Joint Research Centre together address the full spectrum of applications and technologies: Climate Change, Natural Hazards, Sustainable Management of Resources, Environmental technologies, ICT for climate change adaptation, Restoring security and safety in case of crises, use of satellites in case of emergencies. Only in 2008, the foreseen resources for relevant research are close to 200M€.

· Emergency number 112 (paragraph 34)

The Commission actively promotes 112 and good practice in its implementation by Member States, in particular through targeted events, a recently launched 112 website and within the framework of the Communication Committee. Moreover, the European Commission has taken legal actions against Member States that failed to comply with the relevant EU rules, in particular as regards access to 112 and caller location, and it will continue to do so if necessary. However, the main responsibility to organise the national emergency services and to ensure adequate handling of emergencies in response to 112 calls lies with the Member States.
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