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The challenges ahead

Activity Report by Riccardo Illy (Friuli Venezia Giulia-I), AER President

I was quite busy in my first year of activity for the Assembly of European Regions (AER). I had been told that I would need to commit between about five and seven days during the year, however I spent many more days on the AER, all of a high level of satisfaction. To start with I would like to draw your attention on the challenges that the AER is facing for the future.

EU enlargement and deepening

First of all, the ratification of the European Constitution has stalled and we believe that in the meantime it will be mainly for the regions to play a crucial role in facilitating European integration and further enlargement. Enlargement to Romania and Bulgaria is already foreseen for 2007. Croatia started negotiations for membership few weeks ago and the country is likely to join in 2008, or more probably in 2009. Negotiations with Turkey have also started and will probably take 10 years or so to complete. Additionally, other countries have started negotiation for association to the European Union (EU), such as Serbia and Montenegro and Bosnia‑Herzegovina. We believe that the regions have to facilitate the changes required in the European Union of both enlargement and deepening, with the hope that the process of ratification of the European Constitution will start again in the near future, hopefully thanks to better information of the EU citizens on the benefits of participating in the EU. This will also be a task for the regions. 

Financial perspectives 2007-2013

Another major issue lies in the lack of agreement on the financial perspectives 2007-2013 of the European Union. We have been lobbying the European Council, the Parliament and the European Commission to increase the previous percentage of GDP taking into account the needs of en enlarged Europe. We also have called upon the European institutions for extensive use of these financial resources to cohesion and increasingly to research, development and innovation.

The Lisbon Strategy

The Lisbon Strategy ought to be considered by every Member State and each region, not only by the European Commission because it is a right strategy. However, few Member States are fulfilling the Lisbon principles that aim at building a new competitive European area and fostering innovation of companies. We therefore call on the European Commission to establish a new instrument for Member States to carry out the Lisbon Strategy, with an effective role for the regions.

The role of the citizens

We believe that there is a gap between the citizens and Europe. We are consequently proposing that the role of the citizens towards the European Union should increase in respect of the Member States. The EU is a union of Member States and of citizens. At present, the Member States are more important than citizens and we believe that we have to grow the role of citizens in Europe.

Greater powers for the regions

Finally, we stress the need for increasing the role of the regions in European Union policy making. We believe that while the EU cannot, and should not, interfere with the decisions of Member States, there should be at least a recommendation to the Member States to accomplish the principle of subsidiarity, giving more powers to regions, including legislative powers where these do not yet exist. This would be helpful in building a better Europe in the future and eliminating the existing gap between citizens and Europe itself.

Activities during the year

Over the last year, we had several important meetings. There was a meeting with President Barroso on 3rd March in Brussels. The key point covered was the next steps to European integration that can only be represented by inter‑regional co‑operation and the need to empower the regions. We also spoke about the European Constitution and the need for regions to allow greater facilitation of cross‑border and international co‑operation. We therefore asked for prompt approval of the European Grouping for Cross‑border Co‑operation Regulation (EGCC). We spoke about the Lisbon Strategy and services of general interest, indicating our agreement on the need for a higher level of liberalisation, although excluding some social services such as healthcare, social assistance and culture. We also covered taxes and pensions, regional airports, the structural dialogue and genetically modified organisms (GMOs).

On the same day, conference on cohesion and the Lisbon Agenda were held in Brussels, organised by the European Commission, where I represented the AER position.

Meetings on structural dialogue were held on 24th February and 17th November, attended by Onno Hoes XE "Honor Hoss" , President of one of the AER Committees and Karl Heinz Lambertz XE "Karl Heinz Lambertz" , Minister‑President of the German‑speaking Community in Belgium. We presented our view on cohesion policy, innovation and the European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI). While the structural dialogue is important and useful, I feel that there are too many associations speaking and the time allocated for presenting our proposals is extremely short. I wonder, therefore, if we should propose to the other associations that the AER should become a confederation of associations, so that it can represent the needs and proposals of all the European regions, whether they be border, Mediterranean, legislative regions or whatever.

