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5.
Background of the Resolution:
The Council Resolution of 15 December 1998 on a Forestry Strategy asked the Commission to present to the Council an implementation report five years after its adoption. In March 2005, the Commission presented a Communication to the Council and the European Parliament reporting on the implementation of the EU Forestry Strategy (COM(2005)84), accompanied by a Commission Staff Working Document.
The Communication and the Commission Staff Working Document provide a detailed review of the activities implemented in the context of the EU Forestry Strategy in the period 1999-2004. Concerning future actions at EU level, the Communication contains two concrete proposals: (1) to develop an EU Action Plan for Sustainable Forest Management; and (2) to review the existing Community means and practices to facilitate co-ordination, communication and co-operation between different policy sectors which have an influence on forestry.

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

Overall, the Resolution supports the proposal put forward by the Commission concerning the development of an EU Forest Action Plan. As main recommendations in line with the Commission’s view the Resolution:

· Acknowledges subsidiarity as a fundamental principle of the EU Forestry Strategy;

· Acknowledges the importance of the Ministerial Conferences on the Protection of Forests in Europe (MCPFE) and of international forest-related commitments;

· Calls for facilitation of the national forest programmes;

· Proposes strengthening the role of the Standing Forestry Committee, notably concerning national forest programmes and co-ordination among the Member States;

· Supports the EU FLEGT Action Plan to combat illegal logging and related trade of illegally harvested products;

· Highlights the importance of forests and forestry products in climate change mitigation;

· Proposes to consider wood biomass in policy developments regarding renewable energy;

· Emphasises the importance of maintaining the competitiveness of forestry in the EU;

· Urges an increase in the promotion of forest-related research and development for innovation;

· Calls for better use by the Member States of existing European education and training programmes in the forest sector.

Some recommendations, however, do not appear to be fully in line with Community competences on forestry or with existing regulations. In this respect the Resolution:
· Calls on the Commission to examine the scope for creating a separate legal basis for forests in the Treaties;

· Proposes to consider vertical integration over all levels of work of Commission departments responsible for forestry, with a basis in the Commission Secretariat-General;

· Calls on the Commission to study fiscal measures that could be taken by the Member States with a view to apply positive tax differentiation for forest producers that have fewer negative impacts on the environment; 

· Considers that the provision of support in rural development should not be made dependent on the form of ownership of the forest concerned;

· Calls on the Commission to promote mutual recognition of the two (FSC and PEFC) forest certification initiatives.

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

The bulk of the recommendations will be considered in the preparation of the EU Forest Action Plan, which is well underway. This preparation is carried out in close co-operation with the Member States (through the Standing Forestry Committee) and stakeholders (mainly through the Advisory Group on Forestry and Cork). The responsible Commission service has updated its website where all relevant information related to the preparation of the Action Plan is publicly available. The preparatory work is also closely co-ordinated with other Commission services through the Inter-Service Group on Forestry. The Action Plan will encompass both Community forest-related actions and forest-related actions in the Member States, including national forest programmes. The Commission intends to present the Action plan by mid 2006.
Concerning some recommendations, which do not appear to be fully in line with Community competences on forestry or with existing regulations, the following can be pointed out:
1. To examine the scope for creating a separate legal basis for forests in the Treaties
The question of the creation of a separate legal basis for forests has already been discussed at length over the years. Most recently, this issue was addressed in the context of the preparation of the draft EU Constitution. Several legal studies have also been carried out in the Member States concerning the creation of a separate legal basis for forestry in the Treaties. The Commission considers that, unless the position of the Member States changes, the added value of further legal studies on the issue is questionable.

2. To consider vertical integration over all levels of work of Commission departments responsible for forestry, with a basis in the Secretariat General.
The Commission takes note of the proposal to ensure “vertical co-ordination” in addition to horizontal co-ordination within the Commission and it will look into it. However, two main points must be noted. Firstly, the Commission has very recently established a new unit in DG Agriculture and Rural Development, which has a stronger focus on forests (Unit AGRI F.6: Bioenergy, biomass, forestry and climate change). This unit is presently co-ordinating the preparatory work on the EU Forest Action Plan and chairs the meetings of the Inter-Service Group on Forestry. Secondly, the Inter-Service Group on Forestry, which was established in 2002 to facilitate cooperation and coordination of forestry-related work between relevant Commission services, has proved to be an effective tool of coordination and is working satisfactorily. Its membership has increased and comprises now 11 Commission services. To establish an additional co-ordination structure should be subject to careful consideration of the potential value added in relation to the existing structures, and it should be in line with the specific responsibilities of the different Commission services.

3. To study fiscal measures that could be taken by the Member States with a view to apply positive tax differentiation for forest producers that have fewer negative impacts on the environment 
The Commission would like to emphasise that the taxation of forestry-related activities lies in the competence of the Member States. In a broader sense, the issue of providing incentives for environmental services from forest management is a subject of growing relevance at EU level. However, information on environmental services from forestry is still rather fragmented and incomplete. In this respect, a need may be seen, for instance, for analysing, together with the Member States, different existing mechanisms to quantify non-market values of forest goods and services.

4. Provision of support under the Rural Development Regulation should not be made dependent on the form of ownership of the forest concerned 
Rural Development has as primary objective to vitalise rural areas and not to finance public authorities' activities. The latter is the core responsibility of the Member States. This is why the main target group of beneficiaries of the rural development measures related to forestry is the private sector, notably farmers, foresters and, under axis 3, the broader rural society, and not the public sector.

However, there are derogations concerning the exclusion of state-owned forests from support under the new Rural Development Regulation, in order to take into account the specific situation of certain regions and the characteristics of particular measures. Firstly, all types of forest owners are eligible to all forestry-related measures of axis 2 in tropical or subtropical forests in the Outermost Regions and in the smaller Aegean islands. These regions face particular geographical and economic constraints, resulting also in reduced financial margins for the state to act. A general EU policy – under provisions in the EC Treaty – is to grant particular support to these areas, such as specific POSEI-programmes, increased co-financing rates, derogations from taxation or import duty rules. Secondly, measures such as afforestation, restoring forestry potential damaged by fires and natural disasters and introducing prevention actions, as well as support for non-productive investments also apply to state-owned land. The success of these measures may be jeopardised if state-owned land was excluded.

5. To promote mutual recognition of the two (FSC and PEFC) forest certification initiatives 
In accordance with the EU Forestry Strategy, forest certification schemes are market-based instruments, which seek to improve consumer awareness of the environmental quality of sustainable forest management and to promote the use of wood and other forest products as environmentally friendly materials. Therefore, the promotion of mutual recognition of certification systems should be left to the operators of the systems. The Commission considers that any initiative in the field of certification must be compatible with the internal market and WTO rules and it has to be non-discriminatory regarding third countries.
-------------
4
4

