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The plenary session of 8 and 9 December 2010 was attended by Ms Joëlle Milquet, the Belgian government's Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Employment and Equal Opportunities, who gave a summary of the achievements of the Belgian presidency in office of the Council of the EU, and Mr Dacian Cioloş, European Commissioner responsible for Agriculture and Rural Development, who discussed the current reform of the Common Agricultural Policy with the assembly.
Furthermore, the debate on the opinion on EU-Russia relations was preceded by a few words from His Excellency Mr Vladimir Chizhov, Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary, Permanent Representative of the Russian Federation to the EU.
The following opinions were adopted during the session:

1. AGRICULTURE
· Security of supply in agriculture and the food sector in the EU
Rapporteur: Mr Armands Krauze (Various Interests – LV)
Reference: Own-initiative opinion – CESE 1622/2010
Key points:

Ensuring the availability of food supplies should remain one of the fundamental objectives of EU agricultural policy. Given the challenges and uncertainties associated with global food security, the post-2013 Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) should continue to ensure security of supply in agriculture and the food sector.

Sustainable agricultural production and smoothly functioning agricultural markets create the basis for security of food supply in the EU. The future CAP needs strong market management mechanisms to ensure the functioning of agricultural markets and price stability. 

To be able to respond to all future challenges and to ensure security of supply in agriculture and the food sector in all Member States, the EU needs a strong CAP. The CAP should continue to be one of the key policies in the EU in the future. Future funding for the CAP must be adequate.

The key to food security the world over is sustainable local food production. In the EU diversified agricultural production should be maintained and promoted across the EU. Special attention should be given to remote regions and areas with specific handicaps.

The EU must devote more effort to systematic planning for security of supply to ensure the viability of agricultural production and the entire food sector, even in crisis and emergency situations. Practical actions (stocks, agricultural infrastructure, training etc.) in this field should however remain the responsibility of Member States. New EU legislation in the field of security of supply in agriculture and the food sector is not necessary at the moment.
Contact:
Ms Maarit Laurila
(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 97 39 – email: maarit.laurila@eesc.europa.eu)

· GMO – restriction of cultivation in Member States 
Rapporteur: Mr Gerfried Gruber (Various Interests – AT)
References: COM(2010) 375 final – 2010/0208 COD – CESE 1623/2010
Key points:
The EESC acknowledges that the use of genetically modified organisms in European farming raises major concerns in a sector that is extremely important to the European public. The EESC therefore welcomes the European Commission's intention to address this sensitive of Member States' freedom to decide on GMO cultivation.
However, the EESC considers that the draft proposal that has been submitted, mainly based on ethical and moral criteria, creates more vagueness than certainty and could in practice result in a proliferation of measures being adopted by the States and regions, which could effect the operation of the EU's internal market, the legal security of operators and the credibility of the system as a whole.

The Committee thinks that the present proposal needs to be improved and made more specific, especially with regard to legal certainty for those concerned, which could be achieved by introducing a concrete and enforceable legal basis in secondary EU law, with specific grounds, conditions, and procedures applicable to national measures. 

More generally, the Committee urges for further clarification of the legal basis of the proposal and the compatibility of possible Member States bans on the basis of Article 26b with EU and WTO trade law, and other international legal obligations.

The issue of national restrictions on GMO cultivation is highly intertwined with the issues of coexistence and liability for GMO damages and unintended admixture. The Committee believes that these dossiers should therefore be considered together or in parallel legislative proposals, as part of a more comprehensive review of the EU regulatory framework for agricultural biotechnology.

Given the timing of the Commission's current proposal, ahead of the ongoing overall review of the current legal framework, it is not possible to render a definitive opinion on the proposal.
Contact:
Ms Anna Bobo Remijn
(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 82 75 – email: anna.boboremijn@eesc.europa.eu)
· Approval of agricultural or forestry vehicles
Rapporteur-general: Mr Ludvík Jírovec (Various Interests – CZ)

References: COM(2010) 395 final – 2010/0212 (COD) – CESE 1616/2010
Contact:
Ms Roxana Maliti

(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 87 49 – email: roxana.maliti@eesc.europa.eu)

2. EXTERNAL RELATIONS
· Iceland as a candidate country 

Rapporteur: Ms Liina Carr (Employees – EE)
Reference: Exploratory opinion – CESE 1624/2010
Key Points:
By letter of April 28, 2010 Vice-President of the European Commission, Maroš Šefčovič and the member of the European Commission responsible for the enlargement process, Štefan Füle asked the EESC, under Article 304 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, to draw up an exploratory opinion on Iceland as a candidate country.

