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1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rules 128(5) and 123(4) of the European Parliament's Rules of Procedure
2.
EP reference number: RC-B8-1285/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0476

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 1 December 2016

4.
Subject: The situation in Italy after the earthquakes

5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution expresses the Parliament's concern about the humanitarian, social and economic situation in Italy following the earthquakes of August and October 2016. In order to show solidarity with the affected people and help Italy with the reconstruction and recovery, the resolution makes a number of proposals concerning different EU policy instruments, including the EU Solidarity Fund, agricultural and cohesion policies, as well as prevention policy and budgetary aspects.

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

Regarding the Parliament's call upon the Commission to help Italian authorities ensure decent conditions of living for people deprived of their homes (paragraph 2), it should be recalled that within three weeks of the Italian application of 16 November for assistance from the EU Solidarity Fund (EUSF), the Commission paid out the maximum allowed amount of EUR 30 million as an advance on the expected Solidarity Fund contribution. The initial Italian application only covered the damage caused by the earthquake in August. On 15 February Italy substantially updated its application to include also the damage caused by the earthquakes at the end of October and in January 2017. The Commission is currently assessing the revised application with a view to presenting to Parliament and the Council as quickly as possible its proposals to mobilise the EUSF and making the full aid amount (yet to be determined) available in the budget.
On the call to exclude reconstruction and any anti-seismic investments from the calculation of national deficits in the framework of the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) (paragraphs 6 and 7), the Commission would like to recall that its Opinion on Italy's Draft Budgetary Plan for 2017 already confirmed that emergency and reconstruction costs directly related to the recent earthquakes will be treated as one-off expenditure (and thus will be corrected in the calculation of the structural effort of Italy), consistent with past practice and with the current guidelines published in the European Commission's 2015 Public Finance Report.
Moreover, earthquake-related costs, including sustainable reconstruction and any anti-seismic investments, cannot as such be excluded from the calculation of headline national deficits in the framework of the SGP. Article 2 of Protocol No. 12 annexed to the Treaties defines government budget deficit as net borrowing, as defined in the European System of Integrated Economic Accounts (ESA 2010).
However, the SGP provides for sufficient flexibility to allow a specific treatment to these expenses. Namely, Italy's draft Budget for 2017 set out a preventive investment plan for the protection of the national territory against seismic risks, and, taking into consideration the frequency of earthquakes over the recent months as well as the lack of clear-cut distinction between emergency/ reconstruction and prevention intervention measures, the Commission Opinion on Italy's Draft Budgetary Plan for 2017 indicated the possibility to consider a broader approach when it comes to the specific treatment of these earthquake-related expenditures. In particular, these expenditures could be considered eligible for the "unusual event clause" in 2017. The Commission's assessment will require the necessary ex-ante and ex-post data to be provided by the Italian authorities. For the following years, only positive incremental changes in resources earmarked for this purpose would be considered eligible for possible further temporary deviations.
Lastly, as mentioned above in the reply to paragraph 2, the Commission took a decision on 30 November 2016 for a first disbursement of aid under the EUSF of EUR 30 million, the highest sum that can be paid as an advance. The Commission also proposed to amend the 2014-2020 Cohesion Policy rules, introducing the possibility of fully funding reconstruction operations with the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) without the need for national co-financing. The proposal was presented by the Commission on 30 November 2016 and, if adopted by the co-legislators, would give Member States, especially Italy, the possibility of fully funding reconstruction operations, including the restoration of cultural heritage with the ERDF. This new proposal would supplement the Solidarity Fund support and spare national resources.

As regards the request to extend the existing eligibility criteria of the EUSF (paragraph 9), the Commission would like to underline that when assessing applications for EUSF assistance, it has always recognised successive disastrous events as a single disaster if there is evidence that those events were the result of a common underlying cause. This principle is also being applied to the series of earthquakes that hit Italy between August 2016 and January 2017.

Regarding the call upon national, regional and local authorities to step up efforts to make structures compliant with the earthquake standards in force (paragraph 11), the Commission would like to stress the importance also to speed up the implementation of Eurocodes, specifically Eurocode 8 "Design of structures for earthquake resistance", and enforce their use by the engineering profession. The measures to improve only the energy performance of buildings without improving at the same time their safety against earthquakes should be discontinued; rehabilitation and reconstruction of buildings, in particular public buildings, should be aimed at improving both energy performance and safety.

On the procedures for the activation of the European Union Civil Protection Mechanism (paragraph 12), the Commission would like to stress its commitment to continue strengthening the Union Civil Protection Mechanism, and shares the European Parliament's views regarding its importance. An interim evaluation of the existing legislative framework was recently launched in order to assess its implementation and performance so far. A final evaluation report should be presented to the Council and the European Parliament by mid-2017. The Commission also takes note of the European Parliament's desire to see the procedures under the Union Civil Protection Mechanism simplified in order to improve speed and effectiveness in the aftermath of a disaster. Such ideas will be taken into account in any future review of Decision 1313/2013, to which the European Parliament will be closely associated.