We had a conference of Presidents of regions with legislative power on 21st November, where the AER Secretary General presented our position. In Besançon, we had a celebration to mark the 20th anniversary of Eurodyssey, which I attended. Additionally, my region decided to join the programme and I believe that this can be a really important tool to facilitate the creation of a European citizenship. The programme is being taken forward by a couple of regions and there is an exchange of young workers, giving them the chance to receive training in a region of another State, speak another language and learn other cultures. This really represents the deep spirit of the AER. I would call on all other members of the AER to participate in Eurodyssey next year.

We had a conference on regional democracy in Vojvodina (SCG) on 2nd March, covering the importance of supporting the development of regional democracy in South‑Eastern Europe and promoting the concept of strong regions. Our aim there was also to help Vojvodina attain a higher level of autonomy in the state of Serbia and Montenegro, something what the region enjoyed in the past.

2005 edition of the AER Summer School and Youth Summer School, of which Friuli Venezia Giulia is a member of the organising committee, was also held in South‑Eastern Europe, in Mostar (Bosnia Herzegovina), a really symbolic place for such events, where we made a decision on mainstreaming young people within the AER.

Key achievements

The main achievement of the AER during the last year was mainly an increased political profile. The improved quality of the recommendations and proposals prepared by the AER Committees had a direct impact on European policy making processes, such as the European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument, the Instrument for Pre‑accession Assistance, the European Grouping and Cross‑border Co‑operation and the Guidelines for Regional Airports, where our precise request for exemption of the smallest airports from the new rules on state aids was accepted.

We think that we improved the co‑operation with all the other organisations, which is why I proposed previously to transform the AER into a confederation of associations of regions. Some of them are already members of the AER; the ideal would be that all of them would be members.

We reinforced the role of regions in South‑Eastern Europe, achieving a sharp increase in membership in Bosnia‑Herzegovina, Croatia and Ukraine. Now the AER is able to help in reinforcing regional democracy in these countries and in preparing for closer co‑operation with the European Union. We also organised concrete projects such as peer reviews.

Finally, we gave a new sense of vision and strategic direction for the organisation, setting up a taskforce to look in detail at the future direction of the AER. We believe that after 20 years it is crucial to understand what the expectations of our members are. We therefore organised a survey, which had a response rate of about 50% of the regions. This allows us now to better respond to the expectations of our members and to better organise the work of our Committees.

Future prospects

We believe that we have to work much more closely to meet the challenges that Europe is facing today. These include issues such as globalisation, knowledge society, demographic changes, environmental protection, the new security threats, the disengagement of citizens from politics, and social disintegration and urban violence, of which, unfortunately, we had some examples in France last November.

We also should give more assistance to accession and pre‑accession regions. We will therefore have increased activities in Central and South-Eastern Europe, as well as in Turkey, through practical projects, mentoring and advice to both regions and Member States.

We will have an active involvement in the different programmes and Committees, which we ask of all members. 

Additionally, we have to identify and promote champions for each of our subjects. For example, we might promote a prize for the most innovative regions, to give a clear sign and promotion of the principles of the Lisbon Agenda and the willingness of our members to promote this. We also need to promote our campaigns, programmes and projects better.

Finally, I hope that in 2006 we will be able to increase membership, as happened in 2005, and possibly to bring back members, such as some of the German Länder. 

_________________

The AER finances

Activity Report by Brian Greenslade (Devon-UK), Vice-President Treasurer

The accounts for 2004 show a much stronger looking position than has been seen for many years. This is a great tribute to the AER, which I think runs on quite a shoestring. The balance sheet is looking much more healthy, with the closing balance going up from €502,000 to just under €600,000. The bank and other available funds now stand at €1,060,000. I would like to thank our colleague Wilhelm Schnyder XE "Wilhem Schneider" , who was the Treasurer in 2004, for the very healthy situation that he handed over to me. 

The net subscriptions have also improved from €1,791,000 to €1,876,000. I would like to thank our friends in Alsace who have continued to give us a very useful subsidy. I would also like to thank the region of Wallonia, who still help us in kind with office space and support.

