Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the Single Market governance within the European Semester 2016, adopted by the Commission on 27 April 2016
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4.
Subject: Single Market governance within the European Semester 2016

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 European Parliament has outlined its priorities on the matter of Single Market Policy since the beginning of the mandate, in particular via its Committee on Internal Market and Consumer Protection (IMCO).

The more recent position has been addressed in an initiative report by Ms Catherine Stihler (S&D/UK) on the Single Market governance within the European Semester 2016, adopted in IMCO on 25 January and endorsed by the Parliament in plenary on 25 February after a debate on the European Semester for economic policy coordination.

Policy recommendations

The resolution:

· "… stresses that the Single Market (SM) constitutes one of the foundations of the EU and for the European Semester to successfully foster economic growth and stabilise Member States' economies it must equally encompass the Single Market and policies aimed at its completion"; (paragraph 1)
· reiterates the economic benefits of the SM, such as product standardization and market integration, economies of scale and stronger competition and a greater choice of high-quality products and services at lower prices for the consumers, and highlights the need to adapt to the rapidly changing modern economy owing to digital and technological advances;

· "recalls the need to carry out appropriate and fair economic and social reforms and to tackle red tape and protectionism …"; (paragraph 14)
· emphasises the importance of the development and wide-spread use of e-administration, digital services for businesses and citizens and cross-border cooperation and interoperability;

· "underlines that in order to achieve stronger SM governance and ownership at all levels, a clarification of division of tasks, between those levels and frameworks providing better incentives and clear accountability for the implementation and enforcement of SM laws, are needed to give new impetus to the SM"; (paragraph 45)
7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission supports the importance of advancing the Single Market to achieve structural and sustainable economic growth in order to attract and foster investment which will help to create jobs and opportunities for consumers, professionals and business.

The Commission overall welcomes the recommendations of the resolution as it feeds in its reflexions on many aspects of its policy and of its priority actions under the Single Market Strategy, and the 2015 Report on Single Market Integration and Competitiveness in the EU and its Member States.

In line with this, the Commission would like to address the following issues:

Country Specific Recommendations (CSRs) and Single Market governance

The European Semester is an important vehicle for delivering reforms at national and EU level. It provides focus and coordination to the efforts of all Member States on budgetary, macroeconomic and structural reforms. The 2016 European Semester takes forward the streamlined process, integrating the euro area and national dimensions, putting a stronger focus on employment and social performance, promoting upward economic and social convergence and recognising the support to reforms from the European Structural and Investment Funds and technical assistance.

To reach this goal, a well-functioning Single Market is essential. The Commission is working to reduce the number of restrictions in products and services that remain high in many EU Member States. As reflected in the latest Commission estimates accompanying the publication of the Single Market Strategy, regulatory restrictions have a detrimental impact on investment, growth and employment. Improving the functioning of product and services markets is essential to renew the economic fabric of the EU and to ensure that EU companies adapt and successfully integrate in the increasingly global value chains.

Several Country Specific Recommendations (CSRs) have been made to Member States to improve the business environment and to reduce the barriers to economic operators. The Commission is working to monitor and assess the reforms implemented by Member States within the European Semester process. The Report on Integration of the Single Market and Competitiveness firstly published in autumn 2015 will help monitor developments.

Bringing in more integrated and competitive markets for products and services in the Member States is one of the priorities of the European Semester – as set out in the Annual Growth Survey 2016 (COM(2015) 690). These issues are also analysed in the country reports that were published in February 2016, as well as in the thematic fiches published alongside the Annual Growth Survey 2016. The 2015 country-specific recommendations included, where relevant, a call for action by the Member States related to improving business environment and removing barriers to the product and services markets (COM(2015) 250). These issues are also discussed by the relevant Council formations.

Implementation of CSRs

The EU and the euro area are making progress with rebalancing their economies. Some of the imbalances are the legacy of the crisis, but many were in place before it started and contributed to the deep impact of the crisis. Putting the EU economies on the path of sustainable rebalancing is important not only for individual Member States, but also for the EU and the euro area as a whole.

Structural reforms are needed to facilitate the reallocation of resources across firms, sectors and regions to increase productivity and competitiveness. While there has been overall progress in rebalancing in the EU and the euro area, it is necessary to go deeper in the process of reform setting the foundations of a more competitive and resilient European economy. This can be achieved by reforms opening the product and services markets that would boost the EU internal market and by structural reforms to eliminate barriers to the free circulation of goods and services.

