Follow-up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution on the outcome of the Committee on Petitions’ deliberations during 2022
1. Rapporteur: Alex AGIUS SALIBA (S&D / MT)
2. Reference number: 2023/2047 (INI) / A9-0333/2023 / P9_TA(2023)0434
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 23 November 2023
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Petitions (PETI)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it: 
This is a regular own-initiative resolution on the work of the Committee on Petitions and the petitions handled during the previous year, namely 2022.
The resolution stresses the pivotal importance of petitions in promoting the principles of direct democracy and improving the active participation of EU citizens. The resolution notes that the European Parliament received 1 217 petitions in 2022, which represents a decrease by 12.6% compared to the 1 392 petitions submitted in 2021 and by 22.6% compared to the 1 573 petitions registered in 2020. In 2022, 79 % of the petitions received were submitted via the Parliament’s Petitions Web Portal, which is a slight increase compared to 2021 (78.6 %). Of the admissible petitions in 2022, 482, representing more than one third (37.57 %) were sent to the Commission for opinion. Petitions were submitted in 22 of the EU official languages. While English and German were the most used languages in both 2021 and 2020, Spanish became the second most used languages in 2022 after English.
In 2022, environment, fundamental rights and justice were the top topics of the petitions. Those raising concerns over external relations showed a significant increase as it more than doubled compared to 2021. This could be explained by the high number of petitions submitted in 2022, related to the war in Ukraine. As regard health topics, in 2022, there was a significant decrease in the number of COVID-19 linked petitions.
As regards fundamental rights, petitions related to the rights of national minorities remained high on the agenda of the Committee on Petitions, especially in the areas of discriminatory practices concerning their right to education in their mother tongue and the use of language.
In addition to the statistics on petitions received and processed in 2022, the resolution takes stock of all other parliamentary activities, such as the adoption of reports and opinions, the organisation of hearings and the committee’s relations with other EU institutions.
The resolution finds that the petitions contribute considerably to the Commission’s role as guardian of the Treaties by providing citizens with an additional tool to notify alleged breaches of EU law. In this context, the resolution continues to criticise the Commission’s policy on complaints and infringements as outlined in its 2016 ‘EU Law: Better Results through Better Application’ Communication. The resolution reiterates its call on the Commission to regularly update the Committee on Petitions on developments in infringement proceedings and to ensure that the Committee on Petitions gets access to the relevant Commission documents on infringement procedures and legislative initiatives that were launched based on the petitions received, and on EU Pilot procedures.
6. Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission: 
Paragraphs 3, 8 and 9
The Commission has previously replied to this call in its responses to the resolution adopted in 2022 [SP(2023)153] and to the oral question ‘Improving the strategic approach on the enforcement of EU law’ (O-000047/2023) of 14 December 2023.
The implementation of EU law is a shared responsibility, where Member States take the necessary steps to avoid or correct any breach and the Commission, as the guardian of the Treaties, uses different tools to promote and enforce its correct application, including infringement proceedings. The Commission’s 2022 Communication ‘Enforcing EU law for a Europe that delivers’ (COM (2022) 518 final) sets out in detail how it fulfils this task.
The EU law enforcement approach focuses on effectiveness. Prevention is one of the pillars of this approach. Effective and smart enforcement is firstly about preventing breaches from happening. The Commission has thus continued to step up its efforts in this regard, for example by providing early support to Member States on how to ensure effective implementation of EU law and to identify potential problems at an early stage. Where preventive measures are not sufficient and breaches of EU law persist despite the dialogue with national authorities, the Commission may open and pursue infringement procedures. During 2020-2022, the Commission launched over 2 300 infringement procedures, an increase compared to the previous three years.
When petitions raise a systemic problem in one or more Member States, the Commission does investigate the matter and may open infringement procedures, in particular if there is no spontaneous compliance or quick remedy to the breach. In all these cases, when Member States commit to adopting adequate remedies, the Commission monitors the progress made, generally by agreeing milestones with the national authorities.
