Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on the situation and outlook for hill and mountain farming, adopted by the Commission on 18 November 2008
1.
Rapporteur: Michl EBNER (EPP-ED/IT)

2.
EP reference number: A6-0327/2008 / P6_TA-PROV(2008)0438

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 23 September 2008

4.
Subject: the situation and outlook for hill and mountain farming
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development (AGRI)
6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution highlights the importance of hill and mountain farming in the European Union. In particular, it stresses the importance of environmental protection and the need to produce quality products and to maintain the cultural landscape as part of the European heritage. It also points out that the viability of the countryside in mountain regions goes far beyond agriculture and depends on a multitude of factors.

The resolution calls on the Commission to create a global strategy for mountain regions and hill and mountain farming.

The Commission considers that the existing legal framework provides broad opportunities for Member States to provide tailored support to mountain regions and farming; it is up to the Member States to set their own territorial priorities and include what they consider are the most suitable measures for making the best of their regions and dealing with local drawbacks or difficulties in their rural development plans or Structural Fund planning documents.

This decentralised approach allows the EU programme to be properly tailored to mountain regions and can accommodate the differences between them.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

Points 1, 2 and 6 of Resolution: There is no integrated EU framework for mountain regions as is the case for maritime areas;
The Commission does not envisage to propose a specific strategy for mountain areas for the following reasons:

· Mountain regions in the EU are diverse from a socio-economic point of view.

· A broad range of support under existing policies (in particular cohesion policy and CAP) are already available for mountain regions.

· According to the principle of subsidiarity the Commission considers that it is up to the Member States to set their own territorial priorities and include what they consider are the most suitable measures for making the best of their regions and dealing with local drawbacks or difficulties in their rural development plans or Structural Fund planning documents.

This decentralised approach allows the EU programme to be properly tailored to mountain regions and can accommodate the differences between them.

On 6th October 2008 the Commission adopted a Green Paper on territorial cohesion in response to a request by the Member States (Ministerial meeting in Leipzig in 2007) and the European Parliament. In this paper the Commission shows its interest for mountain regions. The Paper highlights the challenges faced by regions with specific geographical features, for instance, mountains or island regions and ask if areas with specific geographical features require special policy measures.

Rural development policy: Under the 2nd pillar of CAP it is already possible to provide targeted support for hill and mountain farming:

· Payments in disadvantaged areas to compensate farmers’ additional costs and income forgone form and shall continue to form our basic support for mountain regions; The Common Agricultural Policy recognizes specific natural handicap in mountain areas resulting from altitude or steep slopes through the measure called "natural handicap payments to farmers in mountain areas";
· Several other measures under rural development programmes are also appropriate for mountain regions :

· agri-environmental payments for example for maintaining transhumance and pastoralism practice, biodiversity and cultural landscape management;
· aid for forestry;
· processing and marketing aid;
· support to quality production;
· diversification aid, for example in the tourism sector;
· or implementation of local development strategy by mountain communities.

Cohesion policy: The Strategic Guidelines for Cohesion and the new regulations create a basis for operational progress on these issues:

· Among the objectives of the cohesion policy, the regulations foresee provisions for the specific character of certain territories, such as rural areas or those suffering from natural handicaps.

· They provide a specific focus on certain thematic priorities which contribute to balanced development and are of particular relevance to mountain areas: transports, telecommunications and other services of general interest, development of research and innovation poles and economic clusters, integrated approach on tourism and preventing natural risks in the exposed areas.

· Particular attention is paid to support the economic diversification of rural areas and areas with natural handicaps, complementing the actions of the new European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD).

Points 3, 48 and 49: Need for good coordination of the various Community policies particularly for mountain areas; Concern about the usefulness of separating the Community's cohesion policy from rural development in the current programming period 2007-2013; Need for common or integrated programmes;
Rural development policy and cohesion policy are by vocation complementary. Both are legitimate and necessary and should be coordinated.

Complementary of funding is ensured by clear demarcation criteria inserted in programming documents.

Coordination procedures are in place at the level of the Commission.