The aim of the opinion is to broaden knowledge about the current prospects for negotiations with Iceland, especially concerning issues of particular interest to European non-state stakeholders, and to provide a picture of civil society in Iceland as well as to assess the legal, political and operational context in which civil society stakeholders operate.

Iceland applied for EU membership in July 2009 and on 24 February 2010 the Commission issued a positive opinion on Iceland’s application. On 17 June 2010 the European Council decided to open accession negotiations and invited the Council to adopt a general Negotiating Framework. The decision was endorsed by the European Parliament on 28 June 2010. 

Iceland has already implemented a large portion of the EU acquis through the EEA Agreement and the Schengen Association Agreement; this will facilitate the screening process and subsequent chapter by chapter negotiations. However, challenges remain in some key areas such as agriculture, fisheries and monetary policy. The screening process has started and is scheduled to be concluded in June 2011.

While membership as such remains a debated issue, support for accession negotiations seems to have recently increased: 64% prefer to continue the EU accession process, rather than withdraw the application. This is a considerable increase in support for the accession process as compared to earlier polls. 

The EESC strongly supports Iceland's membership of the EU and emphasises the importance of the participation of Icelandic civil society in the accession negotiations. The social partners have traditionally had a strong role in the Icelandic policy process and already have ties with the EESC and European umbrella organisations. 

The Committee recommends that a Joint Consultative Committee be set up for Iceland as quickly as possible, as has been done for other pre-accession states. The Committee believes that this will be a useful mechanism for exchanging views and information between the civil societies of Iceland and the EU Member States, for expressing joint recommendations and opinions to the negotiating parties.
As well as the social partners, the Committee underlines the need for broader civil society participation from various interest groups. It is necessary to ensure a "civil dialogue" in addition to the more traditional social dialogue during the accession process. 

Contact:
Ms Marzena Kisielewska 

(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 97 20 – email: marzena.kisielewska@eesc.europa.eu)
· EU-Russia relations

Rapporteur: Mr Ivan Voleš (Employers – CZ)

Reference: Own-initiative opinion – CESE 1625/2010
Key points:

The EESC welcomes the Joint Statement on the Partnership for Modernisation (PfM) adopted at the EU-Russia summit in Rostov-on-Don (31 May – 1 June 2010), including an appeal to civil society to foster its participation in the EU-Russia cooperation through enhanced dialogue. EU-Russia relations have a strategic meaning for both sides and should be based on mutual trust. Civil societies in the EU and Russia should activate their cooperation and contribute to the implementation of the PfM initiative. The EESC is prepared to contribute actively to this.

Regarding the Common Spaces, the EESC supports the existing structure but calls for a greater involvement of civil society from both sides in presenting their views and initiatives in various fields of activity.

There should be more platforms where civil society organisations from the EU and Russia could contribute to the follow-up and monitoring of EU-Russia relations. The EU-Russia Civil Society Forum similar to the Eastern Partnership CSF could become such a tool. The EESC suggests also the establishment of widely representative EU-Russia Business Forum. 

The EESC supports also the liberalisation of visa regime and the increase in people-to-people contacts and the exchange in the field of education and intercultural dialogue. 

The EESC recommends seeking opportunities for the involvement of Russia in large regional projects that would be discussed with the Eastern Partnership (EaP) countries especially in the field of environment, public health, transport and energy efficiency. Russian civil society should be invited to attend the meetings of the different platforms of the EaP Civil Society forum where such projects of common interest between the EU, EaP and Russia would be discussed. Stronger engagement of civil society in the implementation of the Northern Dimension policy, Baltic Sea Strategy, Black Sea Synergy and other relevant initiatives is also recommended.

The EESC reiterates its proposal to incorporate the establishment of a joint civil society body in the new EU-Russia Agreement.

The EESC will establish a contact group dedicated to EU-Russia relations and will continue to develop its interaction with the Civic Chamber of the Russian Federation (CCRF) proposing at the same time to enlarge the participation of other civil society organisations that are not represented in the CCRF in the common activities.

