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AER DEBATE: Regions cross-examine Europe: Discussion with leaders of the European Parliament Groups

4th May, Strasbourg

19.00-20.30 

Report

On 4th May 2009 AER organised the debate between the leaders of political groups from the European Parliament and the AER politicians. 

Debate took place in the presence of following panelists:  

Gisela KALLENBACH (GREENS/EFA, IT)

Hannes SWOBODA (PES, AT)

Graham WATSON (ALDE, UK)

Jan OLBRYCHT (EPP­ED, PL)

Roy PERRY, Councillor, Hampshire county council, (UK) 

Brian GREENSLADE, Councillor, Devon county council, (UK) 

Urs   WÜTHRICH­PELLOLI, Minister for Education, Culture and Sport of Basel­Landschaft (CH) 

Lisbeth KIRK, Editor EU Observer was a moderator of the debate. 

_________________________________________________

Introduction speeches

Lisbeth Kirk opened the debate with a short introduction and a presentation of all panelists. Monica Frassoni has sent apologies for not being able to attend; she was replaced by Gisela Kallenbach (GREENS/EFA,DE). 
Urs Wüthrich-Pelloli opened the debate by welcoming the audience. He continued by giving a short presentation about his region Basel Landschaft which is not part of the EU, but closely linked to the European community. His region is in favor of more financial autonomy and also of clearly regulated involvement of regions in national politics. According to Mr. Wüthrich-Pellioli federalism is not the end in itself, but it is a very good concept enhancing regional development. 

What should be done in order to promote the regions?

Graham Watson (MEP/ALDE) answered on behalf of the Liberal group. He said that such debates between MEPs and representatives from the regions are very important. A European public space, so Watson, does not yet exist, but it must be created. Europe has to be built from the ground (no top down approach) and that is where the regions come in. Watson furthermore argued that the Lisbon Treaty should go further in this context and give, for example, the Committee of Regions a more powerful statute than it has now. The second important issue, so Watson, is the Cohesion Policy claiming almost the biggest part of the European budget (€347 billion spent in 2009). ALDE believes, so Watson, that a substantial improvement in the management of this money should be made. Watson reminded the audience of the ‘Jean Marie BEAUPUY-report’ in which the importance of improving the principles of participation and decentralization wherever possible is mentioned. As a concrete result of that report the European Commission has agreed to create an Erasmus type program to better share best practices. 
In the framework of the debate on the cohesion policy reforms, Watson mentioned that ALDE will focus on three questions:  
1. How could regions better benefit from the Structural funds?
2. How can cohesion and sectoral policies be strengthened?

3. How can a Europe wide cohesion policy be improved?

Gisela Kallenbach, (MEP/GREENS) representing the Green party, said that associations/institutions such as the AER, CoR or Eurocities are very useful in bringing Europe closer to the regions. She emphasized furthermore that the principle of subsidiarity, the principle of solidarity and the partnership principle are cornerstones of European territorial policies. 

What were the most important EU policies for the regions?

Brian Greenslade answered on behalf of his region Devon county, UK.  He mentioned that Devon had a long and productive association with EU and MEPs, like Graham Watson. Politicians from Devon do involve themselves in European activities thanks to the AER. In addition he mentioned the effective use of the structural funds 1999/2000 which were used successfully to regenerate the economy. On the rhetorical question ‘What should Europe be doing?’ he answered himself ‘Understanding more the issues’. According to Greenslade regions need to invest more in knowledge-based technologies. He would also like to see regions playing a larger part in European decision-making. “It is in regions where a lot of the actions take place and it is this political level to which citizens can relate to”. 
Is the best way for European integration to work in common projects?

Hannes Swoboda (MEP/PES) answered on behalf of the Socialist group. He said that projects such as a recent European project in the city of Vienna can be very viable. When well selected, projects can really advance development. However, to develop projects only, because there is some money available should not be the only reason for supporting European projects. A stricter rule about the distribution of the money for European projects should be put in place. Finally, Mr. Swoboda argued that regions should come more often to the EP and demand the things they would like to see done and to make proposals. 
What are the problems of the Structural Funds today in Europe in particular when it comes to the controlling of the funds (taking into consideration the case in the new Eastern member states)?

Jan Olbrycht (MEP, EPP-ED) argued that it is a stereotype that Eastern European countries do not properly manage European funds. In Eastern European countries, so Olbrycht, there is much more control on the spending than in some older European member states. In a more general observation Olbrycht remarked that the question of regional competences within the different European countries is not a popular question among member states and nobody really wants to tackle it. However, it is important to cooperate and debate the question of a European regional (cohesion) policy. Olbrycht argued that European cohesion policy is important for the regions, because it makes them stronger and enables them to face the upcoming challenges such as climate change. More precisely Olbrycht mentioned that European money should not be distributed to administrative regions, but to functional regions. There should also be no reduction of Objective 2 in the future development. He also insisted on the fact that regions and cities should play a bigger role in the European policy level. 

