Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on SOLVIT, adopted by the Commission on 28 May 2014
1.
Rapporteur: Morten LØKKEGAARD (ALDE/DK)

2.
EP reference number: A7-0059/2014 / P7_TA-PROV(2014)0164

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 27 February 2014

4.
Subject: SOLVIT

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on the Internal Market and Consumer Protection (IMCO)

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

The resolution welcomes the new Commission recommendation on the principles governing SOLVIT. Although the SOLVIT network has achieved tangible results and proved its usefulness, it is noted that there is room for improvement, in particular as regards settling business-related disputes and the time taken to resolve queries. A special focus is called for on all cross border labour law issues, social rights and equal treatment, paying particular attention to issues related to pensions, European Union workers and posted workers. It is noted that more needs to be done to make businesses, in particular SMEs, more aware of SOLVIT. The resolution also draws attention to the fact that SOLVIT is still attracting a large volume of non-SOLVIT cases, and that this is slowing down the handling of SOLVIT complaints. It is stressed, therefore, that SOLVIT’s remit needs to be better explained to citizens and businesses. The report also calls on Member States to ensure that adequate resources (financial and human) are made available to maintain the SOLVIT network. As regards complaints, the resolution calls for better streamlining with other complaint-handling procedures, in particular the EU Pilot. The SOLVIT centres should be bolder and more efficient in responding to complaints and, in particular, in handling more complex cases.

Furthermore, the Commission is called upon to:

· continue monitoring, within the annual report on the single market integration, the performance of the Union’s problem-solving mechanisms – in particular SOLVIT – as part of the Annual Growth Survey;

· strengthen single market governance by establishing a specific pillar of the European Semester, including dedicated country-specific recommendations;

· set up measurable milestones for the desired development of SOLVIT.

Member States should also set their own measurable targets and deadlines for the development of case handling in local SOLVIT centres. The resolution considers, in this regard, that splitting up citizen- and business-related cases for the purpose of monitoring progress could be the way forward, and that, if these targets are not reached, the possibility of replacing the informal procedure by a legislative act should be reconsidered.

The resolution also focuses on the Your Europe portal.

It encouraged the Commission and the Member States to make a clear difference between Your Europe and SOLVIT while coordinating their respective visibility campaigns. It is considered that, through branding and with the inclusion of SOLVIT, the Your Europe portal should become the single access point for European consumers and businesses when confronted with problems or when seeking information. Such a single access point could serve as the reference point of citizens and businesses and better facilitate their access to different information tools and specialised problem solving mechanisms, including SOLVIT. Member States have been invited to provide good quality information on national rules and procedures and to link their national portals with Your Europe. Both the Commission and Member States should invest in raising awareness about Your Europe while relevant EU institutions should link their pages to the portal.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The resolution raises the issue of increasing awareness of citizens and businesses about SOLVIT. On this issue, the Commission's strategy is to ensure that anyone who needs SOLVIT should be able to find it especially through the Your Europe portal which should be the main gateway to SOLVIT and other assistance network, thus minimising risks for out-of-scope cases reaching the wrong network.  Search engine optimisation of Your Europe will increase the visibility of this Portal. Further development of the cooperation with other networks and intermediaries also fits in this strategy. Cooperation with YEA and EDCC has been established. The Commission will further improve the cooperation with other networks as well, in particular those established for businesses such as EEN and for consumers such as the European Consumer Centres (ECC-Net). Cooperation with, and information to, regional authorities will also help to channel the right cases to SOLVIT.

On the issue of the increase of business cases, the Commission's view is to develop SOLVIT to guide more ‘solvit-able’ business cases to the platform. Main partner is Your Europe (business section). Cooperation with other entities which have businesses as their clients is important. Examples are the EEN network, but also the single points of contact, the product contact points etc. The Commission will reinforce its efforts to increase the cooperation with these networks. The Commission will also analyse more in depth the business cases to clarify which problems can generally be solved by the SOLVIT network and which are less suitable for an informal approach.

On the reduction of non-SOLVIT cases, past experience has shown that "mass promotion" only increases the number of non- SOLVIT cases. The aim is that those who need SOLVIT are channelled to it at the moment they need it. The best way to achieve this is to work through well informed intermediaries, to increase the percentage of cases within the remit of SOLVIT.

Secondly, the Common Intake Form will be improved in order to better filter the right cases to SOLVIT. The SOLVIT website has recently been improved to explain better when SOLVIT can help and when not.

