Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on the stepping-stone Economic Partnership Agreement between the European Community and its Member States, of the one part, and Central Africa, of the other part, adopted by the Commission on 17 June 2009
1.
Resolution tabled further to Questions for Oral Answer B6‑0216/2009 and B6‑0215/2009 pursuant to Rule 108(5) of the European Parliament's Rules of Procedure by Kader ARIF (PSE/FR) on behalf of the Committee on International Trade (INTA)

2.
EP reference number: B6-0147/2009 / P6-TA_PROV(2009)0182

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 25 March 2009

4.
Subject: Stepping-stone Economic Partnership Agreement between the EC and Central Africa
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on International Trade

6.
Background to the resolution:
At the end of 2007 the Commission initialled eight Economic Partnership Agreements (one full and seven interim EPAs) with ACP regions, sub-regions or countries. While the agreement with Cariforum was negotiated with the entire region and covers goods, services, trade-related issues, cooperation and a full set of institutions, the main aim of the interim agreements was to preserve access by ACP goods to the EU market in line with WTO obligations and to provide more time for further negotiations of the full regional EPAs.

These agreements require Parliamentary assent. Under the assent procedure Parliament can only accept or reject proposals without any amendment. Hence to complement the procedure and give it political guidance, Parliament has adopted one resolution for each agreement, stating its position on how it should be implemented and monitored. For the interim agreements, it also expressed its views on further negotiations toward full EPAs.

Parliament gave its assent, with a large majority, to the full EPA with Cariforum and the interim EPA with Côte d'Ivoire (the only two agreements that could be translated and sent by the Council to Parliament before the end of the legislature).

7.
Analysis of the requests made by Parliament:
The resolution emphasises the fact that the objective of the EPA agreements is development, poverty reduction, the revitalisation of trade with the European Union and the economic diversification of ACP countries. While welcoming the benefits arising from the conclusion of the interim agreements, in particular in terms of the opening up of the European market to ACP economic operators, the resolution emphasises the major challenges facing the full regional EPA in the agricultural field. In particular, the objective of guaranteeing food security must be the core element in the negotiations, and long-term support policies must be introduced in Central African countries. The European Union must pay particular attention to the banana sector. The resolution emphasises the importance of phasing out export subsidies so as to avoid creating obstacles for ACP producers in the agricultural, livestock and dairy sectors, and calls for the transparent management of natural resources. It also underlines the importance of the support measures in the EPAs and the need to extend the chapter on development in the regional agreement currently being negotiated. It calls for an increase in the sums earmarked to support the EPA with Cameroon and for greater predictability as regards the availability of the funds.

The resolution calls for the conclusion of a regional EPA in 2009 based on a flexible, asymmetric and pragmatic approach, and taking account of the special features of Central African countries. It highlights the importance of regional integration and the need for increased intra-regional trade and south-south trade in general. It also refers to the role of Parliament and its involvement in the negotiations and in monitoring the implementation of the agreement. It recommends that ACP parliaments and non-state actors should be given a greater role in this implementation, and that the EP should take into account the opinions of the parliaments of the ACP countries on the results of the EPA negotiations before giving its assent.

8.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission agrees with the EPA objectives in the resolution: development, poverty reduction, notably by revitalising trade with the European Union and ensuring the diversification of ACP economies, and deepening of regional integration (paragraphs 1 and 2). The Commission also agrees that the support measures are important, particularly as regards the most fragile countries (paragraph 3).

The Commission will continue negotiating a full regional EPA in line with its negotiating guidelines and, despite the absence of a firm deadline for finalising the negotiations, it agrees with the view expressed in the resolution concerning the importance of concluding the negotiations soon, before the end of 2009. If this is to happen, however, the same determination must be shown by Central Africa, and must correspond to its development needs (paragraphs 4 and 5).

