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Document unanimously adopted by Committee C, in Eger,Heves, 14 October 2004

AER Committee C position on

Sectoral aspects of services of general interest
Gathered in Eger on 14 October 2004, at the kind invitation of the Region of Heves, Committee C members adopted the following statement:

Having regard to the White Paper on Services of General Interest (COM(2004) 374, Brussels, 12 May 2004),

Having regard to the draft answer of the AER Inter-committee working group to this White Paper (September 2004),

We, members of the AER Committee C ‘Regional policies’:

1. Underline that universal access to high-quality services provided at a reasonable price is a fundamental element for social, economic and territorial cohesion throughout the EU

2. Stress that Regions are best placed to judge the needs of their citizens and to define the most appropriate forms and structures for the provisions of services of general interest on their territory

3. Share, therefore, the views of the AER Inter-committee working group that further liberalisation of services of general interest must respect the principles of subsidiarity and neutrality and not undermine the rights and responsibilities of regional authorities to choose how to best organise, finance and monitor services provided locally

4. Would like to put forward the following considerations concerning services of general interest relevant to our Committee’s fields of activity:

4.1. As for big network industries

a. As for public (local) transports

· We consider that the deregulation process in the transport sector at the EU level, which is one of the most advanced along with other network industries such as energy, has not achieved a clear positive impact for transport users. In some cases, the efficiency of this liberalisation – in terms of safely providing high-quality transport services – can even be questioned, taking the privitisation of rail services in the UK for instance. 
· We therefore ask for a clear evaluation of the impact of the liberalisation of public transport services before any further steps be taken in this field. 

· We also consider that regional and local public transport services, provided wholly or mainly within the Regions’ defined territory, do not affect trade between Member States and therefore cannot be submitted to the same competition and State aid rules. 

· We judge, in that context, that despite the recent clarifications on State aid rules provided by the Altmark Trans case ruling, there is still legal uncertainty about what can be considered acceptable as compensation for an obligation of public services and what can not, including purely regional and local transport services.

· We regret that the recently published Monti package on rules governing compensation for public service obligations does not bring much progress in that respect: indeed, the suggested threshold for exempting public service compensation from the notification requirement does not cover transport – with the exception of low volume maritime transport services - and can therefore not be used by Regions to avoid notification requirements for the concession of their local public transport, a process which is time consuming and which lacks efficiency. We therefore ask for further clarification of rules on competition and State aid in relation to local and regional transport services. 

b. As for energy services

· As for the water sector, we note that much emphasis of the liberalisation of energy services is put on short-term investment and gain, rather than on energy savings and the need to strengthen renewable sources of supply, whereas parts of Europe are likely to have supply problems in energy (and water) in the long-term. 

· In that respect, if the policy of DG Environment in favour of renewable and clean energy sources is to be welcome, we consider that more coherence is required between these actions and the overall liberalisation process of energy services to ensure that this process does not undermine the EC policy for sustainable development 

· We therefore urge the European Commission to ensure that changes in the energy market towards more liberalisation clearly recognise the real need for long term planning and provision of energy
c. As for postal services

· We are concerned that the forthcoming review of the postal services directive, announced in the White Paper for the end of the year, might lead to increased liberalisation of this sector without full consideration of its impact, in particular for isolated, remote or sparsely populated regions. 

· We therefore urge the European Commission to wait for the results of the prospective study on the impact on universal service of full accomplishment of the internal postal market announced by the end of 2006 before taking any further steps in this direction

4.2. As for environmental services:

· We appreciate the EC’s recognition of the key role played by services of general interest in the White Paper, particularly environmental services such as those linked to water and waste sectors, in sustainable development 

· We regret, however, the current tendency to consider the provision of these services in the EU more in relation to the internal market and its completion than to the need for environmental protection and sustainable development

· It emerges clearly indeed from the White Paper that the assessment of the water sector announced by the EC for the end of the year is not made to optimise EU policy for safeguarding water environment and resources and protecting public health, but to lay the groundwork for liberalising the water sector via the setting up of a specific EU regulatory framework 

· We express our concern towards this process which seems to ignore the exceptional status of water, as underlined by the Water Framework Directive that states water is not a ‘classical’ commodity but a capital which ought to be protected

· We also question the potential economic and technical/ qualitative added-value of water sector liberalisation: about 80% of water price comes from fixed costs, so the potential for having real competition on water prices which could benefit consumers is rather small. Only big water companies could afford reducing water prices while increasing their output: this could result in the domination of water supply’s European market by few big companies, a situation of course totally opposed to the EU policy in favour of SMEs. Technically speaking, the liberalisation of the water sector would require the setting up of a common network and the mixture of various waters, which could lead to the overall debasement of water quality.

· We therefore demand that any reform related to the application of competition rules in the water sector be done in harmony/ coherence with other EU policies, particularly environmental, and under full consideration of the need for protecting the environment and citizens’ health

· Furthermore, we oppose any framework approach of the water sector at Community level which could undermine the freedom of choice of regional authorities in the organisation of their water and sewerage services

· We express the same reserves and recommendations as for any liberalisation of the waste management sector

5. Invite the AER Committee C President to forward this statement to the Secretariat of the Inter-committee working group, so that these sectoral remarks can be attached to the Inter-committee group’s paper to be submitted for adoption of the AER Bureau on 29 October in Bern

6. Welcome the choice to put services of general interest at the heart of the agenda for the AER General Assembly in Vienna (25-26 November 2004) and commit to contribute to the debate on this occasion, by taking active part, in particular, in the round tables on this issue

7. Commit also to pursue the reflection on services of general interest within the framework of Committee C

8. Welcome in particular the idea suggested by the AER Presidency to compile a guide of best practices in services of general interest for Committee C related fields (such as local/ regional public transport, water and waste management services) and commit to actively support this project by providing relevant case studies 

AC, September 04
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