Total operating income rose to €1,924,000 and our good cash flows helped produce investment income of just over €13,000. Operating expenditure was held at just €18,000 more than in 2003, producing a healthy surplus of €97,000. This is more than six times greater than the combined performance in the previous two years.

I would like to thank particularly the Secretariat for the strict financial control exercised in the day-to-day management of our account, with a special thanks to the Secretary General and to Yolande Simon XE "Yolande Simon" , our finance officer.

2005: higher profile and fruitful results

Activity Report by Klaus Klipp, Secretary General

As usual, I will try to concentrate on those facts that have not already been mentioned in the Committees’ reports or by the President or the Vice‑Presidents. Looking back over the year, the AER can be rather proud, with a number of achievements and a new dynamic in the organisation. We have concrete results to show and real members’ commitment.

Under the new President, there is a different way of approaching issues. The membership survey already mentioned helped us to achieve a better understanding of what members expect from us. Responses came from about half of members, which is quite high for this type of survey. The survey showed general satisfaction with the organisation and it was interesting to see that members were very interested in practical projects and programmes. Among the key issues were those concerned with economic development and issues linked to regional policy and regional subsidiarity, with the basic interest in the key and core subjects of the AER.

In terms of lobbying, we had fruitful results. Each AER committee successfully influenced the development of European policy initiatives. The President mentioned the ENPI, for example. We have concrete projects, peer reviews on economic development in South‑Eastern Europe, and, for example, the web portal on tourism.

There has been a sharp increase in the number of events, as well as attendance at meetings. We now have Committee meetings of 200 participants and I would like to take this opportunity of thanking the regions that have organised those events. This engagement of our members is also reflected in the fact that we already have invitations sent out for future meetings of the Committees up to next year and beyond.

I think that we have also gained a higher profile. It is now possible for our leading politicians to meet the President of the European Commission and Commissioners. In terms of communications, thanks to our President and to efforts undertaken by our offices and help from our member regions, the AER now has a greater profile in the media. We also have a new website, which has many visitors every month. The website includes a facility known as Member Space and it is important that we develop this further. As a next step, we would hope to include best practice models there as well as allowing regions to express an interest in co‑operating with others on projects and so on.

I would like to express my gratitude to the three regions that are hosting our offices: Alsace, Wallonie and the small office in Alba Iulia in Romania. Wallonie is providing an officer and office space. Alba Iulia is a combination of Alba Iulia and the association of Romanian county councils. In Alsace, where I would like to thank President Zeller in particular, we moved this year from the old building into our new building, which is occupied solely by the AER, in the centre of Strasbourg.

I am also very grateful to the regions that have seconded officers to the AER. This year we host officers from Hajdú-Bihar XE "Heidu Behar"  in Hungary and Oberösterreich in Austria. We also have an officer placed from Odessa in Ukraine for six months. This helps people to learn from each other and understand what is happening in the regions. This is important for everybody in the AER Secretariat and additionally provides an opportunity for those regions who second members to influence what is going on and give feedback.

We have also mainstreamed the Youth initiative. This dates back to 1999 and the resolution of our Committee D. Each Committee has a youth representative and two elected politicians and they all work together over the year. This is an important step for the AER in involving young people in politics.

We have seen too, as already mentioned, a sharp increase in membership. A few weeks ago, I was in Turkey and we had the president of one of the Turkish regions participating in our General Assembly. Turkish politicians at the regional level are extremely serious about what they are doing. I think that we will be successful in getting more of them as members.

The membership survey also shows that there are things that we can do better, in terms of communication with our members. We will need to look into that and respond. We intend to make an application for funding for the Youth initiative.

I would like to ask for greater support for more placements of officers from the regions in the AER offices. A placement of one or two weeks will allow the person to speak to all the responsible people in the office and gain a good understanding of what is happening in the different AER Committees and programmes and what the expectations of the regions are. It would be even better if people could be placed for six months or so. This would help develop even closer co‑operation. Anyone coming to Strasbourg on business can contact us in advance and we can make office space available to them. 