Coordination mechanisms are put in place in the implementation of the programmes by the Member States (e.g. organization of joint monitoring committees or by the presence of implementing bodies in monitoring committee of other EU programmes).
Points 7, 15, 26 and 65: Call for a CAP with a first and second pillar with a view to making multifunctional mountain and hill farming viable, for which production-linked instruments, including as regards milk transport, are also necessary; recognizing the role of mountain and hill farmers not only as producers but also as economic forerunners for other sectors;
Under the 2nd pillar of CAP the multifunctional role of mountain farming is recognized; a catalogue of measures is available to support each of these functions:

· Payments in disadvantaged areas to support sustainable use of agricultural land;
· agri-environmental payments delivering environmental benefits for example for maintaining transhumance and pastoralism practice, biodiversity and cultural landscape management;
· aid for forestry in sectors such as renewable energy, while maintaining the sustainable management and the multifunctional role of forests;
· processing and marketing aid for primary agricultural and forestry products;
· improving the quality of agricultural production and products;
· on farm diversification aid, for example in the tourism sector.
Support for the collection of milk in mountain cannot be envisaged; it would cover operational costs of the diary sector and as such is contrary to State aid rules.

Point 16: Calls on the Commission and the competent (comitology) committees to review existing and prospective rules (above all on compulsory registers) in keeping with the 'better regulation' initiative and/or to make them less complicated with a view to comprehensive simplification of administrative procedures;
An Action Plan for the simplification of the Common Agricultural Policy, in accordance with the Commission Communication on Simplification and Better Regulation for the Common Agricultural Policy of 19 October 2005 is implemented by the Commission.

This initiative forms part of the Commission’s overall strategy for simplification and Better Regulation which general aim is to reduce the regulatory burden and cut red tape.

Council Regulation (EC) No 1234/2007 of 22 October 2007 establishing a common organisation of agricultural markets and on specific provisions for certain agricultural products (Single CMO Regulation) is replacing the existing 21 CMOs. The move was a major step in the ongoing process of streamlining and simplifying the Common Agricultural Policy for the benefit of farmers, administrations and companies handling agricultural products.

The proposal aims at ensuring that the legislation is clear and easy to understand and to handle. It will thus be much easier accessible and transparent. Farmers are not the primary addressees of this basic legislation. However, it will make life easier for all persons that have to work with EU legislation.

Administrative burden for farmers depend also from Member States implementation rules.

Point 17: Emphasises that compensatory payments for mountain areas should continue due to the lack of alternative production and that full decoupling would lead to a systematic reduction in activity affecting all sectors; emphasises that the needs of mountain areas cannot be met by rural development funding alone;
Commission's recent reform "health check proposal" made on 20th May 2008 and related to direct support schemes for farmers is taking into account disadvantaged areas like mountain areas.

For the milk quotas which are programmed to disappear in 2015  there will be a gradual increase in quotas between now and then to allow a 'soft landing' for the sector; this will help dairy farmers in those regions of the EU – like mountain areas – which depend heavily on dairy production.

As regards the proposal to decouple an exception is envisaged for suckler cows, sheep and goat meat premia. In these cases it is proposed to allow Member States to maintain the coupled support (as it exists currently) in order to sustain economic activity in regions where other economic alternatives are few or do not exist (Revised Article 69 of Regulation (EC) No 1782/2003).

Point 18: Calls for more assistance for young farmers and equal opportunities for women and men (particularly through family-friendly measures, the regulation of full and part-time work, combined-wage models, supplementary-jobs models, the work life balance and the ability to start a family) as vital factors; calls on the Commission to devise approaches, with stakeholder involvement, as part of 'flexicurity' discussions and projects;
The Commission has adopted on the 3rd of October a package on reconciliation between work and family or private life. One of the elements of the package was a proposal for a Directive on the application of the principle of equal treatment between men and women engaged in an activity in a self-employed capacity and repealing Directive 86/613/EEC.

The proposal, when adopted, will require Member States to provide self-employed women and assisting spouses, at their request, a maternity leave equivalent to the leave granted to employees. It will also require Member States to give assisting spouses the option to join the same social security system applicable to the self-employed workers, under the same conditions applicable to self-employed workers.

This proposal applies to self-employed workers and assisting spouses in all sectors of activity, but it is clear that the agriculture sector will be particularly affected since the number of self-employed workers and assisting spouses is higher than in most of the other sectors.

Points 20 and 21: Priority should be given to maintaining sufficient population density in mountain areas and of the need for measures to combat desertification and attract new people; ensuring a high level of services of general economic interest;
According to the Community strategic guidelines for rural development (programming period 2007 to 2013) (2006/144/EC) Axis 2 of the programmes will support sustainable land management practices which can help reduce risks linked to abandonment, desertification and forest fires, particularly in less-favoured areas. Appropriate farming systems help to preserve landscapes and habitats ranging from wetlands to dry meadows and mountain pastures.