The Commission agrees to the importance placed on increasing ownership, monitoring and implementation of the country-specific recommendations. The effectiveness of the European Semester is dependent on implementation. To support these objectives better, the European Semester process has been streamlined. The close involvement of social partners, national parliaments and other stakeholders in the design and implementation of reforms is key to successful outcomes. It is necessary to strengthen effectiveness and ownership of reform efforts in the Member States. In this respect, the Commission has provided guidance for Member States on the process of preparation of the National Reform Programmes. Consultations with stakeholders, in particular with social partners, are being enhanced in the context of the European Semester, in line with the 21 October 2015 Commission proposals to revamp the Semester and deepen EMU. The Commission is working to strengthen consultation and dialogue with national social partners at key milestones of the Semester. The already well-established involvement at EU level will be continued and possibly enhanced. The commitment of civil society to the implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy should also be built upon further in the future.

In addition, the Commission has over time intensified the monitoring of the implementation of the country-specific recommendations throughout the year, in dialogue with the Member States. The Commission will continue to develop its tools and procedures for monitoring the implementation of the country-specific recommendations.

Enforcement of the Single Market

As explained in the Single Market Strategy adopted last October, the Commission will apply a smart enforcement strategy, including sectoral strategies, making enforcement a tool to support policies.

To deliver this, the Commission is relying on its Better Regulation guidelines and promoting an enhanced partnership with Member States through a number of initiatives, such as implementation plans for major new legislation; compliance dialogues with each Member State on a yearly basis; and using a comprehensive array of compliance-promoting tools. The Commission will step up its efforts to carry out systematic compliance checks of national legislation. It will also seek to develop a data analytics tool, which could help to better detect non-compliance.

The Commission is committed to the further strengthening of the alternative problem solving tool SOLVIT. This is a task that can only be done together with Member States as the national SOLVIT centres are the ones that perform the actual problem solving. As stated in the Single Market Strategy, the Commission is also committed to consider the appropriate follow up to recurrent or structural issues detected through SOLVIT and to a better articulation between the Commission complaint handling mechanism and SOLVIT.

In order to establish a compliance culture covering all aspects of policy making from policy design to implementation and information, in line with the Better Regulation approach, the Commission will promote an enhanced partnership with Member States through a number of initiatives such as implementation plans for major new legislation and compliance dialogues with each Member State on a yearly basis. It will also develop a data analytics tool to improve the monitoring of Single Market legislation.

Other elements of the Single Market Strategy

The Commission welcomes the recommendations of the report concerning actions announced within the Single Market Strategy, and welcomes the overall support to the Strategy. The Commission is particularly pleased that the report shares the Commission's priorities for actions, in particular in the areas of services, professional qualifications, public procurement, e-administration, enforcement of rules, the single market for goods, start-ups/ SMEs, standardisation, interoperability and the collaborative economy. Immediately after the adoption of the Single Market Strategy, the Commission started working on its implementation, and work is on-going to deliver the actions announced in the Strategy.

Elements of Digital Single Market Strategy

The implementation of the Digital Single Market (DSM) Strategy is advancing well with some measures (in the area of copyright and digital contracts) already adopted in 2015 and others to be adopted in the course of 2016. The DSM strategy envisages actions in 16 areas, including in the delivery services and in ICT standards.
The DSM Strategy acknowledged the importance of affordable, high-quality cross-border delivery services for consumers and SMEs. The Commission plans to adopt measures to improve price transparency and regulatory oversight in the first half of 2016. The measures will focus on areas where "self-regulation" and markets have not worked, such as improving affordability for individual/ small shipments, i.e. parcels sent by individual consumers and small retailers. These measures will complement existing (self-regulatory) initiatives that were proposed in the 2013 Roadmap, including greater interoperability and an information platform about cross-border delivery services.

Interoperability and standardisation are key drivers to lift e-barriers that today exist at national and European cross-border/ cross-sector levels. The European Commission has announced – as part of its Digital Single Market strategy – that it would launch an integrated standardisation plan to identify and define key priorities for standardisation with a focus on the technologies and domains that are deemed to be critical to the Digital Single Market. In addition, the Commission is revising and extending the European Interoperability Framework in order to implement a common vision on interoperability between the European public administrations and between them and citizens and businesses, as well as to recommend tools supporting their realisation. These actions, which are part of the DSM technology package, are complemented by the Commission's "Joint initiative on Standardisation" announced under the Single Market Strategy.

The revised version of the European Interoperability Framework will be available in the second half of 2016, and means to support administrations in its implementation will follow in 2017.

Following another announcement in the DSM strategy, the Commission has prepared a new eGovernment action plan aiming at modernising public administration, ensuring a functioning internal market through digital cross borders public services and improving the interaction between public administration and their citizens and businesses.
Finally, the Commission will also monitor country-by-country progress in the digital area, in parallel to the European Semester exercise, through "Europe's Digital Progress Report".
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