Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the special situation of islands, adopted by the Commission on 12 April 2016
1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rules 128(5) and 123(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure by the Committee on Regional Development (REGI)
2.
EP reference number: B8-0165/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0049
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 4 February 2016

4.
Subject: Special situation of islands

5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution stresses that NUTS-2 and NUTS-3 island regions have common and permanent specific characteristics which clearly distinguish them from mainland areas. The permanent natural and geographical handicaps they face, recognized by the Treaty (Article 174 TFEU), require particular attention according to the resolution.

The resolution underlines that the economic crisis has had a radical impact on the budgets of many Member States, undermining public investment and the potential development of many disadvantaged regions, including islands. It refers to the Sixth Report on Economic, Social and Territorial Cohesion which highlights the impact of the crisis in these areas, resulting in increased poverty and social exclusion, and hindering thus the long-term objective of economic and territorial cohesion. The resolution also refers to the threats the islands face, and to islands that are peripheral regions and in some cases on external borders. These are particularly vulnerable to globalisation, demographic trends, climate change, energy supply and the increasing migration flows, and they face accessibility problems. The latter are linked to a variety of needs: to attract workers and investments, to create new jobs and reduce transport costs while making an effort to reduce emissions and pollution. The resolution also refers to the assets of islands: the rich biodiversity, the significant impact on the economic development of the country, the agricultural and fisheries sector, tourism and jobs, and the high potential for producing energy from renewable sources (wind, water, sunlight).

With reference to Article 174 of the TFEU, the resolution asks the Commission for a clear definition of the type of geographical, natural and demographic permanent handicaps that insular regions may suffer from, and suggests setting up a homogeneous group made up of all island territories. It asks how the Commission intends to implement the wording of Article 174 of the TFEU regarding the permanent handicaps of insular regions. It also requests Commission to use other statistical indicators in addition to GDP that reflect the particularity of these areas. Among others, the resolution requests an in-depth analysis on the extra costs of insularity, in the fields of economic activity and special tax arrangements for local communities and economies, especially for those Member States covered by the economic adjustment programmes. The resolution underlines the needs of islands for better connectivity to overcome their remoteness from the major administrative and economic centres. It entails further promotion of their innovation and competiveness, digital capacity gaps, better accessibility to education, and threats from natural hazards.
The resolution stresses the importance of using all possible synergies between the European Structural and Investment Funds and other European Union instruments, in order to better tackle social and economic imbalances. It refers more specifically to the need for a holistic EU approach when dealing with migrant flows, which should include EU support and a joint effort by all Member States.

The resolution calls on the Commission to establish an "EU Strategic Framework for Islands"; to establish an "islands desk" linked to the Commission’s Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy (DG REGIO), made up of a small group of officials who would coordinate and analyse issues relating to island regions; to submit a communication on an "Agenda for EU Islands" and, subsequently, a White Paper to monitor the development of islands; to propose a European Year of Islands and Mountains; and to take into account the specific situation of islands when preparing the proposal for the next multiannual financial framework.

6.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

On points 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 10, 11

With regard to Article 174 of the TFEU, Article 10 and Annex 1 of the Common Provisions Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 (CPR) stipulate that Member States shall take account of geographic or demographic features and take steps to address the specific territorial challenges of each region to unlock their specific development potential, thereby also helping them to achieve smart, sustainable and inclusive growth in the most efficient way. This was already taken into account during the negotiations with all the Member States. Therefore, no further action is envisaged on this point.

Many islands benefit from derogations to the thematic concentration requirements under the ERDF (Articles 4, 10 of the Regulation (EU) No 1301/2013 on the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and Article 121 of the CPR). It allows more flexibility to take into account specific needs. This is also reflected in the current approach where many of the islands are classified as part of a less developed region and as such benefit from the most favourable treatment regarding support from the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESI Funds). Moreover, in order to recognise the challenges posed by insularity and remoteness, Malta and Cyprus received respectively an additional envelope of EUR 150 000 000 and EUR 200 000 000.

Regarding the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), operations implemented in remote Greek islands and in the Croatian islands of Dugi Otok, Vis, Mljet and Lastovo, may benefit from an increase of 35% of public aid intensity over the general rule of 50%.