The resources devoted to the fields of diversification of the rural economy and quality of life in rural areas under axis 3 should contribute to the overarching priority of the creation of employment opportunities and conditions for growth. Measures like rural heritage, basic services and village renewal are contributing to improve the attractiveness of rural areas.
Point 22: Inter-sectoral partnerships that create added value within regions through an integrated development approach (e.g. Leader groups) should be given greater support;
In total, Member States have allocated an EAFRD amount of € 5.5 billion to Leader axis measures. This represents 6% of total EAFRD resources over the programming period 2007-2013 and a significant increase compared to the last programming period (€ 2.1 billion).

Points 23, 26 and 30: Special financial assistance for the dairy sector (dairy farmers and processors) which plays a key role in mountain areas; calls for a 'soft landing' strategy to be adopted for mountain areas during the milk quota reform, and for accompanying measures (special payments) to reduce any negative impact, that leaves room for introducing adjustment processes, which preserves the basis for farming; calls for additional funds to be made available from the first pillar, in particular in the form of a dairy cow premium; resources under Article 69 to be raised to 20 %;
Under the CAP Health Check proposal Member States still have the option of keeping the current level of coupling for the suckler cow premium and the sheep and goat premium in economically vulnerable or environmentally sensitive areas which could be mountain regions.

Health check proposals envisage also the gradual phasing-out of the quota regime ("soft-landing") through annual increases of the quotas until 2015. This transitional period allows for more time and flexibility in adjustment of the sector.

Structural adaptation of the milk production chain will become crucial after expiry of milk quotas; for that reason the Commission under the Health check proposal suggests to amend Article 122 of the single CMO Regulation n° 1234/2007 to recognize producer groups in the milk sector.
Points 25 and 28: High-quality products and traditional know-how should thus be taken into account in EU aid systems; to support farmer groups and local communities to establish regional quality labels; improved information and appropriate training for farmers and local food processors as well as by financial support for setting up local processing facilities as well as first promotion campaigns;
Two specific measures are available under rural development programmes to support food quality: participation of farmers to quality schemes and information and promotion by producer groups for products under food quality schemes.
Such actions and area-based certification for regional local quality product schemes can be supported also by local action groups under Leader approach.

The Project Euro-MARC (Feb 2007 – Feb 2010), which is funded under Research Framework Programme VI should also be mentioned. Its main objective is to promote mountain agrofood products as a lever for sustainable development that ensures economic activity in mountain areas. It will provide a representative overview of the different perceptions of consumers towards mountain food products on the one hand and associated retailing practices, on the other hand.

Point 27: Asks that the EU strategy for mountain areas to include measures to protect and promote products or their manufacturing procedures and their certification (e.g. as laid down in Council Regulation (EC) No 509/2006 of 20 March 2006 on agricultural products and foodstuffs as traditional specialities guaranteed and Council Regulation (EC) No 510/2006 of 20 March 2006 on the protection of geographical indications and designations of origin for agricultural products and foodstuffs and to safeguard them from imitations);
General questions on agricultural quality products are addressed by the Green Paper on Agricultural Product Quality, which the Commission adopted on 15 October. Part II of the Green paper looks at geographical indications and traditional specialities guaranteed (TSG); For example, the paper asks about possibilities for stricter criteria for protected geographical indications in order to emphasize the link between the product and the geographical area or the possibility of new EU-level certification schemes.

Point 29: Calls for establishment of a fund for disadvantaged areas, including mountain areas, containing, for example, resources from the second pillar which have not been used due to the lack of national co-financing;
The whole rural development allocation for 2007-2013 has already been programmed by the MS and the relevant programmes have been approved by the Commission. The Member States can implement their programmes throughout the period 2007-2015 according to the rule "n+2".

Creating a fund for unused resource would represent a contra-productive incentive to underspend and would reduce the overall effort in mountain areas.

Point 32: Calls for the interests of breeders and farmers of livestock, in particular of indigenous breeds, in mountain areas and in view of the current risks and pressures to which they are subject, to be taken into account in animal health, animal protection and animal breeding provisions, such as breeding programmes, the retention of herd books and compliance checks;

Community animal health legislation (Regulation (EC) No 1774/2002 on animal by-products not intended for human consumption) already enables Member States to authorise the disposal of certain animal by-products (especially fallen animals) on site in areas with low animal density. This may comprise mountain areas. Such disposal may only be authorised under conditions which ensure that no risks to public or animal health are propagated.