The Commission’s intervention is most useful when national remedies are either not available or not effective. To enable citizens and businesses to find the necessary solutions in a legal environment that is closer to them, the Commission focuses its enforcement action on ensuring that national authorities are sufficiently equipped and able to carry out their duties by looking at systemic issues such as the absence of conflicts of interest, independence of national regulatory, supervisory and enforcement bodies and adequate staffing of such authorities.
The Court of Justice of the EU (CJEU) is ultimately called upon to decide on compliance of Member States’ legal systems with EU law. To prove a systemic or structural breach of EU law, the Commission must produce sufficient evidence to show that a Member State’s authorities have developed a repeated, widespread and persistent practice which is contrary to EU law. The Commission cannot rely on simple presumptions but must provide concrete evidence that the Member State concerned has generally and persistently failed to fulfil its obligations under EU law. Therefore, an accumulation of individual cases is not necessarily sufficient to prove the systemic nature of a breach.
Therefore, while the Commission does not have investigative powers to monitor the application of EU law by the Member States in individual cases, petitioners can indicate whether facts that are brought to its attention are likely to constitute a breach of EU law. The Commission replies to complaints received from citizens and considers their input as well as from non-governmental organisations, social partners or any other stakeholders.
Paragraph 7
The Commission recognises that engaging with citizens is of paramount importance, and petitions provide an effective channel for the kind of direct contact and open dialogue this requires. Therefore, it pays special attention to conveying clear and understandable responses to petitioners both in writing and orally in dealings with the Committee on Petitions. 
While it is generally represented at Head of Unit level, the Commission has also been present at the highest political level at the meetings of the Committee on Petitions. Commissioner DALLI was present in November 2022 at the annual workshop on the rights of persons with disabilities focussing on disability assessment, mutual recognition, and the EU disability card. She was also present in December 2022 at the public hearing on ‘Discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation’ organised by the Committee on Petitions in association with the Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs and the Committee on Legal Affairs. Executive Vice-President ŠEFČOVIČ participated at the structured dialogue with the Committee on Petitions in December 2021 and in February 2023.
The Commission remains committed to provide timely and quality information to all petitions received, outlining possible solutions at EU or national level.
Paragraph 11
The Commission has already replied to this request in its responses to the resolutions adopted in 2022 SP(2023)153.
The Commission remains open to examine concrete proposals from the European Parliament for a tool to improve the interface between the Commission and the Parliament’s platforms. This requires careful assessment of feasibility and budgetary implications. The Europa website of the 2022 Annual Report on monitoring the application of EU law provides an overview of the follow-up given by the Commission to petitions regarding alleged breaches of EU law in the policy areas most concerned. The report[footnoteRef:2] refers to the most salient petition-related infringement cases. [2:  	COM(2023) 453 final: eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=COM:2023:453:FIN] 

To ensure that the way the Commission enforces EU law is future-proof, the Commission has conducted a stocktaking exercise on its working methods for monitoring the application of EU law. This led in July 2023 to targeted recommendations, on which the Commission is currently following up. Strengthening further transparency on the Commission’s enforcement actions is one of the recommended improvements, in particular by publishing information in a more user-friendly and meaningful way. This will make it easier for the public to identify existing infringement cases on specific topics and to verify if there is any petition linked to ongoing investigations. The Commission furthermore proposes to link the public infringements register with the Parliament’s Petition web portal.
