
Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on an EU Strategy for the Alpine region, adopted by the Commission on 21 December 2016
1.
Rapporteur: Mercedes BRESSO (S&D/IT)

2.
EP reference number: A8-0226/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0336

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 13 September 2016

4.
Subject: EU macro-regional strategy for the Alpine Region
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Regional Development (REGI)

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

The resolution welcomes the EU Strategy for the Alpine Region (EUSALP) emphasising that the Strategy is a positive step for the future development of the region in line with the Europe 2020 objective of smart, inclusive and sustainable growth (paragraph 1). In particular, it mentions the bottom-up approach by the Alpine regions as main drivers for setting up the strategy resulting in a model of multi-level governance including local, regional and national levels.

The resolution welcomes the Parliament’s representation on the EUSALP’s governing bodies (respectively upon invitation in the General Assembly) (paragraph 9). It calls for an active role of the Commission in the implementation phase also in order to ensure the participation of all stakeholders including organisations representing civil society.

The resolution stresses the need to align the European Structural and Investment Funds and other EU funds and financial instruments (e.g. Interreg Alpine Space Programme, CEF, LIFE, Horizon 2020, European Fund for Strategic Investments– EFSI) and to highlight the importance of macro-regional projects and actions. The EIB, the Commission and the participating countries are encouraged to exploit the possibilities under the EFSI and of setting up an investment platform for the Alpine region.

In order to evaluate the implementation of EUSALP, the Commission is asked to submit every two years a report to the Parliament and the Council based on objective criteria and measurable indicators.

With regard to the EUSALP objectives in terms of jobs and growth, the resolution calls to examine the possibility of setting up an investment platform and for the creation of a project pipeline to attract investors. It considers that innovation and the use of new technologies in the key areas of the region’s economy driven by smart specialisation could help to create new jobs which could help to reverse the trend of depopulation in some areas of the region. It also highlights the crucial role of tourism for the Alpine region and the opportunities that cooperation within the strategy can offer utilising a cross-sectorial approach.

Regarding mobility and connectivity, the resolution calls for improving transport and energy connectivity, for a holistic approach to Alpine transport and environment policy focussing on shift from road to rail, and for area-wide access to public services. It stresses also the need for effective and environmental-friendly connections within mountain areas and between mountain areas and peri-Alpine areas, and highlights the need to provide digital connectivity and appropriate public investment.

Concerning environment, biodiversity, climate change and energy, the resolution underlines the importance of protecting and enhancing biodiversity and of diversified renewable energy production in the region. It also stresses the need to combat air pollution and the importance of energy infrastructure in line with TEN-E and the list of Projects of Energy Community Interest (PECIs). The resolution asks the participating countries to implement joint spatial planning and integrated soil management, and calls for an integrated transnational approach to combat climate change and the melting of glaciers and to set up a common risk management (paragraph 19, 48, 59).

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

The European Parliament calls on the Commission, the competent Member States and the participating regions to align their national and regional policies and funding arrangements, wherever possible, to the actions and objectives of the EUSALP (paragraphs 3, 4). The Commission fully agrees with the need to promote the alignment and coordination of the European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds as well as of other EU funds and financial instruments, and to highlight the importance of macro-regional projects and actions in order to fully exploit possible funding options and synergies for the strategy. The Commission has already stressed this in previous reports. The Commission has also adapted the legal framework concerning ESI Funds to oblige the relevant programmes to take into account objectives and projects of macro-regional strategies. Moreover, the Commission is ensuring that the strategy is taken into account in relevant EU policy initiatives and programme planning.

Regarding the European Parliament's call on the Commission to play an active role in the implementation phase of EUSALP, in order notably to ensure the effective participation of local and regional stakeholders from public authorities, economic and social partners and organisations representing civil society (paragraph 10), the Commission would like to underline that it keeps playing a leading and active role in the strategic coordination of EUSALP where its involvement brings a clear added value, in partnership with the participating states and regions. In order to ensure the requested effective participation of all kind of stakeholders, the Commission is promoting the setting up of a stakeholder platform.

Concerning the wish of the European Parliament to receive every two years a report on the implementation of EUSALP (paragraph 15), the European Commission would like to mention that a biannual report on the progress of all macro-regional strategies will be presented in December 2016, as it is asked in the report, giving a first assessment of the EU Strategy for the Alpine Region.

The resolution also calls on the competent authorities of the Alpine Member States and regions to come together with the Commission to look into the feasibility of carrying out during the next programming period a joint programme to foster the integration of research and innovation activities in the Alpine area (paragraph 24). As the Commission explained in the EUSALP Action Plan (SWD(2015) 147 final), EU research and innovation (R&I) policies for the 2014-2020 period are based on the smart specialisation approach and the EU countries/ regions have developed R&I Strategies for Smart Specialisation (S3). EUSALP aims to address the challenges of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth and competitiveness through a coordinated set of activities integrated through the S3 concept which will contribute to identifying competitive R&I priorities and the right policy mix to achieve them in full coherence with the vision, strategic positioning and the S3 strategies of the Alpine countries/ regions. Addressing these challenges through the S3 concept and through transnational collaboration will cater for more effective coordination between different stakeholders in the process of multilevel governance and hence overcome fragmentation of R&I activities. It will also facilitate implementation of well-defined competitive innovation policies in the macro-region. The Commission is very open to consider and support any useful initiative in that respect.

As regards the request for a holistic approach to the future design and implementation of Alpine transport and environment policy, and for clean, low carbon and better connections, notably for rail networks, at regional and local level (paragraphs 35 and 37), the Commission is fully supportive. This approach is reflected in the trans-European transport network policy of the European Union, as defined in the Regulations on Union Guidelines for the development of the trans-European transport network (Regulation (EU) 1315/2013) and the Connecting Europe Facility (Regulation (EU) 1316/2013), in particular the provisions thereof which strengthen the legal basis for reinforcing action towards more sustainable transport through the Alps. The common transport policy of the European Union contributes to reducing negative effects of transport on habitants, climate and natural resources notably promoting inter-modality, safety, sustainability and innovation.

The declaration signed by the ministers of transport of the seven Alpine states on 20 March 2015 in Innsbruck acknowledges the potential of Alpine crossing sections of the relevant core networks as frontrunners of a sustainable mobility system, and makes reference to EUSALP as a platform aimed at enhancing cooperation in this area. This declaration was also signed by the Commission.

The resolution points out the lack of effective digital connections within mountain areas (paragraph 40). The Commission has already developed an EU Broadband Policy and published a broadband investment guide in 2011 which was updated in 2014. Moreover, the Commission has developed a satellite voucher scheme to tackle the failure of the market to provide digital connectivity in remote areas.
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