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  The plenary session of 22 and 23 January 2003 was attended by 

Mr Akis Tsohatzopoulos, Greek Minister for Development, on behalf of the Presidency-in-Office of 

the Council of the European Union, and by Mrs Loyola de Palacio, Vice-President of the European 
Commission. 
 

  Mr  Tsohatzopoulos presented the programme of the Greek presidency and 

Mrs  Loyola de Palacio presented the Commission's working programme, with particular emphasis on 

transport issues. Also speaking at the session were: Mr Jinhua Chen, President of the Chinese 
Economic and Social Council, Vice-President of the National Committee of the Chinese People's 

Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), and Mr Bas Treffers , Vice-President of the European 
Disability Forum. 
 

1. COMPETITION AND TAXATION 
 

• XXXIst Report on Competition Policy 2001 
 

Rapporteur: Mr Barros Vale  (Employers–P) 

 
– References: COM(2002) 462 final – CESE 69/2003 

 

– Key points: 
 

  The Committee reaffirms the importance of enforcing competition rules as one of the 
central elements in the economic functioning of the single market and as one of the Commission's key 
tasks. Emphasis is placed on the essential role of competition policy in establishing an ever more 
balanced and equitable framework which becomes more forceful the more the economy becomes 
globalised. 
 
  With a view to the forthcoming enlargement, the Committee feels it is vital that the 
Commission focus greater attention on the candidate countries so as to ensure that the same rules are 
applied, with the same effectiveness, throughout the EU. 
 
  In its opinion the Committee comments in detail on various aspects of competition, 
such as: 
 
– the preparations of the candidate countries with regard to competition; 
 
– enhancing the internal market and guaranteeing a level playing field for enterprises; 
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– the fact that notifications are not compulsory and that agreements are always assumed to be legal, 
with a view to consistency in implementing these competition rules; 

 
– vital need to increase and extend the Commission's powers of investigation; 
 
– automatic Community competence; 
 
– cooperation between the relevant bodies in the various countries and/or economic blocs responsible 

for controlling competition; 
 
– agreements of minor importance ("de minimis") and reduction of administrative formalities; 
 
– establishment of mechanisms to make competition more intense, especially in highly regulated 

markets; 
 
– publicising the laws on competition widely and information for the general public on how to report 

infringements; 
 
– competition between SMEs and big companies, between outlying and/or disadvantaged regions and 

geographically more advantaged regions, between rich and poor countries, and between the 
European legal framework and accounting regulations and those of North America; 

 
– the revision of the EU merger regulation and cooperation with international authorities; 
 
– the involvement of national authorities in mergers; 
 
– effective control over state aids to ensure that funds are used efficiently; 
 
– information on state aid being difficult to access because unavailable in more than one language or 

because of the way it is structured; 
 
– the lack of any cooperation between the various Commission DGs to forge a concerted policy to 

promote free competition. 
 

– Contact :  Mr João Pereira dos Santos 
  (Tel.: 00 32 2 546 92 45 – e-mail: joao.pereiradossantos@esc.eu.int) 
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• Tax arrangements for diesel fuel 
Rapporteur: Mr Levaux (Employers–F) 

 
– References: COM(2002) 410 final – 2002/0191 (CNS) – CESE 73/2003 
 
– Key points: 
 
  The EESC approves all the provisions of the proposal for a Directive but adds some 
additional proposals, which may be summed up in the following four provisions: 
 
– a reduction of one or two years in the transitional period, with the aim of achieving a central 

Community rate of excise duty by 2008 or 2009;  
 
– the introduction of a system of charges - similar to the system applied in Switzerland - which would 

be levied on non-EU HGVs entering the EU; the receipts from such charges would accrue to the 
EU budget; 

 
– the establishment of a European Infrastructure Fund financed by a European tax of one cent per 

litre on fuel and the charges levied on non-EU HGVs entering the EU;  
 
– entrusting the management of the funds so collected to the European Investment Bank in order to 

enable it to provide grants and interest rebates on loans to facilitate the implementation of the 
priority transport infrastructure projects. 

 

− Contact :  Mme Katarina Lindahl 
  (Tel.: 00 32 2 546 92 54 - e-mail : katarina.lindahl@esc.eu.int) 

 
 

2. AGRICULTURE AND ENVIRONMENT 
 

• Sustainable use of pesticides 
 

 Rapporteur: Mr Nilsson (Various interests-S) 

 
– References: COM(2002) 349 final – CESE 68/2003 

 

– Key points: 
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  The EESC supports the Commission's effort to draw up a thematic strategy on the 
sustainable use of pesticides along the lines set out in the Commission communication. The strategy 
should combine existing and supplementary measures, to be implemented in an organic and coherent 
way so as to avoid overlaps that could lead to confusion over roles or to excessive cost increases for 
economic operators. Mention should be made of crop protection, which can be secured through the use 
of pesticides, and the risks and benefits of which must be assessed on a sound scientific basis.  
 