Paragraph 19
The Commission’s strategic approach to EU law enforcement is designed to ensure that Member States comply with EU law. On environmental issues, the Commission acts within the existing legal framework and follows the enforcement policy set in the a Commission’s 2016 Communication ‘EU Law: Better Results through Better Application’ and 2022 Communication ‘Enforcing EU law for a Europe that delivers’. In line with these communications, the Commission verifies whether Member States have completely and correctly transposed EU environmental law as a priority. Furthermore, the Commission focuses its enforcement action on the three key pillars of the European Green Deal: zero pollution, circular economy and biodiversity. In addition, it prioritises enforcement related to environmental governance issues. This is a cross-cutting area underpinning the delivery of European Green Deal’s priorities. Tackling governance issues is crucial for improving enforcement at national level, so that citizens can access national mechanisms and judicial systems to resolve local cases. This is key to prevent deterioration of the environment. The Commission also pays particular attention to projects that may cause irreversible environmental or public health damage on a significant scale. In that respect, the Commission takes the appropriate legal action where necessary.
Thanks to the strategic approach followed by the Commission as regards enforcement, the results are visible on the ground. In 2014, 50% of the Natura 2000 sites had no appropriate legal protection; at the end of 2022, only 8% of Natura 2000 lack such protection. The number of air quality zones which violate the EU rules are now down to 57 for particulate matter (PM)10 and 21 for nitrogen dioxide (NO2), from 120 and 96 respectively in 2014 (based on the latest data from 2021).
There are still areas where progress is needed. For instance, several Member States still fail to comply with the EU law on waste management. Where Member States fail to comply in a systemic way, the Commission has not hesitated to bring the case before the CJEU for a second time and even ask for fines. On 14 December 2023, the CJEU found that that Romania has still not closed 31 landfill sites and failed to comply with the first ruling of 2018. The Court imposed penalties on Romania as regards the non-rehabilitation of landfills: lump sum of EUR 1 500 000 and daily penalty of EUR 600 per landfill/per day[footnoteRef:3]. Greece and Italy already pay fines in similar situations. [3:  	See case C-109/22] 

Paragraph 22
The Commission has been acting to improve animal welfare for over 40 years, progressively improving the lives of animals. Animal welfare is and will remain a priority for the Commission. On 7 December 2023, the Commission adopted two legislative proposals and a Communication on animal welfare. The first proposal aims to revise and improve existing EU rules on the protection of animals during transport. The second, proposing a new Regulation on the welfare of dogs and cats and their traceability, will introduce animal welfare requirements for breeders, shelters, and pet-shops in the EU as well as traceability provisions for all dogs and cats supplied in the EU. The two legislative proposals on transport and dogs and cats represent major steps that will considerably improve the welfare of billions of animals across the EU. A Commission Communication in response to the successful European Citizen’s Initiative ‘Fur Free Europe’ was also presented.
The preparatory work on the other animal welfare legislative proposals planned under the ‘Farm to fork’ strategy, covering the welfare of animals at farm level, at the time of killing, and establishing new rules for animal welfare labelling, is still ongoing. This includes the preparatory work to propose provisions to phase out cages for the main species and categories of farmed animals, as announced by the Commission in its answer to the European Citizens’ Initiative ‘End of Cage Age’. The Commission is now carefully assessing important aspects to ensure that the transition to cage-free farming is sustainable for the agricultural sector and for our food systems, including food security. The preliminary results of the ongoing impact assessment show that the transition to cage-free systems demands the adaptation of several farming parameters, such as enriching the environment of the animals, providing them with more space, as well as addressing the negative animal welfare impacts of certain breeding strategies, for example for very fast-growing broilers, to secure improved welfare conditions for the animals. Further consultations are needed concerning the costs, the appropriate length of the transitional period and the relevant measures at import. To ensure a proper balance between animal welfare and socio-economic impacts, the phasing out of cages must come with other animal welfare measures at farm level. Preparatory work will therefore continue, including in the context of the strategic dialogue on the future of agriculture in the EU.
The Commission continues to work on improving animal welfare in the EU through a series of other activities, such as the meetings of the EU animal welfare platform and its sub-groups, the work of the four EU reference centres for animal welfare, the mandates sent to European Food Safety Authority to produce new scientific opinions for different species of animals, and the work done on enforcement of existing rules, notably through audits and analyses.
