European Parliament resolution on natural disasters (fires, droughts and floods) ‑ regional development aspects

1.
Rapporteur: Gerardo Galeote‑Quecedo (PPE‑DE/ES)

2.
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3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 18 May 2006

4.
Subject: Regional development aspects of natural disasters (fires, droughts and floods).
5.
Background of the resolution:

This resolution contains 38 points that analyse the question of natural disasters from the point of view of regional development, particularly as regards possible responses at the European level. It is one of A SET OF three resolutions: the other two more specifically examine the agricultural and environmental aspects of natural disasters.

Parliament gives examples of recent natural disasters and underlines their catastrophic short‑ and medium‑term effects on the economy of the affected region, especially in less prosperous areas concerned by the convergence objective or ones affected by natural constraints. Particular reference is made to the outermost regions which, because of their geographical position, are exposed to specific and severe risks of natural disasters. Parliament also recognises the specific nature of natural disasters around the Mediterranean, such as drought and forest fires. Furthermore, certain factors linked to human activity may aggravate the impact of natural disasters, such as intensive farming, deforestation, the reduction in the natural flood retention capacity of river basins and intensive urbanisation in areas at risk.

In this context, Parliament considers that Europe should step up measures to adjust to climate change and enhance existing prevention measures to tackle all types of natural disaster by establishing, where necessary, joint strategic guidelines to ensure better coordination between the Member States, as well as greater operability of and coordination between the various Community instruments (Structural Funds, the European Union Solidarity Fund (EUSF), the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), the future financial instrument for the environment (LIFE+) and the future rapid response and preparedness instrument for major emergencies). For Parliament, there are still shortcomings with Community intervention. In particular, in Parliament’s view, Community fire‑prevention measures are virtually confined to rural development policy and have so far clearly proved to be inadequate. Hence the need for a specific Community forest protection programme designed to prevent and manage the risk of forest fires and tailored to the specific nature of forests in the Mediterranean.

More specifically, regarding aspects linked to Regional development, Parliament considers that Structural Funds should play a more substantial role in funding measures designed to prevent natural disasters and to tackle their consequences, as the Community instrument specifically envisaged for this, the EUSF, has proved ineffective in practice, hence the proposals for revising the operation of this Fund, which are currently being examined by Parliament and the Council.

The Resolution asks the Commission to work towards this end, and in particular:

· Considers that the Commission should submit a proposal for a European strategy to combat natural disasters, including an obligatory risk prevention component, and should devise a technical protocol setting out joint action at Union level suited to each type of disaster and each forest eco‑system; in the framework of that strategy, Parliament considers that particular attention should be devoted to least favoured regions, including regions with low population density, mountainous areas and outermost regions.

· Stresses the need to adjust the action of the Structural Funds in the prevention and management of natural disasters and to coordinate them with the other existing Community instruments, and urges that, in the forthcoming financial programming for 2007‑13, the necessary flexibility should be ensured in the redistribution of resources available among the different Funds, in order to improve their operability in the event of disasters.

· Urges the Commission to make available the resources needed for the purpose of relieving the suffering and satisfying the material needs of all victims of natural disasters and their immediate families, by means of the EUSF and other Community instruments.

· Points out that measures to prevent and combat fires and floods are eligible under the Structural Funds for the new programming period.

· Considers it vital that a Community forest‑fire protection programme be designed within the 2007‑13 financial framework to promote adequately funded forest‑fire awareness‑raising, prevention and risk‑management initiatives dovetailing with agricultural‑ and structural‑policy measures.

· Calls on the Commission to ensure that the financial allocation is adequate for the objective of territorial cooperation, in order not to hamper the implementation of measures to prevent and combat the impact of natural disasters covered by the Interreg programme, and also stresses the importance of cooperation with neighbouring third countries.

· Emphasises the importance of the EUSF as the main instrument that should enable the European Union to react rapidly to major disasters such as floods, fires and drought, as well as to cyclones, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions or even tsunamis; and urges the Commission and the Council to adopt Parliament's revision proposals, with particular reference to extending the assistance provided to all victims of natural disasters and their immediate family members.

· Urges the Council to adapt the EUSF, with particular reference to time limits and eligible actions, to enable it to deal with the kind of specific natural disasters which occur in the Mediterranean, such as droughts and forest fires.

