AER Bureau meeting - Fribourg, 14-15 May 2009 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I would like to welcome you on behalf of the Institutional Affairs committee. In the following minutes I will give you a short report on the activities carried out by the Standing Committee throughout the last months. I will also brief you on the latest policy developments on European level relevant for the regions and would like the bureau to approve the AER position on the Eastern Partnership.

European Institutions and European citizenship

As you certainly know 2009 is a crucial year for the European institutions. The European Parliament will be elected in June for the 7th time in its 30 years of existence, a new European Commission college has to be put in place, and the future of the Lisbon Treaty has to be decided. The European Union claims to be the second largest democracy in the world. However, in the context of the current recession and economic crisis, fears of a low voter turn out and a substantial intake of political extremists to the next parliament grow. We know that regions play a key role when it comes to bridging the gap between Europe and its citizens. On the eve of the European Parliament elections, the Standing Committee has been committed through various events and initiatives to promote European citizenship and clear communication from the European institutions. 

In March this year, for example, we have organised a communication atelier in which keynote speakers such as  MEP Jo Leinen, Chairman of the Constitutional Affairs committee in the European Parliament, the European Ombudsman and other representatives from the European institutions and media discussed the upcoming elections, transparency of the European institutions and the role of the regions.  

We have also organised a debate between the AER presidium members and the leaders of the European political groups in the European parliament in Strasbourg in order to question the MEP’s positions on such issues like Cohesion policy, Lisbon treaty, involvment of young people in politics. Graham Watson, British MEP and leader of the Liberal group in the European Parliament, ensured participants of his conviction that Europe needs to be build up from the bottom. Hannes  Swoboda, Austrian Vice-Chairman of the European Socialist group, called upon the regions to work more closely together with the MEPs. As a conclusion it seems that such dialogues between MEPs and regional representatives should be organised on a regular basis in order to exchange opinions and information and to connect different policy making levels.

To highlight the importance of the European Parliament elections the Standing committee will also dedicate the 3rd edition of the AER Communication Award to the topic of the European elections. For the third time the AER will honour and promote those regions which have excellent communication strategies helping to make the European elections relevant and comprehensive to the citizens.  

In order to connect in particular young people with Europe we will continue this year with the successful competition “Do you speak European?”. Designed as a public speaking and personal expression contest on the topic of Europe, the ’Do You Speak European?’ competition gives young people the opportunity to explore for themselves what it means to be a part of Europe. The first edition of this competition attracted 36 regions from 11 countries. Winner of the Grand European Final organised by Brussels capital in December 2008 was the region of Dolj from Romania.  In the beginning of September 2009 we launch the 2nd edition of this competition and I would like to invite all regions to engage their young people in this competition. The Grand European Final will take place in Spring 2010 in Brussels. The whole competition will be organised in media partnership with the Europarlament TV Youth Channel. 

Please inform the AER secretariat if you would like to participate in the ‘Do you speak European competition’ or apply for the AER Communicating Europe Award. 

Regional Democracy:

Whereas there will be significant institutional changes on the European Union agenda, less changes can be expected on the regional level. In particular I am referring here to the European Charter of Regional Democracy promoted by the Congress in the Council of Europe which called for a legally binding document setting out the scope, rights and tasks of the regions throughout Europe. 

European Memberstates did not approve of such a legally binding document. Instead it has now been decided to prepare a reference framework document on regional democracy in close co-operation with the Congress. The main objective of this framework document is to guide institutional reforms at regional level, also with regard to the establishment of new regions. In order to prepare the framework document two workshops will be organised.  

It is important for AER members to note that the new reference framework document on regional democracy will not be a legally binding document as foreseen by the Draft European Charter on Regional democracy. However the AER will ensure that its positions, based on its own Declaration on Regionalism, will be included in the new framework document.

Eastern Dimension of European Politics
Let me now come to my final point. 2009 is not only a year of many institutional changes on European level, it is also a year of remembrance. It will see the 20th anniversary of the fall of the Iron curtain and the 5th anniversary of EU-accession of countries from the former Communist block. In this context the European Commission has launched a new partnership initiative with countries from the wider Europe formerly belonging to the Soviet Union - the so called Eastern Partnership (EaP). 

Let me briefly outline what this Eastern Partnership is all about: The Eastern Partnership is a new EU framework policy scheme to improve cooperation between the EU and its Eastern partners - including: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine, Belarus (which will so far participate at a technical level only). Initial promoters of the new scheme were Poland and Sweden, backed by Czech Presidency. 

The EaP seeks to complement the European Neighbourhood Policy and to support further economic development as well as greater democratic governance and stability in the Eastern Neighbourhood of the EU. It will include high level meetings on Heads of States and Governments, Foreign Minister and senior officials level. Topics to be discussed will include energy security, mobility, including visa free travel, economic development and contacts between people. A major institution and capacity builing programme will be launched, furthermore instruments for interregional cooperation based on the EU Cohesion policy model will be put in place.  All these activities will be complemented by additional funding. 

In your documents you will find an AER position on the Eastern Partnership. It argues for an active involvment of the regional level in the designing and implementation of the EaP, the allocation of enough resources to the regional level, a targeted training for regional authorities and the right framework  conditions for interregional cooperation.  

The AER is already acting as a platform of cooperation between regions from the EU and non-EU members from the wider Europe. I therefore believe that the AER should prepare itself to play an important role in making the Eastern Partnership a success and to be firmly committed to contribute to the economic and social development of regions and countries in the Eastern Neighbourhood. If there are no opposite comments  I would like to ask the bureau to approve the position. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for your comments (approval). The Standing Committee will inform you about futher activities regarding the new Eastern Partnership.

I thank you for your attention.