Contact: 
Ms Tzonka Iotzova
(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 99 78 – email: tsonka.iotzova@eesc.europa.eu)
3. INDUSTRIAL POLICY
· Proposal for a Council Regulation on State Aid to facilitate the closure of uncompetitive coal mines
Rapporteur-general: Mr Antonello Pezzini (Employers – IT)

Reference: Own-initiative opinion – CESE 1614/2010
Key points:
The Committee regrets not having being consulted by the Council, particularly considering the remit of the Consultative Commission on Industrial Change (CCMI), which was incorporated into the Committee as a permanent working structure and took on the role of the European Coal and Steel Committee (ECSC) Consultative Committee.

The Committee believes that the timeframe specified by the Commission is too short and does not meet the sector's development needs: the period 2011-2018 would be more appropriate – in the same way as the period 2002-2010 – for ascertaining whether the sector's undertakings are competitive, in the light of market technology developments, as regards low-cost CCS, clean coal and mining techniques.

In the same way, the Committee believes that the rate of degressivity is too high and concentrated in timeframes that are too short for competitiveness to be recovered and for innovation in the area of production, clean coal and CCS. In addition, the aid should reward rather than punish (as the proposal does) undertakings which recoup their competitiveness margins.

The EESC calls for a mid-term check on the competitiveness of clean coal (CC) compared to the levels of competitiveness of other EU indigenous energy resources in the 2020 perspective, the aid granted to other indigenous energy sources and aid supporting the use of coal on the global markets, the volatility of international fossil fuel prices and the added value for Europe of indigenous resources, as well as the costs of converting electric power stations and decommissioning disused mines.

The Committee underlines the existence of unbalanced competition between an imported product and an indigenous product, and indicates that the aid systems of the exporter countries need to be examined more clearly and with greater transparency. The Committee believes, moreover, that there should be more careful, consistent verification, when agreements are signed with third countries, that a requirement is included to respect relevant ILO social standards in order to prevent exploitation of miners and ensure optimum safety conditions and protection of workers from the often fatal accidents which occur in the largest world production sites.

The EESC believes that a package of measures is needed to kick-start a sustainable energy model and to provide the sector with a clear, stable reference framework which includes energy planning that safeguards security of supply, respect for the social, territorial and environmental aspects and the 2020-2050 roadmap.

Contact: 
Ms Amelia Munoz Cabezon

(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 83 73 - email: amelia.munozcabezon@eesc.europa.eu)
4. ENERGY
· Energy Strategy for 2011-2020
Rapporteur: Mr Bernardo Hernández Bataller (Various Interests – ES)

Reference: Exploratory opinion – CESE 1627/2010
Key points:
According to the EESC the world needs to transform its energy base and its use of energy by 2050. Europe and the European Union now stand at a critical stage in this evolution. It has strong reasons to press ahead with the transformation because it is highly dependent on foreign imports of oil and gas and is vulnerable to any constraints that may emerge on these supplies. It has also been at the forefront of growing public and political awareness about the climate change threat, and has pioneered the development of some of the alternative sources of energy that will be needed, and measures to increase energy efficiency in some of the key sectors. It is vitally important for Europe to develop a new dynamism for the energy transformation. The EU's new energy strategy could and should provide the framework for this to be established. 

The new Energy Strategy for Europe 2011-2020 must be based at least on three cornerstones: security of supply, low-carbon economy and energy competitiveness. The Committee supports the efforts made to trigger the transition towards a low-carbon economy and to improve its supply security, but regrets that the energy competitiveness issue has received much too little attention in the Commission May 2010 stocktaking document "Towards a new energy strategy 2011-2020". In the medium term the achievement of the low carbon economy should itself make Europe more competitive in the world. But in the short term there is a real risk of carbon and job leakage caused by the cumulative cost of all energy policies, unless the appropriate measures are adopted with no delay.

In the continuing absence of a comprehensive global deal on climate change the EU should consider an early move towards a 25% reduction by 2020, thus targeting the lower end of the reduction range that IPCC has recommended for that year for developed countries. This would also secure some of the transformational benefit of adopting a tighter target as soon as possible, while retaining the negotiating benefits of having a further 5% still to offer to encourage other countries to do more in the next two years.

In the EESC's view the key elements that should be covered by the strategy could be summarised under the following heads:

•
Getting the economic signals right

•
Getting the right technologies

•
Mobilising the finance

•
Getting the right institutions and structures (public and private)

•
Securing the engagement of consumers and the public

•
Building a European alliance and partnerships for the transition and establishing general agreement on the goals, the pace of advance and specific targets to be achieved by specific dates.