Paragraph 23
The Commission has already replied to this call in its responses to the resolution adopted in 2022 SP(2023)153. As already stated, ensuring that EU law is correctly implemented is a shared responsibility between the Commission and the Member States. Together with them, the Commission is working to ensure the correct transposition and implementation of EU environmental law, as reiterated in the European Green Deal. The Commission is using the full range of tools to improve the situation on the ground in Member States, including financing, technical assistance and enforcement. For example, the Commission has introduced environmental enabling conditions to access EU co-financing. It makes available targeted technical assistance to Member States through EIR TAIEX peer-to-peer and project promoters through a new tool called GreenAssist. The Commission also offers training for environmental judges and published numerous guidance documents explaining the provisions of EU environmental law. The Commission assesses Member States’ performance in terms of success and areas where improvements are necessary in the environmental implementation review (EIR). The latest EIR dates from 2022 and is accompanied by 27 country reports. Last but not least, the Commission published an interactive map where citizens can find statistics per theme/Member State and press information for opened/closed environmental infringement cases
Paragraph 24
The Commission considers that social protection is key for enabling social inclusion and decent living conditions for persons with disabilities. However, the Commission has limited competence in the area of disability assessment and allocation of the disability benefits.
According to Article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), Member States have the obligation to ensure the right to adequate standard of living and social protection. Therefore, the Commission advises citizens to contact the national authorities responsible for monitoring the UNCRPD implementation and for assessing how the rights of persons with disabilities are respected. The Commission provides citizens with the relevant contacts.
Moreover, under the 2021-2030 Strategy for the rights of persons with disabilities[footnoteRef:4], the Commission contracted to the European Social Policy Network (ESPN) a study on social protection and services for persons with disabilities to examine good practices on disability benefits, old-age income, health insurance, cash and non-cash benefits as well as on extra-costs due to disability. The study was published in December 2022 and presented to the Disability Platform, which includes Member States and civil society, in February 2023[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  	Union of Equality: Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030 (europa.eu)]  [5:  	Social protection for people with disabilities in Europe: An analysis of policies in 35 countries - Employment, Social Affairs & Inclusion - European Commission (europa.eu)] 

The Commission supports the Member States in further reforming their social protection systems focusing on persons with disabilities and disability assessment frameworks, including upon requests, through the technical support Instrument. The Commission also provides targeted guidance to the Member States through the European Semester for the implementation of relevant reforms in process in line with the commitments made under the UNCRPD. 
Through the technical support instrument, the Commission will continue to assist the Member States in improving their disability assessment methodologies and procedures. It will also continue to promote mutual learning activities and the exchange of best practices, especially through the disability platform. 
Finally, the Commission supports the implementation of structural reforms in the Member States using EU funding in compliance with the UNCRPD, notably through the European social fund plus (ESF+) and NextGenerationEU, including the Recovery and Resilience Facility.
Paragraph 30
The Commission has already replied to this call in its responses to the resolutions adopted in 2022 SP(2023)153. Meanwhile, in 2023, the Commission replied to four successful European Citizens’ Initiatives (ECIs), in which it announced meaningful follow-up actions. Furthermore, in its first implementation report on the implementation of Regulation (EU) 2019/788, adopted on 6 December 2023[footnoteRef:6], the Commission announced actions to give more visible follow-up to ECIs, by (i) organising as a standard practice a follow-up meeting between the Commission and the organisers of a successful initiative after adoption of the reply, (ii) ensuring that successful ECIs are systematically taken into account when developing policy proposals in response to those ECIs, and (iii) highlighting successful ECIs and their follow-up actions in the ECI communication campaigns to increase citizens’ awareness of the impact of successful ECIs on the EU policy-making process. [6:  	Report from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council on the application of Regulation (EU) 2019/788 on the European citizens’ initiative, COM/2023/787 final, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52023DC0787] 
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