Although there is no specific reference to "mountain areas" as hereby worded by the resolution, the EU animal welfare (transport) legislation contains specific derogation from most of the rules as regards the transport of animals carried out by farmers in cases "where the geographical circumstances call for transport for seasonal transhumance of certain types of animals" (Article 1 (2) (a) of Regulation (EC) No 1/2005).

The Commission has always put much attention to the retention of herd-books and in particular for indigenous breeds. Therefore, rural development legislation (Annex 4 to Regulation (EC) No 1974/2006) makes clear reference to community zootechnical legislation in relation to premia for endangered breeds. Furthermore, Community zootechnical rules on the approval of breeding organisations and the entry into herdbooks take already into account the specific conditions of indigenous breeds which are often kept under extensive conditions.

Point 33: Mountain areas should be taken into account in State aid rules;
State Aid outside the agricultural sector

The Regional Aid Guidelines for the period 2007-2013 under the competition policy, recognised explicitly that areas categorised by a geographical isolation (for example peninsulas or mountainous areas) could be structurally disadvantaged and (subject to certain conditions for example concerning GDP, unemployment rate or density of population) be eligible for the investment State aid.
Indeed, mountain regions are included in the regional aid maps of different Member States, which enables them to receive regional State aid.

Other "non territorial" aid can benefit mountain areas. Indeed, the main changes with a direct effect on mountain areas were taken in the context of horizontal measures e.g. de minimis aid regulation or the General Block Exemption Regulation (environment, training, etc) and implied a general increase of allowable aid thresholds.

State Aid in the agricultural sector
In 2006 the Commission adopted new comprehensive Community Guidelines for State aid in the agricultural sector that entered into force on January 1, 2007.  State aid for the agricultural sector must be compatible with the Community's common agricultural and rural development policies and with the Community's international obligations, in particular the WTO Agreement on Agriculture. Furthermore, State aid must make a real contribution to the development of certain economic activities or certain regions. Aids for investments on farms can normally be permitted at up to 50% in the less favoured areas (+10% compared to normal regions); higher rates of aid may sometimes be allowed for investments linked to the conservation of traditional landscapes, the relocation of farm buildings in the public interest, or to the improvement of the environment, animal welfare or hygiene.

Points 35 and 38: A EU 'strategy' to cover the different types of landscape in mountain areas (mountain pastures, protected forests, high mountains, highlands, meadows, landscapes of particular beauty); to maintain grass premium;
Member States and regions based on their strategy for the region in question, may offer specific agri-environmentnal measures in mountain areas. The agri-environmental payments are supporting the management of any type of mountainous landscape requiring additional tasks beyond the baseline of cross compliance.

Point 36: Points out, with regard to preserving species diversity, the need to establish repositories of indigenous genetic material from animal and plant species, particularly indigenous farm animals and mountain flora; calls on the Commission to examine whether and how to launch an international action plan initiative;
The above support mechanism is covered by the Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) as action A2. 1.11: "Strengthen measures to ensure conservation, and availability for use, of genetic diversity of crop varieties, livestock breeds and races, and of commercial tree species in the EU, and promote in particular their in situ conservation".

As regards "mountain flora" the Action A1.3.3. of BAP is applicable: in the framework of EC Biodiversity Communication, adopted by the European Commission on 22 May 2006, and in particular under its objective "To safeguard the EU's most important habitats and species", the action A1.3.3 specifically concerns the issue of identifying and filling critical gaps in EU ex-situ (zoo, botanic gardens, etc.) conservation programmes for wild species, in line with best practice, with appropriate co-financing from EC and MS.

As regards the point on the "international action plan initiative" the Commission does not envisage to propose or launch any further action plan initiative concerning this point.

Point 40: To encourage local and regional authorities to develop a sense of solidarity between downstream and upstream users, including through appropriate funding to support the sustainable use of water resources in these areas;
The Water Framework Directive (WFD), adopted in 2000, includes among its objectives, as defined in Article 4, long-term sustainable water management based on a high level of protection of the aquatic environment, while good status is to be achieved in all surface and groundwater bodies by 2015. The main unit for management of river basins is to be the river basin district, including downstream and upstream parts, and river basin scale is the basis of planning foreseen in the Directive. It is expected that River Basin Management Plans (which will include programme of measures and which should be in place by 2010) will support the sustainable use of water resources in mountain areas as well. Rural development programmes and Cohesion fund are complementary in foreseeing the possibility that Member States use these funds to support WFD measures.
Points 41 and 42: Consequences of climate changes: To promote the immediate implementation of measures to provide protection against natural disasters, in particular forest fires, in those regions; mountain areas require new means of protecting their territory against flooding (with an emphasis on flood prevention);
"Prevention action against natural disasters in forests and restoring the forestry potential damaged by natural disasters" is a rural development measure related to risk management. This measure is present in several rural development programmes applying for the period 2007-2013.
Point 53: Calls on the Commission to give its full backing to nominating mountain areas for inclusion on the world heritage list;
Article 151 of the EC Treaty requires the Community to encourage cooperation between Member States in the field of culture, including the conservation and safeguarding of cultural heritage, and, if necessary, to support and supplement Member States' actions in specific areas. This objective is being pursued in particular through the Culture 2000 framework programme to promote cultural cooperation in Europe.