· Considers that the EUSF should continue to enable action to be taken in the case of disasters which, although significant, do not achieve the minimum level required and that assistance may also be provided in special circumstances in cases where most of the population in a specific region has been affected by a disaster which will have serious, long‑term effects on their living conditions.

· Points to the need for the involvement of other existing instruments, such as State aid for regional purposes or European Investment Bank loans, with the aim of preventing if possible natural disasters from happening and remedying the damage caused by natural disasters.

6.
Analysis of the requests and outlook regarding the action that Commission has taken or intends to take:

Recent developments appear to indicate that the European Union is increasingly vulnerable to natural disasters of various types, perhaps as a result of climate change. The resolution approved by Parliament underlines the high human and financial cost of these events.

The Commission considers that past responses from the European Union have been encouraging. Improvements are however possible, notably in line with Parliament's suggestions. The Commission is therefore considering tangible measures that would enhance the implementation of structural funds and other cohesion policy financial instruments, within the framework of a campaign to inform the public, prevent natural disasters and manage risks associated with such events.

The Commission considers that organising an immediate response to crisis situations is an important and visible element in natural disaster crisis management. The Commission has attempted to improve the effectiveness of European Union action in the following areas:

· Prevention: by building capacity to handle potential disasters;

· Response: by strengthening of the EU's Civil Protection Mechanism, which provides the rapid response component in European disaster assistance. The Commission recently put proposals to the Council for recasting the Civil Protection Mechanism and for a preparation and rapid response instrument. The two proposals should result in a substantial strengthening of Community cooperation in this area;

· Financial solidarity: with Member States and regions affected by such events.

In the area of risk prevention, the main Fund that can provide the financial support required to support the major infrastructure projects for preventive measures is the ERDF. The experience of the most recent programming periods has been very positive in this respect, notably permitting the implementation of risk prevention and reduction measures that have been included in various regional programmes. Recourse to the Interreg initiative has also been particularly useful, as a number of the measures need to operate beyond the borders of a single Member State in order to be fully effective. Interreg programmes have, for example, enabled the funding of the European Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON). The Parliament resolution underlines the positive effect of the measures taken under Interreg. The Commission can confirm that measures of this type may be implemented under objective 3 (Territorial Cooperation) in the new cohesion policy regulations.

The new Strategic Guidelines for the next programming period include natural disaster risk prevention and invite Member States to take measures in this area, especially regarding improvements in natural resources management, more focused research in tandem with greater use of information and communication technology, and innovative public risk management policies.

Regarding financial solidarity, considerable financial assistance has been channelled through the European Union Solidarity Fund, which was set up in 2002 following a Commission proposal in response to the flooding that affected Central Europe at the time, to several States that had suffered natural disasters. A Commission proposal on revising the Solidarity Fund rules is being discussed by Parliament and the Council, Parliament having already approved a resolution on its first reading.

The Commission has the following positions on the main demands made by the Parliament:

· Recital Q: whereas the European Union’s prevention measures to tackle all types of natural disaster need to be enhanced by establishing, where necessary, joint strategic guidelines to ensure better coordination between the Member States, as well as greater operability and coordination between the various Community instruments (structural funds, future European Union Solidarity Fund (EUSF), European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), future financial instrument for the environment (LIFE+) and future rapid response and preparedness instrument for major emergencies);
It should be noted that neither the current nor the proposed new EUSF were ever designed to support preventive measures. The Fund is a refinancing instrument for specific types of expenses incurred by the public authorities for emergency operations following a disaster. The new proposal maintains this principle. At EU level, prevention and reconstruction measures are supported by the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund or by agricultural funds. In fact, risk prevention is one of the priorities of the ERDF for the period 2007 – 2013. In addition, rural development measures under the EAGGF can finance the restoration of agricultural production potential damaged by natural disasters and the introduction of appropriate prevention instruments, including risk prevention for forest fires.

However, the current EUSF Regulation already obliges beneficiaries, who are solely responsible for implementing EUSF assistance, to ensure coordination between the financing received/used from the different EU instruments in the aftermath of a disaster. Double financing is excluded. This would not change under the proposed new Regulation.
· Recital S: whereas the Structural Funds should play a more substantial role in funding measures designed to prevent disasters and to tackle their consequences, and whereas the Community instrument specifically envisaged for this, the European Solidarity Fund, has proved ineffective in practice ‑ hence the proposed revision which is currently under way;
As regards the effectiveness of the EUSF as a prevention instrument, please see above: the EUSF intentionally was never designed as a prevention instrument.

