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FOR INFORMATION


AER answer to the Council of Europe on enhancing local and regional democracy

I. Background

As a follow-up to the ministerial conference of the Council of Europe in Valencia (October 15-16, 2007), Finland was entrusted with preparing a report on enhancing the Council of Europe's work concerning local and regional democracy. Ms Mari Kiviniemi, Minister of Public Finance and Local Government of Finland, has asked the AER to provide input for the report. In her letter she addresses the following, non restrictive questions: 

1. How do you see the cooperation between your organisation and the Council of Europe in the field of developing local and regional democracy?

2. Do you see any specific points of unnecessary overlap or interesting synergies?

3. In what direction should the activities of the CoE and other international organisations be steered in the future in the field of local and regional democracy? 

The following paragraphs address the answers to the above questions in highlighting some of the most important principles the AER has lobbied for in the past (see AER Declaration on Regionalism, 1996 and the AER Report on Regional Democracy, 2006).

II. Respect, monitor and implement core principles of regional governance (Answer to question 3)

The regional level is increasing in importance across Europe, in terms of the steady trend of transferring competences and responsibilities from the national to the regional level and in terms of the increasing role of the regions in European politics. However, there is still a need to strengthen regional democracy in many European countries. Therefore, it is crucial that the Council of Europe, as the core institution fostering regional democracy:

· Clarifies in its work that regions are the level of decision-making closest to the citizens and a strong point of reference and source of information for the citizens in a globalised world. They play a key role in transferring and explaining policies to the citizens.
 

· Emphasises that the principle of subsidiarity is implemented in all countries of the wider Europe.

· Monitors that basic tenets underpinning the organisation of regional structures are respected, including a proper legal status for regional authorities, basic division of powers between a representative assembly and an executive body, the direct election of regional politicians and the free exercise of regional functions. 

· Adopts a legal instrument on regional democracy, namely the European Charter for Regional Democracy.

· Secures that the regional identity and diversity of regional structures will be respected.

In its report “Regionalism across Europe”, the AER has identified a number of areas in which the following principles set out in the AER Declaration on Regionalism are not universally adhered to: 

· The status of a region can only be altered in cooperation with the region concerned (Art 1.3)

· Direct election of members of the regional assembly (Art 2.3)

· Harmonisation of actions taken by regions within one state in specific areas of competence (Art 3.5)

· Participation of regions in the legislative bodies of the state (Art 7.1)

· The right of regions to conclude cross-border agreements in order to develop their cooperation, within the limits of their powers

· The right of regions to establish joint deliberative or executive bodies for the purpose of cross-border cooperation

· The right of regions to influence EU policies through their own EU institution, not just a consultative body (Art 12.61)

· The right of regions to manage EU funds themselves (Art 12.6)

· The right of regions to enter into agreements designed to improve the implementation of EU policies (Art 12.7)

· The right of regions to bring proceedings before the European Court of Justice where measures taken by the EU affect their powers and interests (Art 12.8)

Answer to questions 1 and 2: Overlaps, Synergies and Cooperation

The AER welcomes the new cluster approach of the Council of Europe allowing members to discuss and share experience on specific subjects. Furthermore, the AER suggests to: 

· Improve cooperation among regional associations in order to ensure that work does not overlap and in order to work more efficiently. The Council of Europe could assume a coordinating role.

· Improve coordination between the Council of Europe’s own institutions (Congress, Parliamentary Assembly, CDLR)

· Consider providing grants for cooperation projects in democratising countries in order to transfer expertise to these countries.

svh, April 28th 2008

� A recent study by the European Commission (Flash Eurobarometer 234) suggests that almost all citizens welcome that EU Regional Policy gives Member States and Regions the right to decide their own strategies and projects.
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