Regarding the call to mobilise the EUSF as swiftly as possible (paragraph 13), the Commission would like to reiterate, as explained above in its reply to paragraph 2, that it paid out, within three weeks of the Italian EUSF application of 16 November, the maximum allowed amount of EUR 30 million as an advance on the expected Solidarity Fund contribution. The full contribution will be paid as soon as the assessment of the substantially revised Italian application (submitted on 15 February 2017) has been completed and the Budget Authority has approved the final amount of aid that the Commission will propose on that basis. Besides, the Commission would like to stress the importance to limit the impact of the disaster on the historical and cultural heritage, which represents a European, not just a national asset.

On the feasibility of increasing the advance payments threshold and shortening the deadlines for processing applications (paragraph 14), the proposed change in the Omnibus Regulation relating to the EUSF aims indeed at speeding up the process for delivering financial assistance to the beneficiary states affected by major disasters. EUSF funding being outside the ceiling of the multiannual financial framework (MFF), placing the appropriations in the reserve would help meet the goal of more flexible budget management to allow quicker provision of financial support to the affected states.
The possibility of providing advance payments was created and the deadlines for the processing of applications were shortened as part of the revision of the EUSF Regulation in 2014. The amount of the advance is laid down in Regulation 2012/2002 establishing the EUSF and fixed at 10% of the anticipated final EUSF contribution, limited to a maximum of EUR 30 million. Raising these ceilings could be discussed with the co-legislators on the occasion of a future revision of the basic act. This would however also require mobilising a higher amount in each annual EU budget (currently EUR 50 million) for the purpose of paying those advances.

Having said this, the most time consuming part of the mobilisation of the EUSF is the preparation of the applications by Member State authorities (which is reasonable given the fact that they need enough time to be able to assess the magnitude of the effects of the natural disasters). This is a prerequisite for both the payment of the advance as well as the eventual mobilisation of the EUSF. Therefore neither the increase of the advance nor the shortening of the period for processing the applications by the Commission are likely to have a major impact. The Commission in any case does and will continue to do everything in its power to process the applications as soon as possible.

Regarding the importance of synergies, the call on the Commission to be ready to adopt amendments to programmes and operational programmes, and the possibility to use the European Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) (paragraph 15), the Commission is committed to ensure that available synergies between different financing instruments are utilised to the full extent. In that regard the Omnibus Regulation contains proposals for legislative changes that would allow a more coordinated and coherent use of different instruments.
As has been the case in the past, the Commission stands ready to consider programme amendments in a constructive manner and as a matter of urgency that may be necessary to provide efficient and effective responses to emergency situations. It is also worth recalling that the Commission tabled a modification of the Common Provisions Regulation (COM(2016) 778 final, 30 November 2016) in order to allow for a more timely financial disbursement of ERDF resources for operations aiming at reconstruction in response to a natural disaster.

Regarding the call to be ready to adopt amendments to programmes, the Commission is examining together with the Italian authorities the possibility to adjust the European Regional Development Funds programmes in order to improve climate change adaptation and risk management, and to foster the social and economic development of the areas struck by the earthquakes. Furthermore, as a result of the technical adjustment of cohesion policy envelopes for 2017-2020 announced in the Commission Communication of 30 June 2016, there will be an increase of EUR 1.645 billion for Italy (current prices). The Italian authorities have agreed with the priorities proposed by the Commission and have proposed to use part of the additional allocation for the four regions hit by the earthquake.

On rural development, the Commission would also like to recall that it adopted on 22 September 2016 an Implementing Decision authorising Italy to grant advance payments after the finalisation of the administrative checks for some area-related direct payment schemes
 prior to 16 October 2016 to alleviate serious financial difficulties for the beneficiaries in the areas affected by the earthquake. The retroactive effect of the Decision enabled Italy to start implementing these measures already as from 8 September 2016.

The relevant rural development programmes give the possibility to the respective regional authorities to mobilise rural development funds for the restoration of agricultural production potential damaged by the earthquake and for the introduction of appropriate prevention actions. All of the regions primarily hit by the earthquakes (Umbria, Lazio, Marche and to a lesser extent Abruzzi) have included in their programmes the specific sub-measure for the restoration of agricultural production potential damaged by natural disasters, adverse climatic events and catastrophic events including earthquakes.

Furthermore, possible support to insurance schemes and to a farm "Income Stabilization Tool" (IST) has been programmed in Italy under rural development, at national level. The IST foresees a support where the drop in income exceeds 30% of the average annual income at farm level in the preceding three years.
On the need to ensure a better coordination of funds (paragraph 16), the Commission fully shares the view about importance of risk prevention and management measures and has always encouraged Member States in supporting such measures. The main objective of the Commission's proposal for the Omnibus Regulation is to simplify administrative procedures in general as well as to allow for a more coordinated and complementary use of different funds. In order for that simplification to be available on the ground it is necessary that the Commission's proposals are adopted as soon as possible.

Regarding the EU Copernicus Emergency Management Service (paragraph 17), the Commission would like to underline its effective use of innovations in satellite mapping; it has become a functional tool in disaster management during recent years. Following the 2016 earthquakes in Italy, nearly 100 satellite maps produced through the Copernicus Emergency Management Service provided timely and accurate geo-spatial information and were used in support of emergency management and to support the relief efforts by the Italian authorities.
�	Basic payment scheme, the payment for agricultural practices beneficial for the climate and the environment, the payment to young farmers, and the small farmers scheme.
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