Contact: 
Ms Aleksandra Klenke
(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 98 99 – email : aleksandra.klenke@eesc.europa.eu)
5. INFORMATION SOCIETY
· A Digital Agenda for Europe

Rapporteur: Mr Thomas McDonogh (Employers – IE)

References: COM(2010) 245 final – CESE 1628/2010
Key points:
The EESC welcomes the Commission's "Digital Agenda for Europe" and supports the "Seven Pillar" action plan outlined in this Communication, but expects that all elements of the Digital Agenda will be properly elaborated in due course and looks forward to duly participating, through relevant consultations, on the various detailed aspects. 

The Committee notes, in particular, the problems of commercial, cultural, and legal fragmentation in this domain, and the persistent underinvestment in networks, ICT education and research & innovation as inhibiting the development of a vibrant digital economy in Europe. The EESC also believes that a balanced regulatory framework is needed to promote the interests of a greater number of citizens in this domain and calls upon Member States to implement with urgency directives and recommendations regarding the Digital Agenda. Furthermore, the Committee calls once more to include ubiquitous high-speed connectivity within the scope of the universal service definition, stressing that action must be taken quickly in this respect. Noting that the complexity, reduced accessibility and usability of many ICT-based products and services constitute major barriers for many people, especially the elderly and those with a physical disability, the EESC is stressing that Europe has to focus on better designing ICT products and services that can respond to the needs of an ageing society and people with disabilities, while funding should be increased for ICT skills development and for awareness-raising programmes addressed to citizens and SMEs. The Committee also recommends to encourage and support ICT products and services which are based on open standards, to explicitly include the Galileo programme in the Digital Agenda, to move quickly towards a more market-based approach to spectrum management, to accelerate the development and availability of useful online content and services, to implement an EU-wide certification scheme for e-traders, to ensure that privacy is guaranteed and that personal data are safely stored, and to put special focus on e-commerce involving children.
Last but not least, the Committee welcomes the governance and stewardship provisions included in this Communication, but expects that the Commission will elaborate a detailed implementation document for the Digital Agenda and maximise the use of ICT governance tools to support its execution. In this context, the EESC might establish a standing group which would focus continuously on the critically important development and execution of the Digital Agenda.

Contact:
Mr Georgios Karageorgos
(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 87 54 – email: georgios.karageorgos@eesc.europa.eu)

· Extending the mandate of ENISA

Category C Opinion
References: COM(2010) 520 final – 2010/0274 (COD) – CESE 1629/2010
Contact:
Mr Georgios Karageorgos
(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 87 54 – email: georgios.karageorgos@eesc.europa.eu)

· GALILEO – Access to the public regulated service

Category C Opinion
References: COM(2010) 550 final – 2010/0282 (COD) – CESE 1630/2010
Contact:
Ms Agota Bazsik
(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 86 58 – email : agota.bazsik@eesc.europa.eu)
6. FINANCE AND CAPITAL
· OTC derivatives
Rapporteur-general: Mr Edgardo Iozia (Employees – IT)
References: COM(2010) 484 final – 2010/0250 (COD) – CESE 1617/2010
Key points:
The EESC welcomes the proposal for a regulation on derivatives, unregulated markets, central counterparties and trade repositories.

The EESC agrees on both the proposal regarding central counterparties and the restrictions on short selling. Making transactions transparent, holding operators and counterparties accountable and avoiding excessive speculation: these are the necessary goals that the Commission is tackling effectively, putting in place measures to offset, at least in part, the absence of regulation that contributed to the financial crisis.
The EESC points out, however, that there are risks that must not be underestimated. They include the risk of overstressing the benefits that CCPs can bring to CDS markets in the short term. In order to tackle such risks effectively, the issues of CCP interoperability, confidential data exchange, concentration of data gathering and reporting with the central counterparty and customer involvement in CCP governance should be examined with particular care.
The EESC recommends that the European institutions: 

· swiftly adopt the regulation on OTC derivatives markets, which will restore confidence and calm to the markets and protect savers;

· complete the new regulatory system on derivatives as envisaged by the Commission;

· speed up completion of the whole institutional and regulatory architecture involved in reform of financial markets regulation.
Contact:
Maria José Lopez Grancha

(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 87 13 – email: mariajose.lopezgrancha@eesc.europa.eu)

· Credit rating agencies
Rapporteur: Mr Carmelo Cedrone (Employees – IT)

References: COM(2010) 289 final – 2010/0160 (COD) – CESE 1615/2010
Key points:
As is well known, the serious shortcomings in the regulation and supervision of international finance were among the underlying causes of the recent crisis. The crisis also eloquently showed the contradictions between a financial system and banking groups which operate as global companies while being regulated and forced to go under as bodies covered by domestic law.
The Committee takes the view that the EU has reacted actively with regard to the regulation of Credit Rating Agencies, not least with the proposal in question, stimulating similar reactions at international level. The Committee calls for this work to be pursued steadily and consistently.
The Committee also considers that swift action is needed to end the differences between the level of integration of the financial market and that of financial supervision (still in the hands of the Member States). 