As regards the aspect «tackling consequences», it should be noted that the EUSF has generally been working very successfully if judged against the objectives and conditions set out in its legal basis, i.e. to grant financial assistance in the event of major natural disasters. Aid has been granted in 21 cases concerning 15 Member States and candidate countries. Still, the experience gathered since 2002 has also led the Commission to the view that the existing Fund has a number of shortcomings and that modifications to the current Regulation are necessary. That is why it has proposed a new Solidarity Fund Regulation, which the EP already approved with some amendments in first reading, in order to widen its scope, make it more transparent (in particular as concerns the criteria for activating the Fund), and introduce a number of operational improvements, including the possibility to grant advances.

· Point 1: Considers that the Commission should submit a proposal to draw up a European strategy to combat natural disasters, including a compulsory approach for risk prevention, and devise a technical protocol suited to each type of disaster and each forest eco‑system for joint action by the Union;
As regards specifically the regional development aspects of such a strategy, it should be noted that the Strategic Guidelines for Cohesion (2007‑2013) already identify the assistance related natural and technological risks as a priority, with an emphasis on improving management of natural resources, more targeted research and better use of ICTs, and more innovative public management policies. This theme is covered by the 3 objectives. It is a clear signal to the Member States that risk prevention is to be considered within the thematic priorities of their National Strategic Reference Frameworks (NSRF), according to the needs of the areas concerned.

· Point 5: Considers that this strategy should devote particular attention to isolated regions with low population density and suffering from depopulation, mountainous areas and border, outlying and extremely remote regions concerned by the convergence objective;
The new regulations (see for instance article 10 of the ERDF Regulation) and the Strategic Guidelines for Cohesion address the specific problem of areas with geographical and natural handicaps. This is intended also as a clear signal to the Member States that these areas should be addressed within the territorial priorities of their National Strategic Reference Frameworks (NSRF).

· Point 7: Stresses the need to adjust the action of the Structural Funds in the prevention and management of natural disasters as well as to coordinate them with the other existing Community instruments, in order to tackle the disasters; urges that, in the forthcoming financial programming for 2007‑2013, the necessary flexibility should be ensured in the redistribution of resources available among the different funds, in order to improve their operability in the event of disasters;
Although the phrasing is slightly different for the 3 objectives, ERDF assistance is possible for preventing and coping with the natural and technological risks: plans and measures. It concerns in particular desertification, droughts, fires and floods. Moreover, in the area of risk prevention, the Strategic Guidelines for Cohesion stress the need for more targeted research and better use of ICTs, and more innovative public management policies.

· Point 8: Urges the Commission to make available the resources needed for the purpose of relieving the suffering and satisfying the material needs of all victims of natural disasters and their immediate families, by means of the European Solidarity Fund and other Community instruments;
This is essentially the role of the Member States and the budgetary authority who have confirmed the budgetary appropriations for the EUSF which remain limited to € 1 billion per year. The EUSF is and should remain limited to contributing to emergency measures undertaken by the public authorities to help the population return to normal living conditions as quickly as possible. As a matter of principle it may not and should not in the future intervene for insurable private damage, or damage caused by a liable third party.

