European Parliament Resolution on natural disasters (forest fires, droughts and floods) – agricultural aspects
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4.
Subject: Natural disasters (forest fires, droughts and floods) – agricultural aspects

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

This Resolution develops in 28 points the question of natural disasters and the response to be given at European level.

The Parliament believes that an adequate response to natural, health-related or technological disasters should be available through the EU Solidarity Fund (EUSF), the Veterinary Fund, rural development policy, regional policy, the agricultural aid regime, and measures against forest fires within the Forest Focus programme and the new Life+ programme.

According to the Resolution in order to create a genuine Community strategy for dealing with disasters, the above mentioned instruments/mechanisms should all be rendered more flexible and should be given increased financial resources, paying particular attention to the most vulnerable producers and geographical areas.

The Resolution urges the Commission to act in this direction through several actions, namely:

· To submit a legislative proposal introducing a flexibility clause which would enable the policy existing instruments, notably the EUSF, to deal with natural disasters in the agricultural sector to be properly financed, by using CAP headings which are currently unused every year.

· The Resolution underlines that the drastic reduction in resources for rural development hinders the drafting of action plans to prevent and repair damage caused by natural disasters; it recommends, however, that national and regional rural development plans give priority to measures aimed at the causes of the disasters and to actions tending to combat the structural rural problems (inter alia, depopulation, the abandoning of farmland, the protection of the countryside from intensive building, deforestation, and the excessive fragmentation of woodland ownership) which, if they are not held in check, will increase future levels of potential risk. It also requests that within the context of the strategic guidelines on rural development 2007-2013, there be an increase of the co-funding percentage for specific measures relating to forests, the fight against erosion, hydraulic infrastructures, and Natura 2000.

· To draw up a forestry policy which includes measures for the sustainable management and combating of natural disasters. To establish a suitably funded Community programme for protection against forest fires, with a view to promoting awareness campaigns, risk-prevention, and risk-management measures regarding forest fires.

· To set up a public insurance scheme, jointly financed by farmers, the Member States and the EU, with a view to creating a better policy framework for risk management and crisis prevention and to set up a consistent and affordable reinsurance scheme for all Member States under the CAP.

· To put in place training, information, prevention and awareness-raising activities, funded within the framework of the civil protection mechanism, the Forest Focus programme, rural development policy and the European Regional Fund.

· To envisage the drawing up of risk maps and management plans not only for areas at risk of flooding, as set out in the proposal for a floods directive, but also for drought and fires. To create a European drought monitoring centre.

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

There have been allegations that the Solidarity Fund excluded forest fires, frost and specifically droughts. This is not correct: the scope of the Fund already today covers all types of natural disasters, including forest fires, frost and droughts. The new proposal for a revised EUSF does not change this. It must be clear though that the Fund can be mobilised in these cases only on condition that damages are important enough to meet the criteria in the Regulation. For the new Regulation the Commission therefore proposed to lower the damage thresholds for triggering the Fund precisely because it considered that current thresholds are too high.

Eligible operations should continue to be limited to public emergency operations but, as a consequence of the enlarged scope are extended to include assistance to victims of terrorism, medical assistance in case of health crises and measures to protect the natural heritage. Insured or private damage, including in agriculture, may not be compensated through this specific instrument.

The Forest Focus Regulation (EC/2152/2003) is co-funding mainly knowledge-related measures on the prevention and monitoring of forest fires in the framework of EFFIS (European Forest Fires Information System). These measures are represented by the EU database on forest fires, studies, training, raising-awareness campaigns and pilot projects. After its expiration at the end of this year these measures would be continued through LIFE+, the new financial instrument for the Environment, currently under negotiations. It will be up to Member States to decide their priorities in relation to the set of possible measures provided by LIFE+.

It is now up to Member States to make the best use of available Rural Development funds and available measures. Priorities in the Rural Development programmes are to be established by national/regional authorities. Member States have to reflect their priority issues in their strategies and programmes. Co-financing rates are established by the Council Regulation (not by Strategic Guidelines) at axis level (not per measure), for reasons of simplicity, clarity and consistency.

Forestry measures in rural development aim at promoting sustainable forest management. They address the economic, environmental and social dimensions of forestry. The measures recommended by the EP Resolution can be included in the rural development programmes of the Member States. However, responsibility for the selection and implementation of specific measures lies with the Member States, in line with the principle of subsidiarity. In addition, the EU Forest Action Plan (recently adopted – COM(2006) 302) will encourage Member States to take this type of measures. The Forestry measures available under the Rural Development Regulation include: first afforestation of agricultural and non-agricultural land, first establishment of agroforestry systems, forest-environment payments, Natura 2000 payments, non-productive investments, prevention and restoration actions.

Under the new LIFE+ financial instrument, Member States will have the possibility to receive support for the implementation of demonstration projects on new techniques on forest fire prevention and for training of specialised personnel. It is already foreseen to establish inside the JRC a centre to monitor forest health in general. As for forest fires, the sharing of knowledge is already foreseen by the current version of LIFE+. One category includes the development or dissemination of best practice techniques, know‑how or technologies. The support for training of agents participating in forest fire prevention initiatives is also currently foreseen. It has to be reminded however that forest policy remains a national competence: no legal basis is provided in the Treaty for forestry policy. The EU can support by its financial instruments the implementation of Member State’s policies and priorities.

The Commission is aware of the importance of the protection of forests against fire and will continue to provide support to the Member States in the context of the LIFE+ financial instrument, the new Rural Development Regulation and Structural Funds. These activities are based on the principle of subsidiarity and consistent with the legal framework for forestry at Community level. The training, information, prevention and awareness raising measures currently supported by Forest Focus should be all taken over by LIFE+. Training in preparing local authorities and the general public to better respond to forest fires can be organised within the civil protection framework. Criminal investigation is under national responsibility. Measures for information, training and prevention actions are already covered by the Rural Development Regulation as well.

The Commission adopted a communication on a risk management in 2005 which formed the basis for talks in Council and European Parliament. A study on national insurance schemes has been commissioned by DG AGRI to the JCR of ISPRA; this will draw the panorama of what is done in the Member States and the technical issues of insurance systems in agriculture. A research project (pilot by University of Wageningen – NL) on the stabilisation of incomes for farmers is also underway.

The recently adopted agreement on the Financial Perspectives 2007-2013 does not include the requested budget flexibility. However, the Commission is willing to study any recommendations from the European Parliament.
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