Through rural development programmes, EAFRD assists islands suffering from natural, demographic and economic disadvantages via investment measures, support for diversifying economic activities, support for knowledge transfer and information actions, and by compensating farmers for natural and other specific constraints ("ANC" payments). Rural development programs may give higher aid intensity – up to 75% – for investments in less developed regions, outermost regions, and on smaller Aegean island both in agriculture and forestry.
In order to mitigate the specific constraints resulting from the level of development, the remoteness and insularity, EAFRD contributions can go up to 85% of the eligible public expenditure in less developed regions, in outermost regions and in the smaller Aegean islands, within the meaning of Regulation (EU) No 229/2013.
The concentration requirements were overall respected in the Member States’ programmes. The specific needs (e.g. remoteness, accessibility, digitalisation of services, education, SMEs) were taken into account when the Operational Programmes were adopted, and will be monitored during implementation.

The method for allocating ESI funding in the programming period 2014-2020 makes it possible to take account of the specificities of the local context. The CPR also refers to many different criteria, which do not only comprise GDP per head, but also population, employment and unemployment rates, as well as educational attainment levels (see annex VII of the aforementioned Regulation).

The Commission monitors the situation of both NUTS-2 and NUTS-3 regions regarding many different aspects pertaining to social, economic and environmental trends, and regularly reports on the situation and trends in the Cohesion Report. GDP is not the only indicator used in this process which includes island regions when data availability allows doing so.
The Commission continues to invest in data collection and projections to better understand the challenges faced by regions. The Commission has created several composite indicators including the regional competitiveness index and the human development index. However, due to data availability, these indices can only be produced at the NUTS-2 level. To capture the vulnerability of island regions, these indices would have to be produced at NUTS-3 level.

The 2014-2020 Regulations have introduced tools (Integrated Territorial Investment and Community-led local development) to support integrated territorial development strategies. The Commission will discuss with Member States how these tools can best be used to support islands and to address the specific local needs.

In addition, the Commission will ask Member States what they do to address the specific situation of islands and how the possibilities offered by the Regulation have been taken up. This will be done in the context of the monitoring of programme implementation (monitoring committees, annual review meetings, specific meetings on islands and site visits).

On point 4
The next Cohesion Report will analyse the demographic projections at NUTS-3 level, which has never been done before.
On point 6
The CPR also establishes (Article 24) that countries under the economic adjustment programme can benefit from a 10% top up in the interim payments. Article 25 of the CPR also provides that technical assistance for these countries may be managed directly by the Commission. Therefore no further action is envisaged on this point.

On point 9
The Commission will continue to ensure the synergies between the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) and ESI Funds, and encourage ESI Funds support to effective integration policies covering education, employment, housing and non-discrimination policies. While competence lies primarily with the Member States, EU funding can support Member States, local authorities and civil society organisations to deal with pressing issues. In particular, European territorial cooperation programmes as well as mechanisms to coordinate the actions of Member States in the framework of macro-regional strategies may be a suitable framework to discuss migration challenges.
On point 12
According to Article 10 of the CPR, a Common Strategic Framework is established precisely to ensure coordination, synergies and complementarities between the European Structural and Investment Funds and any other instrument including the Investment Plan for Europe. This parameter has been taken into account during the negotiation process of all the Operational Programmes.
On point13

The Commission has analysed the performance and trends of regions with specific geographical features, including islands, in the context of supporting the implementation of the 2007-2013 programmes and preparing the 2014-2020 period. The heterogeneity of the socio-economic situation of islands could not legitimate a one-size-fits-all approach (e.g. specific island policy). Their situation depends on their size, their population, their geographical location and legal status. They feature important diversities (e.g. population from 50 to 5 million inhabitants; area from 1 km² to over 25 000 km², economic performance in GDP per head spanning from 49% of EU average (Medio Campidano, Italy) to 143% (Åland, Finland).

On points 15 & 16

The Commission takes note of the Parliament's request of establishing an "islands desk" and submitting a communication containing an "Agenda for EU Islands"; however, the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) for 2014-20 provide already funds for a wide support including the specific needs of islands.

On point 17

The Commission takes note of the Parliament's request to establish a European Year of Islands and Mountains. However, the Commission intends to focus its communication activities on the ten priorities presented in President Juncker's Political Guidelines. Although EU institutions have in the past decided to organise European years on topical issues, no decision has been taken on possible future European years. Any discussion on the issue would need to demonstrate how a European Year would be additional and complementary to the range of activities that are already being carried out by the Commission and by Member States.
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