  The new measures to be proposed in the future strategy should include: 
 
– common EU criteria and guidelines, although the practical details of the action programme must be 

determined at national level to allow for tailoring of general criteria to local circumstances; 
 
– training for, and advice to, farmers, farmworkers, seasonal workers and other users in order to 

reduce environmental and health risks, part-funded through a fair levy on pesticides which should 
preferably also be introduced in third countries to avoid distortion of competition; and 

 
– focusing attention primarily on reducing pesticide-related risks, which may also involve reducing the 

quantities of chemicals used, particularly when tailored to national, regional and local requirements. 
 
  The revision of Directive 91/414/EEC concerning the placing on the market of plant 
protection products is welcomed, and aspects such as the substitution principle and regional tests are 
regarded as positive. 
 

– Contact:  Mr Johannes Kind 
  (Tel.: 32 2 546 9111 – e-mail: Johannes.kind@esc.eu.int) 
 
 

3. COMMUNICATION STRATEGY 
 

• Information and communication strategy for the European Union 
 
Rapporteur-general: Mr Ehnmark (Employees–S) 

 

– References: COM(2002) 350 final - CESE 72/2003 
 

– Key points: 
 
  The European Union is entering a crucial period of change. Its citizens do not feel well 
informed about the activities of the EU and about the changes taking place or being debated. In order 
to ameliorate the situation, the European Commission has presented a proposal for a new and 
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reinvigorated information and communication policy, identifying four priority information topics, and 
aiming for better coordination in the information work between the EU level and the national level. 
 
  The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) welcomes the proposal. It is a 
good platform for further development of the information and communication work. However, the 
EESC has three main points of consideration: 
 
– the strategy does not give attention to the role that the social partners and organised civil society 

can play in the total information and communication work on EU activities; 
 
– the proposed four information topics are well chosen, but environment and sustainable development 

are missing from the list; 
 
– the strategy should more clearly also target the education sector and youth groups. 
 
  Finally, the EESC emphasises that attention should be paid to everyday issues, as they 
concretise on individual level what the EU is doing. The EESC will itself further develop its information 
and communication work. 
 

− Contact :  Mr Vasco de Oliveira 
 (Tel.: 00 32 2 546 9396 - e-mail: Vasco Oliveira@esc.eu.int) 

 
 

4. LANGUAGE AND CULTURE  
 

• Language learning and linguistic diversity 
 

Rapporteur-general: Mrs Heinisch (Various Interests–D) 
 

− References: SEC(2004) 1234 final – CESE 71/2003 
 

− Key points: 
 
  The EESC considers it positive and forward-looking that the Commission does not 
regard the European years (of lifelong learning and languages) as isolated activities, but has rather 
evaluated their results and incorporated them into the education programmes. The EESC supports this 
approach. 
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  The EESC therefore welcomes the promotion of language learning throughout the EU. 
Languages must not be allowed to become frontiers or barriers to global integration and 
communication. 
 
  The EU must react to the coming challenge in a multilingual way. Only in this way can 
the cultural identity of peoples, regional diversity and thus the cultural richness of Europe be 
maintained. And at the same time this will do justice to the principle of subsidiarity. 
 
  It is the job of the EESC to promote and facilitate worker mobility and to ensure that 
reciprocal understanding and solidarity are no longer hindered by language barriers, whilst however 
maintaining Europe's linguistic and cultural diversity. All Europe's languages have the same cultural 
value. 
 

− Contact : Stefania Barbesta 
   (Tel.: 00 32 2 546 95 10 - e-Mail: stefania.barbesta@esc.eu.int) 

 
 

5. INSURANCE 
 

• Annual accounts – insurance companies 
 
Rapporteur-general: Mr Ravoet (Employers-B) 

 
– References : COM(2002) 259 final – 2002 – CESE 91/2003 

 

– Contact:  Mr João Pereira dos Santos 
  (Tel.: 00 32 2 546 92 45 – e-mail: joao.pereiradossantos@esc.eu.int) 

 
 

6. RESEARCH 
 

• Chemical substances 
 
Rapporteur-general: Mr Bedossa (Various Interests–F) 
 

– References: COM(2002) 530 final – 2002/0231 COD – CESE 75/2003 
 

– Contact :  Mr João Pereira dos Santos 
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   (Tel.: 00 32 2 546 92 45 – e-mail: joao.pereiradossantos@esc.eu.int) 
 
 

• Good laboratory practice 
 
Rapporteur-general: Mr Bedossa (Various Interests-F) 
 

– References: COM(2002) 529 final – 2002/0233 COD – CESE 74/2003 
 

– Contact: Mr João Pereira dos Santos 
  (Tel.: 00 32 2 546 92 45 – e-mail: joao.pereiradossantos@esc.eu.int) 

 
 

_______________________ 