In accordance with the principle of subsidiarity, protection schemes are the exclusive responsibility of the Member States. The Community does not have therefore the competence to take measures to safeguard the cultural heritage of the Member States.

The Community, unlike the Member States, is not party to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (Unesco) 1972 Convention for the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage and therefore shall not intervene in the classification of sites in this context.

Any request for recognition as a world heritage site must come from a country that is party to the Convention and the decisions are taken by the bodies established by this Convention.

Point 55: Calls on the Commission to promote the implementation of the Mountain Farming Protocol to the Alpine Convention in close collaboration with the Alpine Convention institutions, to take the necessary steps to ensure the ratification of the Alpine Convention protocols that are not yet part of the acquis communautaire and the accession of the European Union to the Carpathian Convention as a contracting party;
As regards the Transport Protocol, the Community as a Contracting Party to the Alpine Convention has negotiated and signed this Protocol, which will be submitted to ratification by Council before the end of 2008.

As regards the other protocols, the Commission does not foresee to propose to the Council any new ratification decisions on the Alpine Convention Protocols in the near future. Proposals regarding accession to the Carpathian Convention are not planned either.

Point 63: Calls for mountain areas to be given support in the areas of transport management, noise protection and landscape conservation through measures aimed at taking traffic off the roads (e.g. more 'sensitive areas' in the 'Infrastructure Charging Directive'), thus forming the basis for a better quality of life and sustainable tourism;
1. The Transport Protocol of the Alpine Convention does not allow for any new major road capacity to be created in the Alpine range. In this perspective, it has to be noted that the transeuropean transport network foresees solely interopable rail axes to be created through the major mountainous regions in Europe, Alps and Pyrénées. These axes, Brenner, Gotthard/Lötschberg, Fréjus and the Atlantic and Méditerranean branches of the South-West Europe High Speed Link, are all receiving considerable Community support for the ongoing financial perspectives. Moreover, European Coordinators have been nominated covering each of the mentioned axes (though the Gotthard/Lötschberg only regarding ERTMS/interoperability).

2. The European Coordinators are developing an overall approach to their respective projects, analysing not only the infrastructure development and investment, but equally the accompanying policies: rail, road, environment, spatial development, health. In this respect, European Coordinator Karel Van Miert has for instance set up the Brenner Corridor Platform, which is analysing the full range of measures that concern the development of the Brenner Corridor.

3. Jointly with the Alpine countries (including Switzerland) the Commission is studying various traffic management systems for goods transport by road across the Alps. This work is carried out within the framework of the follow-up of the Zurich Declaration on transport safety and mobility in the Alpine region. The question of traffic management will play a crucial role in the future and should complement other EU initiatives leading to a sustainable transport policy adapted for the specific needs of the Alpine region.

Point 68: The Commission to devise a differentiated climate policy as regards mountain areas and, in the process, to draw on existing knowledge (such as the Alpine and Carpathian Conventions); calls for research activities to be undertaken and transitional measures to be adopted in this area;
The Green paper on Adaptation to climate change, adopted by the Commission in 2007, recognised that mountain areas, in particular the Alps, were among the most vulnerable areas in Europe to the impacts of climate change.  That Green Paper also announced a number of topics where the research agenda would concentrate, such as improving the predictions of climate change impacts on a regional and local scale and fostering the development of adaptation measures and technologies.

The White Paper, which will soon be adopted by the Commission, will build upon the Green Paper and pave the way for establishing a framework for adaptation in Europe. This initiative will complement national and regional actions and will aim at increasing the knowledge base, increasing the capacity building and the resilience of ecosystems and socio-economic systems of the most vulnerable areas such as the mountain areas taking into account their specific local conditions.
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