However, while mindful of the complexity of the subject, the Committee regrets the delay in entry into force of the regulation. 

The EESC is also concerned about the specific nature of sovereign debt and, in particular, the failure to set up a European body for assessing sovereign debt. We look forward to the outcome of the public consultation which is now under way
.
The Committee attaches great importance to making European subsidiaries of agencies whose parent company is outside the EU subject to the new supervision rules. It also considers that restoring consumer and investor confidence in the financial market is vital.

Rating agencies can carry out effective rating of sovereign debt provided they have the proper instruments and methods and observe the rules laid down by the relevant public authorities. The Committee welcomes the fact that the relevant legislation reduces Member States' room for discretion. This will make it easier to exchange information and ensure consistency of different countries' legislation, to prevent the effects of European supervision being cancelled out.
The Committee proposes moving on from the current system of self-regulation, also at international level. The process of coordinating the various competent authorities needs to be pursued, with strict rules to apply to all devised and the certainty that they will be enforced. 
The Committee approves of the Financial Stability Board's proposal to do away with the obligation for rating agencies to rate securities in order for them to be sold.
Contact: 
Mr Siegfried Jantscher
(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 82 87 - email: siegfried.jantscher@eesc.europa.eu)
7. FREEDOM, SECURITY AND JUSTICE
· Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on the right to information in criminal proceedings  
Rapporteur-general: Mr Antonello Pezzini (Employers – IT)

References: COM(2010) 392 final – 2010/0215 (COD) – CESE 1626/2010
Key points:

The EESC welcomes the Commission's aim to develop a comprehensive package of legislation to guarantee a common set of procedural rights in the criminal proceedings of Member States.
The right to timely and accurate information is part of the EU's legal heritage and is becoming even more important as EU citizens move within the European Union. Non-EU citizens too, now entering the EU in growing numbers, should be able to identify, firstly, an EU legal culture and, secondly, clear procedures that reflect respect for individuals, even if facing criminal procedures.
The EESC believes that the approximation of national legislations, which underlies the Directive, should become the cornerstone of judicial cooperation, also in order to emphasise the Charter of Fundamental Rights, which has been incorporated in the Treaty on European Union (TFEU and TEU).
The EESC believes that safeguarding human rights through common and shared procedures undoubtedly plays a strong part in the cohesion and reinforcement of free movement within the EU.
Contact:
Mr Pierluigi Brombo 

(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 97 18 – email: pierluigi.brombo@eesc.europa.eu)
8. CODIFICATION MEASURES
· Units of measurement
Category C opinion
References: COM(2010) 507 final – 2010/0260 (COD) – CESE 1618/2010
Contact:
Luís Lobo

(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 97 17 – email: luis.lobo@eesc.europa.eu)

· Motor vehicles – permissible sound level and exhaust system
Category C opinion
References: COM(2010) 508 final – 2010/0261 (COD) – CESE 1619/2010
Contact:
Luís Lobo

(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 97 17 – email: luis.lobo@eesc.europa.eu)

· Protection structures of tractors
Category C opinion
References: COM(2010) 510 final – 2010/0264 (COD) – CESE 1620/2010
Contact:
Luís Lobo

(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 97 17 – email: luis.lobo@eesc.europa.eu)

· Indications or marks – foodstuffs
Category C opinion
References: COM(2010) 506 final – 2010/0259 (COD) – CESE 1621/2010
Contact:
Luís Lobo

(Tel.: 00 32 2 546 97 17 – email: luis.lobo@eesc.europa.eu)

_____________

EN





Rue Belliard/Belliardstraat 99 — 1040 Bruxelles/Brussel — BELGIQUE/BELGIË


Tel. +32 25469011 — Fax +32 25134893 — Internet: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eesc.europa.eu" ��http://www.eesc.europa.eu�








� 	Public consultation on Credit Rating Agencies of 5.11.2010.
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