The Parliament also calls for increased quality of service, including the case handling time. On this issue, the Commission continues to provide training and provide a platform for the centres to meet and discuss (virtually and in person) issues related to the quality of the service; the case handling manual has been revised to ensure a more uniform interpretation of the case handling rules; the database has been adapted to make the workflow more efficient and intuitive. The Commission also performs regular quality checks, with the aim to improve the service throughout the network. The facts and figures published in the Single market Scoreboard also work as an incentive to maintain and improve SOLVIT case handling quality.

On a special focus on social security cases and focus on all cross border labour law issues, the Commission is aware that the largest part of SOLVIT cases today concerns social security. Improved cross-border administrative cooperation between competent authorities would go a long way to avoid many of the problems reported.

The resolution also calls for more resources in the SOLVIT centres. The Commission will continue to report about the staffing in the Scoreboard and address any problems in bilateral contacts. Member States need to prioritise SOLVIT work in the respective ministries and ensure sufficient resources within the centres.

The Parliament pushes for a better streamlining with other complaint handling procedures, in particular from the Commission. The Commission is actually exploring the possibilities to establish a technical link between the Commission complaint registration system called CHAP and SOLVIT to make it easier to transfer cases from CHAP to SOLVIT, to trace cases and to avoid duplication.

On the encouragement to improve exchange of best practice between the centres, the Commission can ensure that regular network meetings with the main objective to exchange best practices and training will continue to be organised by the Commission and the SOLVIT centres. The Commission will also continue to improve the virtual platform for the SOLVIT centres to exchange best practices.

On the call for equal and open access, the Commission recalls that SOLVIT is an online application where the EU guidelines are set up to make the online application and website as accessible as possible and in accordance with general standards in this respect. As regards the direct access to SOLVIT centres, as they are part of the national administrations, their direct accessibility is governed by national administrative law.

The Parliament also calls for monitoring within the annual report on the single market integration as part of the Annual Growth Survey. The Commission shares the view that the main and most extensive reporting of SOLVIT will be in the Scoreboard (to be published in the first half of 2014). The weaknesses and the strengths of the network will be identified and decisions can be taken on how to further improve the functioning of the network.

The Parliament calls on the Commission to make a difference between SOLVIT and Your Europe while coordinating the respective visibility campaigns. The Commission wishes to recall that in 2014, Your Europe is being promoted through an online campaign focusing on users' needs; from Your Europe, visitors are re-directed to SOLVIT only if they have a specific problem falling under its mandate; this is considered the most effective way to avoid attracting non-SOLVIT cases. Separate SOLVIT promotion campaigns, other than those directed to intermediaries, have proved to be very ineffective.

The Commission is also aware of the Parliament's recommendations for additional steps to be taken in order to position Your Europe as a tool for businesses. The Commission has already engaged in this direction and Your Europe business is promoted through the Enterprise Europe network which reaches out to a large number of SMEs in Europe.

On the Your Europe Action Plan, the Commission, together with the Member States, will implement the measures outlined in the Action Plan by the end of 2014; progress will be measured in the Single Market Scoreboard.

The Commission shares Parliament's view about the importance of increasing the visibility of Your Europe, including through social media. Your Europe is active and posting daily on Facebook and Google+; Twitter activities have started recently; business is present on LinkedIn.

Another recommendation by the Parliament concerns the establishment of Your Europe as single access point for European consumers and businesses when confronted with problems or seeking information. Within the Commission's web rationalisation strategy, Your Europe is seen as an example of good practice when it comes to user-friendly information for citizens and businesses on all their EU rights in the single market; all sections provide access to the most relevant information and problem-solving tools at EU and national level.

The Commission has also taken note of the Parliament's recommendation to widen the scope of Your Europe to fully cover rights and make it more user-friendly. A gaps analysis has been carried out, and content will be permanently improved and enlarged, also considering user feedback; a usability and accessibility study is currently underway and will pave the way for improvements in user experience and accessibility for people with special needs.

The Parliament shares the view that Member States should provide information on national rules and procedures. On this, the Commission steers the process of peer learning and exchange of good practice by gathering twice a year the representatives of Member States in the Your Europe Editorial Board; progress is measured through the Single market Scoreboard.

Finally, the Commission will consider in its own web strategy the recommendation by the Parliament that relevant European institutions' webpages should link to Your Europe. It will also reach out to the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and to the Committee of the Regions to discuss its implementation.
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