The Commission welcomes the fact that the resolution recognises the extent of the effort made by the European Union in terms of opening up the European market and the potential benefits for economic operators in the region (paragraphs 7 and 8), but points out that the liberalisation of the European market does not involve just a "majority" of Cameroon exports but all of them. The Commission considers, as stated in the resolution, that 80% liberalisation over 15 years is likely to be compatible with WTO requirements, while at the same time taking sufficient account of the fact that the EU is negotiating with some of the poorest countries in the world (paragraphs 6 and 34). As regards agriculture, the Commission shares the concern in the resolution about the need for agricultural growth in the region, while reiterating the view set out in the resolution that the tariff exclusions requested by Cameroon would protect local agricultural products in potential competition with European exports. The Commission acknowledges the importance of ensuring that its trade policy, like all other EU policies, is compatible with the principle of food security (paragraphs 10 to 13). It also recognises the need for transparent management of natural resources (paragraph 14) and for compliance with social and environmental standards (paragraph 40). The Commission will examine with its ACP partners the best way of taking account of these elements in the full EPA. It agrees that the banana sector deserves special attention (paragraph 27).

The Commission approves of the emphasis in the resolution on transparent development cooperation which must be demand-driven in the context of the EPA (paragraphs 15 to 20). All Member State commitments regarding aid for trade will be in addition to the support provided on the basis of the European Development Fund (EDF). The EU will take steps to ensure that each ACP region receives a fair share of this support from Member States. Aid for trade is planned and implemented in line with the principle of aid effectiveness, in particular from the point of view of ownership, and takes account of the need to improve coordination and the predictability of aid. However, the Commission does not agree that the EDF resources are insufficient and inappropriate for supporting the EPAs. It confirms that the 10th EDF will be implemented irrespective of the outcome of the negotiations. As for the recommendation that the EU should provide increased and adequate assistance to the authorities in ACP countries and to the private sector in order to facilitate economic transition following the signing of the IEPA (paragraph 32), the Commission has taken this aspect fully on board in its contacts with Cameroon and the donor Member States. In line with paragraph 19, the Commission and the regional organisations in Central Africa are working together to identify the most appropriate method of calculating the net fiscal impact of the EPA, in particular on the basis of recent fiscal impact studies carried out in the region. The EU has undertaken to help absorb the net fiscal impact; the appropriate tax reforms must, at the same time, be introduced by the countries concerned. The Commission welcomes the call to ACP countries to clarify their needs (paragraphs 20 and 21).

The Commission is doing everything in its power to obtain a favourable result for development in the DDA, referred to in paragraphs 25 and 26. It is willing to renegotiate the provisions in the interim agreement in the context of the current regional negotiations (paragraph 33), and it has taken note of the recommendations in the resolution concerning (i) the safeguard measures, (ii) the rules of origin, (iii) Article XXIV of GATT, (iv) the MFN clause, (v) treatment of export taxes, and (vi) the standstill clause (paragraphs 28, 30 and 36). The Commission also agrees that any abuse of the safeguard measures must be avoided (paragraph 28). It reiterates its determination to flexibly negotiate a full regional agreement which will take account of the specific development needs of Central Africa (paragraphs 33, 35 and 36). The Commission will ensure that the inclusion in the EPA of provisions on intellectual property does not hinder access to essential medicines and takes into consideration the flexible arrangements provided for in the Doha round (paragraph 39). The full EPA will promote good economic governance and will include the essential, fundamental matters in the Cotonou agreement that are mentioned in paragraphs 40 and 41 to ensure that they remain fully applicable.

While underlining the fact that this is a sovereign decision for the ACP countries, the Commission agrees that ACP parliaments and non-state actors should be involved in the negotiation and implementation of EPAs (paragraph 45), and points out that non-state actors are already taking part in the negotiating process. The Commission will take the necessary steps to ensure that Parliament is informed of and involved in the negotiation of the full regional EPA (paragraph 42). It also agrees that the implementation of the EPAs should be underpinned by a monitoring mechanism (paragraphs 44 to 46) and that this should be done in a predictable but flexible way, and should include some possibility of revising the liberalisation timetable, while adhering to the WTO rules (paragraph 29). The Commission also feels that these agreements must be evaluated in their political, economic and social context, on the basis of a flexible participatory approach, the details of which must be agreed with the countries concerned.
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