Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the European Union Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region and the role of macro-regions in the future cohesion policy, adopted by the Commission on 12 October 2010
1.
Rapporteur: Wojciech Michał OLEJNICZAK (S&D/PL)

2.
EP reference number: A7-0202/2010 / P7_TA(2010)0254

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 6 July 2010
4.
Subject: EU strategy for the Baltic Sea Region and macro-regions

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Regional Development (REGI)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution on the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR) and the role of macro-regions in the future Cohesion Policy adopts a generally positive evaluation of the development and approach of the EUSBSR, highlighting e.g. the broad consultation phase and the Strategy's potential in promoting a more effective use of the financial resources available for the Region both from EU and national funds and from various financial institutions.

In the resolution the European Parliament makes a number of recommendations relating to the general approach of the Strategy, as well as to its external dimension, its environmental and energy aspects, and its transport and tourism aspects. The recommendations are directed to the European Commission, the EU Member States concerned, and the regional and local authorities, and aim to ensure good conditions for the Strategy's implementation.

The EP emphasises that, in view of the intended expansion of nuclear energy in the Baltic Sea region, EU countries have to follow the strictest safety and environmental standards. The EP requests the Commission "to watch and monitor whether the same approach and international conventions are followed in the neighbouring countries, especially in those which are planning to build nuclear power plants near external EU borders" (point 38).
7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

The Commission welcomes the European Parliament's strong support for the EUSBSR and the accompanying recommendations, noting that the European Parliament has been calling for a strategy since 2006. The resolution contains several requests and statements on which the Commission wishes to provide specific comments.

§ 3. The Commission shares the view that increasing local communities' involvement in the Strategy is important and is committed to ensuring wide and focused communication on the EUSBSR. DG Regional Policy has established a website devoted to the Strategy (http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/cooperation/baltic/index_en.htm), which contains up-to-date information about the coordination of the Strategy. In addition, the Commission is working closely together with INTERACT (an Interregional Cooperation Programme financed by the European Regional Development Fund) on establishing a web portal with direct contributions from the various stakeholders involved in the Strategy. DG Regional Policy launched a newsletter on the Strategy in May. The newsletter will provide information about progress made and main events, and is sent on a bimonthly basis to several thousand subscribers. The Commission will continue to work closely together with the regions and cities around the Baltic Sea to ensure the broadest possible engagement in the Strategy. As one example of this cooperation, the first Annual Forum of the Strategy will be held back-to-back with the Baltic Sea States Sub-regional Cooperation in Tallinn this October.

§ 11 and 23. The Commission is actively reviewing the progress of existing strategies and analysing the lessons to be learnt for any future strategies. The Commission continues to insist that the first priority, for any proposed macro-regional strategy, is to understand clearly the overriding objectives that such a strategy could satisfy, and why they cannot be satisfied by existing structures. Moreover, the Commission considers it important that the adoption of macro-regional strategies should be financially neutral.

§ 19 and 22. The Strategy is based on voluntary participation and the principles of "no new EU money, no new legislation and no new bureaucracy". The Commission acknowledges the importance of regular analysis of the implementation of the Strategy. The Commission is currently preparing the first annual report on the EUSBSR, which will analyse first results and experiences. This will include status reports on each Priority Area and Flagship Project, as well as first experiences with the alignment of funding with the Strategy and cooperation with non-EU Member States. The draft report will be presented at the first Annual Forum of the EUSBSR, which will take place on 14-15 October in Tallinn this year. All stakeholders are invited to join the Annual Forum to openly exchange views on the status and future of the Strategy. Interventions and comments made during the Forum will contribute to the final drafting of the implementation report and to the future development of the Strategy. The first official implementation report on the EUSBSR has been requested by the European Council in 2011.

§ 20. The Commission notes that in the short time span of eight months all 15 Priority Areas included in the Strategy Action Plan have established themselves and developed the necessary structures and networks for implementing the Strategy's aims. As a result of these efforts and the momentum created by the EUSBSR, many projects have been created or speeded up, for instance with regard to 'Clean Shipping' and with respect to creating a macro-regional climate change adaptation strategy.

§ 21. The Commission considers it important that the essential principle of financial neutrality – that the existence or not of a strategy should not influence the overall volume of financial flows from the EU budget to a region – be maintained. However, experience shows that availability of modest amounts of funding for technical assistance-type activities, including meetings, information services and even project preparation, can make a considerable contribution to the success of strategies. The Commission is therefore considering the best approach to making appropriate resources available in the context of future financial arrangements. The current situation with regard to Commission administrative resources suggests that any future strategies may have to be developed on a more self-sufficient basis.

§ 27. The Commission considers energy relations in the Baltic region to be an important subject within the EU-Russia Energy Dialogue. This concerns for example the issue of electricity interconnections, but also infrastructure projects and joint activities in the field of energy efficiency. Specific infrastructure projects in the Baltic States and in the Russian Federation (including Kaliningrad) are discussed in the Infrastructure Subgroup of the Dialogue.

§ 28. The Commission shares the view that effective cooperation and coordination with HELCOM is important to achieve a healthier Baltic Sea. The Commission enjoys close cooperation with HELCOM and the Member States of the Baltic Sea Region as regards the implementation of HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan and the Action Plan of the EUSBSR. HELCOM takes an active part in several of the 15 Priority Areas, leading several Flagship Projects. EUSBSR goals with regard to the environmental protection of the Baltic Sea are fully compatible with HELCOM goals, and it is the Commission's clear impression that the EUSBSR Action Plan and the HELCOM Action Plan are mutually reinforcing.

§ 34. All relevant international environmental agreements are part of Community law and must be respected. In this regard, the EC is Party to Aarhus and Espoo Conventions and the requirements established by these are part of EU domestic law and applicable to all – ongoing and future - energy infrastructure projects in the EU.

§ 38. The Commission has received a "final Draft" of an "Evaluation Report on the Environmental Impact" ("EREI") for the Baltic Nuclear Power Plant project in the Kaliningrad region, notified by Russia in December 2009, currently in translation. Under Article 17 of the Convention on Nuclear Safety, the Contracting Parties are obliged to ensure appropriate procedures for the evaluation of the likely safety impacts of a proposed nuclear installation and consultation of Contracting Parties in the vicinity as far as they are likely to be affected. Thus, on behalf of EURATOM, the European Commission plans to review the EREI and to send its comments to the Russian Federation in the framework of the upcoming review meeting of the Nuclear Safety Convention in April 2011.
§ 42. The Commission acknowledges the importance of consistency between policy areas and underlines that the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) Cross-Compliance requirements ensure that its rules are compatible with environmental requirements. CAP contains several measures to counteract eutrophication and reduce nutrient leakage. Specifically, the new CAP Cross-Compliance requirement to establish buffer strips along water courses applies from no later than 1st January 2012. Moreover, the programmes under the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development are used to support activities which enhance sustainable and environmentally friendly farming practices and also support e.g. the objectives of the Water Framework Directive. The CAP is due to be reformed by 2013 and the reflection on its future content is ongoing. A policy paper setting out different options for the future CAP will be published by the Commission later this year.
§ 50. The European Commission recognises the importance of short sea shipping for the Baltic Sea Region but also recognises the need to ensure that externalities such as air pollution damage are adequately reflected in the transport prices for all modes of transport, including for short sea shipping. The Commission therefore welcomed the reductions to air pollution from shipping resulting from the amendment to MARPOL Annex VI adopted by the IMO in 2008 in the presence of 22 EU Member States, including all States bordering the Baltic Sea. The Commission will assess the impacts of the new fuel standards as part of the process to review the relevant Directive 1999/32/EC.
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