I think that next year we will have more programmes, such as the peer reviews and mentoring projects, and, in particular, exchange of experiences. We have been undertaking exchange of experiences for a number of years, but this would benefit from a new impetus. We would like to develop some structures to help ensure that these exchanges are provided and used, and that members are motivated to use them.

Finally, regarding the White Paper on the Role of the Regions, we started the process on the White Paper a couple of months ago. We are working on this with the other inter‑regional organisations members of the AER. It has been also always our aim to involve the Committee of the Regions (COR) and other organisations. The idea, therefore, is to have one position paper for all the regional organisations in Europe. I am confident that we will be able to achieve this.

Looking back, I think that at the time when the Committee of the Regions and the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities in Europe of the Council of Europe were created, a lot of people wondered whether the AER still had a role to play. I think that the answer definitely has to be yes to that. We should look ahead very positively to the next 20 years.

Regions: Bringing the grassroots back into European governance

Activity Report by Peter Straub (Baden-Württemberg–D), President of ‘Institutional Affairs’ Committee

The main focus for ‘Institutional Affairs’ Committee (Committee A) in 2005 has been the ratification of the European Constitution, and, following the unsuccessful referenda in France and the Netherlands, the potential consequences of the failure of the Constitutional project for the regions. Additional focal points included the European Union’s new proposals for instruments to support regional partnership, including the European Grouping for Cross-border Co-operation and the European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument. The Committee also worked to promote the principles of good regional democracy throughout Europe. 

Bringing the grassroots back into Europe 

From 2001 onwards, the AER spearheaded a successful three-year campaign to ensure that the European Constitution reflected the interests of the European regions. In the first few months of 2005, the AER produced and distributed information materials explaining what the Constitution meant for the citizens and the regions in clear terms, in order to allow the citizens to be able to make informed decisions on the issue. 

The result of the referenda held in France and the Netherlands necessarily led to a shift in the focus of the work of the Committee on this issue. The AER regretted the results of the referenda and urged the European institutions to continue to promote European integration, whilst at the same time taking into account the very real concerns expressed by the citizens. The ratification debates in both France and the Netherlands both clearly showed that the European Union had failed to communicate effectively with the citizens about its future vision and had failed to listen to the citizens, thus developing a project which does not have grassroots support. The regions now have an important role to play in acting as the link between the citizens and the European project; as one of the democratically-elected levels of government closest to the citizen, they can help to re-connect Europe with the citizens. In response to this challenge, the Institutional Affairs committee has begun to draft a ‘White Paper’ on the role of the regions in Europe. This paper will set out a series of recommendations for the regional, national and European levels as to how they can better integrate regions into policy-making processes, in order to ensure that European policy-making is brought closer to the citizens. 

Strong regions for a strong Europe

For regions to be able to play a significant role in the future of Europe and in the continuing European integration process, they need to be endowed with adequate powers and resources. In order to assess the state of regionalisation in Europe, Committee A produced a report in 2003 on the regional developments in European countries, covering areas such as legislative powers, budget, the ability to conclude international agreements and competencies. During 2005, the Institutional Affairs Committee began the process of updating this report to ensure that it reflected the changes that have taken place in regional structures in many European countries. 

The Institutional Affairs committee also provides advice to individual regions or groups of regions wishing to strengthen the implementation of the principles of regional democracy. In this regard, the Committee organised a seminar in Vojvodina, Serbia, in which it brought together experts in regional democracy from throughout Europe to advise the Vojvodinian authorities on how they could ensure that a suitable legislative and financial framework for regional democracy was developed within Serbia. This helped to raise the awareness of key actors both within Serbia and the International Community about the important role that regions can play in overcoming many of the difficulties facing transition countries in Europe today.

Regional co-operation - Building Europe from below

Regional co-operation strengthens European integration by bringing civil society groups, citizens, regional politicians and officials together with their counterparts from across Europe. Through concrete initiatives, the European regions demonstrate how they can construct a European reality built not upon institutions and legislation but rather upon concrete initiatives. In order for this co-operation to be successful, it is necessary for a suitable framework to be put into place at both the European and the national levels. In 2004, the European Commission developed a number of legislative proposals to support interregional co-operation, including the European Grouping for Cross-border Co-operation, the European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument and the Instrument for Pre-accession assistance. The Institutional Affairs Committee has been active in shaping each of these proposals to ensure that they reflect the real needs of the regions. 

