AER draft position on the EC proposal for the renewed tourism policy guidelines

First of all, the Assembly of European welcomes the approach adopted by DG Enterprise and Industry, which launched this consultation on the renewed tourism policy guidelines. Due to the tight time schedule, this document remains an internal paper and should not be published without the AER’s explicit assent.

Considering the main guidelines of the renewed tourism policy, the Assembly of European Regions,

Welcomes the whole approach by the European Commission, bearing in mind that the EU executive has no direct competence in the field of tourism;

Acknowledges that coordination and cooperation are key tools for improving Europe’s attractiveness and ensure the sustainable development of tourism policy;

Agrees with the three main sets of action announced by Mr Verheugen, in particular better policy coordination and specific tourism-related actions;

Fully shares the analysis formulated by the Commissioner regarding the importance of partnership and close cooperation as well exchange of experience and knowledge transfers;

Regrets however the limited involvement of Regional and local authorities in the partnerships and working groups on tourism at EU level.

The AER has the following comments on the suggested sets of action:

1- Better regulation and policy coordination

Better regulation should not only mean simplifying existing rules, but also clarifying and making them understandable to all citizens and tourism stakeholder. 

The AER welcomes that Mr Verheugen recognised the integration of tourism within other Community policies as a priority. As he stated, it is essential to make sure that there is an adequate coordination of the various policy initiatives that may impact on tourism.

In particular, as underlined by the Commissioner, coordination with transport policy is central to the development of tourism, in particular in new and future EU Member States. Accessibility is indeed a key element without which the Regions cannot set up any successful long-term tourism strategy.

2- Improved use of available European financial instruments

The AER agrees that there are already enough instruments within structural funds to support tourism initiatives and hopes that in the next programming period 2007-2013, the European Commission will continue ensuring that tourism benefits from the Structural Funds.

However, there should be more transparency towards tourism stakeholders and Regional governments in this respect: DG Enterprise has made an effort to better inform them on what possibilities and opportunities they can take advantage of. However, much remains to be done to ensure full transparency and equal access to the information for EU tourism actors. 

In particular, the website of the European Commission on tourism should be available in more languages than just English.

3- Actions addressing specific tourism-related issues

The Tourism Sustainability Group is a very interesting initiative taken by the European Commission two years ago. It would be useful to have yearly reports produced in order to assess the concrete contribution of this group to the European tourism policy. 

Regarding specific actions to be taken and specific areas to focus on, all the aspects touched by the Commissioner are extremely relevant. However, some key challenges of EU tourism are missing from this list and here are three of them:

· Labelling is a strong tool that the EU has the possibility to sponsor and promote: it ensures quality tourism, on the condition that it is properly controlled. Not only destination labels are to be supported, but also food products, accommodation certifications etc. In particular, labels are essential for rural areas, which often need quality/green tourism to find new dynamics for their economies.

· The maintenance of services of general interest in rural areas is crucial if they are to become potential tourism destinations.

· Finally, seasonality is an issue to focus on. Even if the tourism industry changes, in particular due to the growth in the number of senior tourists, seasonality remains a central problem, especially in sea and mountain resorts. This issue needs to be taken into account when defining specific tourism-related actions. 

Concluding remarks

The AER emphasises the critical importance of sustainability in tourism, in a context of increasing competition from other parts of the world. Environment-friendly and socially sustainable tourism is today the most salient comparative advantage of European destinations and must remain a priority.

The Assembly of European Regions is ready to contribute to the improvement of coordination in a view to promote sustainable tourism and to bring its support to the European Commission in the definition of adequate guidelines.