Roy Perry representing Hampshire County Council remarked: ‘It is important to do less better’. According to him the EU is failing in that respect. Europe remains remote, certainly to the UK. In the Lisbon Treaty the EU has simplified itself and now the EU needs to find good winds to get the people on side and to convince them about the European project. There are great needs for Europe to cooperate with each other. The EU needs to look at the young people and certainly the regions. 
Questions and debate

Everybody speaks about the Lisbon Treaty, but it is not here yet. What is the place of the regions in the Treaty of Lisbon? What will happen if the Lisbon Treaty is not approved?  If the EU gives more power to regions,, how is the problem of the different national systems to be solved?
Graham Watson (MEP/ALDE) agreed that the Lisbon treaty is not really doing much for the regions. But, so Watson, the citizens’ initiative is an important step from the point of view of the citizens. It is a small step and it will take a while, but it is a beginning.

Hannes Swoboda (MEP/PES) questioned whether there should be a change in the institutional national-regional structures of the different countries in Europe. There are different traditions and they should be kept.  More important is the question, so Swoboda, of what the regions are doing for Europe? Sometimes they do nothing and they are not even mentioning the EU at all. According to Swoboda the institutional problems should not be exaggerated and the regions should act more to bring Europe to the regions and the citizens.

Gisela Kallenbach (MEP/GREENS-EFA) argued that it would be a catastrophe if the Lisbon treaty will not be approved. The principle of subsidiarity enshrined in the treaty is very important.  

Jan Olbrycht (MEP/EPP-ED) answered frankly that he does not know what will happen if the Lisbon treaty will not be approved. On the other questions he answered that according to him trying to unify the political systems in Europe is naïve. However, through the Lisbon treaty national member states should be obliged to consider regions as partners, no matter what the internal structure of the state is. Finally he cautiously noted that there is a big danger of a division between strong and week member states in the EU.
Urs Wüthrich-Pellioli argued that there should not be a single model of governance in Europe. The regional models we have in Europe, so Wüthrich-Pellioli, have developed throughout a long period of time and therefore there should be no efforts made to unify these regional structures in the various member states throughout Europe. However, regions should be in a position to be allowed to organize not all but some aspects of public services and governance. 

Brian Greenslade reiterated what has been said and emphasized that no matter whether the Lisbon treaty is ratified or not, the diversity of Europe has to be recognized and celebrated. Greenslade admitted though that regions are not good in communicating what Europe is all about. There is still an enormous amount of what has to be done in this regard, so Greenslade.  

Roy Perry argued that there is not such a big problem if there is no constitution reminding participants that the UK survived without a constitution for a very long time. The Lisbon treaty, so Perry, will not solve all problems. He furthermore argued that it should not be said ‘Europe is important, because we get money’, since Europe means much more than that. Finally Perry argued that the Lisbon treaty is important, but the question of the economic crisis is much more important.  

How can regions help to contribute to solve the crisis? Does it bring Europe closer together or the opposite?

Hannes Swoboda (MEP/PES) said that he did not know how problems on the regional level could be solved. National governments and the EU must however support regions very much. According to him jobs and a green economy need to be created. Regions should be provided with new pilot projects. This is something where governments and EU could do much more.

Jan Olbrycht (MEP/EPP-ED) asked the question: “How many regions will use the last EP decision on energy efficiency in the housing area?”. The decision is made, so Olbrycht, but how are regions going to use it in times of crisis is unclear. Regions need to take up the decisions and proposals made at European level. 
Gisela Kallenbach (MEP/GREENS-EFA) argued that apart from the economic crisis, there is also the challenge of climate change and demographic change. These are also important issues that should be worked out together with the regions, so Kallenbach.
How should Europe be communicated to young people? Should there be more invested into youth projects/programs or into communication? What is done by the MEPS to attract young people to Europe?

Gisela Kallenbach (MEP/GREENS-EFA) said that in her opinion young people do not understand that it is only Europe that allows them to travel and to work or to study in other countries. The EU is spending too much in structural funds and too little in education and exchange program for young people. 

Jan Olbrycht (MEP/EPP-ED) admitted that the communication policy of the European Union is very weak as the little interests in the European elections and the small participation of young people show. It should be changed, but nobody knows how, he added. He suggested to spent more money for concrete actions such as the Erasmus program. He argued though that it is important to make these programs easily available and more accessible. Furthermore he mentioned the use of new ways of communication such as the internet, youtube and facebook in order to communicate with young people. But, he carefully added, it is necessary to communicate in smart way and not to make propaganda as it can lead to the opposite effect. 

Roy Perry suggested in the end of the debate that the European Parliament premises in Strasbourg should be used as a university for European students.  
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