· Point 14: Notes that, following the European Council decision of December 2005, the objective ‘Territorial Cooperation’ has been substantially reduced, particularly as regards its transnational and interregional dimension; calls on the Commission to ensure that the financial allocation is adequate in the current negotiations, in order not to hamper the implementation of measures to prevent and combat the impact of natural disasters covered by the Interreg programme; also stresses the importance of cooperation with neighbouring third countries on matters concerning floods and fires;
Assistance related to natural and technological risks is well covered within the three parts of the territorial cooperation (cross‑border, trans‑national and inter‑regional). The Commission will work in partnership with the Member States and the regions to ensure that risks issue will receive the priority it deserves according to the needs of the regions concerned.
· Point 33: Emphasises the importance of the EU Solidarity Fund as the main instrument that should enable the European Union to react rapidly to major disasters, such as floods, fires or drought, as well as to cyclones, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions or even tsunamis; urges the Commission and the Council to adopt Parliament's proposals for a review of that fund, with particular reference to extending the assistance provided to all victims of natural disasters and their immediate families;
The purpose of the EUSF is to help alleviate the financial burden of the countries affected by a major disaster, by (re‑) financing some of the cost of emergency operations undertaken by the public authorities when the event occurred. The instrument is sometimes misunderstood as a rapid response instrument, which it is not in reality. However the Commission recognises certain shortcomings of the current regulation. In order to be able to react more quickly, the new proposal foresees certain operational improvements and in particular for the possibility for the Commission to take under certain circumstances immediate solidarity action by making an advance payment as soon as the affected State has applied for assistance.
However, the Solidarity Fund is and will continue to be financed outside the EU budget, and therefore requires an amending budget to be introduced in every case, which inevitably takes time (NB: usually two or more applications are combined in a single amending budget). Still, the Solidarity Fund is valuable when measured against the purpose for which it was designed. It is a highly simple and efficient instrument in administrative terms. Once the grant is paid, it can re‑finance emergency measures incurred from day‑one of the disaster.

As regards the second part of point 33, on extending assistance to all victims and their families, please see the comments above under point 8. The Fund may not and should not be used to make direct compensation payments to victims.
· Point 34: Urges the Council to adapt the EUSF with particular reference to time limits and eligible actions in order to enable it to deal with the kind of natural disasters which occur in the Mediterranean, such as drought and forest fire;
The Commission can agree with this suggestion addressed to the Council. It should however be noted that forest fires are currently not excluded from the EUSF, the problem being that the high thresholds in the Regulation in effect exclude most forest fires – hence the proposal to lower these.
· Point 35: Considers that the EUSF should continue to enable action to be taken in the case of disasters which – although significant – do not achieve the minimum level required and that assistance may also be provided in special circumstances in cases where most of the population in a specific region has been affected by a disaster which will have a serious, long‑term effect on their living conditions;
Experience has shown that the present high threshold of € 3 billion would practically eliminate large countries from accessing the EUSF if other provisions did not exist. This is why the provisions of the regional disaster criteria were included in 2002, allowing larger countries to benefit where there is a major disaster in a relatively limited part of the country. Some 16 out of the total of 20 applications received so far under the regional disaster criteria were submitted by larger countries.

However, the existence of the unclear regional criteria has encouraged countries to submit more applications than might otherwise be the case if the criteria were more transparent. The result is seen in the fact that the majority of applications received under the exceptional regional criteria have had to be rejected by the Commission. This is bad for the image of the EUSF, and bad for the image of the Union. Expectations are generated by relatively imprecise regional criteria, only to be disappointed.

But, abolishing the regional disasters criteria alone would effectively eliminate regions in the larger countries from EUSF support. This is another reason why the Commission proposed a lowering of the triggering threshold from € 3 billion or 0.6% of GNI to € 1 billion or 0.5% of GNI, whichever is the lower (i.e. for some Member States, € 1 billion is lower than 0.5% of GNI; for others, it is the opposite), thus resulting in a balanced while more transparent and efficient outcome in the new EUSF. The end result would be that, firstly, the EUSF would only be mobilised under transparent criteria, secondly, the smaller countries would continue to have access on terms more favourable than today as far as the relative threshold is concerned, and thirdly, the larger countries would be compensated for the loss of the regional criteria (in other words, their regions would not have diminished access to the EUSF).

· Point 36: Nevertheless, points to the need for the involvement of other existing instruments, such as State aid for regional purposes or EIB loans, with the aim of preventing if possible natural disasters from happening and remedying the damage caused by natural disasters;

By virtue of Article 87.2.b of the EC Treaty, aid to make good the damage caused by natural disasters or exceptional occurrences is compatible with the common market. This aid must nevertheless be notified to and approved by the Commission. The Commission is currently considering the scope for simplifying the notification formalities involved.

In many cases actions to prevent natural disasters concern public works or infrastructure projects which do not normally raise State aid issues, for example the improvement of flood defences. Where State aid issues are raised, the Community's regional aid guidelines provide a basis for approving projects in the assisted areas which contribute to the common interest.
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