The European Commission’s draft Regulation on the 'European Grouping of Cross-border Co-operation' (EGCC) proposed the creation of a new legal instrument to facilitate cross-border and interregional co-operation. The Institutional Affairs Committee has worked with the European institutions to ensure that this instrument can be used, not only to support cross-border co-operation as originally proposed, but also to provide a framework for interregional co-operation. The AER has also called upon the European institutions to identify a mechanism to allow the EGCC to operate on the external borders of the EU, as this is where the greatest challenges for regional co-operation lay. The AER organised a hearing with the Regional Development Committee of the European Parliament in February to advise them on these issues and has been successful in ensuring that they have been reflected in both the European Parliament’s position and in the revised regulation of the European Commission.

The European Commission also developed a proposal for a programme to support co-operation with regions in the countries neighbouring the European Union. The proposal for the new European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI), whilst presenting a useful new tool for cross-border co-operation between regions at the borders of the EU, did little to support interregional co-operation with regions in other parts of the European Union, which also have a great deal of expertise to share with their counterparts in the neighbouring countries. The Institutional Affairs Committee developed a position paper stressing this point, which it sent to the European Parliament. The Committee also advised the Parliament’s co-rapporteur on the preparation of his report; many of the AER’s recommendations on the inclusion of interregional co-operation were directly incorporated into the report.
The Committee has also been active in providing concrete support to regional co-operation projects, particularly in regard to the regions of Southeast Europe. The Committee has launched a pilot peer review project on regional economic development in Southeast Europe, which will allow multinational review teams of economic development experts to undertake study visits to regions in Southeast Europe and provide advice on enhancing regional economic development policies and practices. This will eventually result in the production of a toolkit on regional peer reviews that will be made available on CD-Rom. 

Future prospects 

2005 has been an important year for promoting the role of the regions in Europe, securing their place in the future of the European project. In 2006, the AER will continue to promote the concept of a Europe rooted in the regions, through the development and publication of the White Paper and through the organisation of a series of debates on citizens and Europe, to be held in the youth parliaments of its member regions. 2006 will also mark the 10th anniversary of the AER Declaration on Regionalism, the key document setting out the framework to allow regional democracy to develop successfully in Europe. The committee will carry out a range of activities throughout 2006 to promote regional democracy, including the establishment of a web portal on regionalism. 

Regions are crucial to solving the current crisis in European governance. They can bring Europe closer to the needs and expectations of the citizens; at the same time they can build a common European project, based upon concrete co-operation between the citizens and the regions. The Institutional Affairs will continue to promote this core vision of a Europe which is rooted in the regions and their citizens throughout its future work. 

The AER would like to thank the regions of Baden-Württemberg (D), Bourgogne (F), Dubrovnik-Neretva (HR), Odessa (UKR), Vojvodina (SaM) and Wallonie (B), which hosted the Institutional Affairs Committee’s conferences, working groups and seminars in 2005. 

Placing good health and social cohesion at the heart of Europe: the Regions tackle citizens’ concerns

Activity Report by Stig-Erik Westmark (Västmanland-S), President of the AER Committee on ‘Social Cohesion, Social Services and Public Health’

2005 has been a year of reflection for Europe, but it has also been an opportunity to give a new impulse to the European process and to adopt political strategies, which are in line with citizens’ expectations. The member regions of the AER Committee on “Social Cohesion, Social Services and Public Health” have taken a head-on approach to responding to these concerns and ensuring a stable secure environment in which Europeans can prosper and develop. During 2005, the Committee actively participated to European and national debates on the future of the European Social Model, on health and social services and on the need to take up the challenges and opportunities posed by demographic changes.  The member regions also worked together on concrete policies for the promotion of healthy and active ageing, the formulation of tailor-made care services for young people and the prevention of alcohol and drugs-related harm. 

The regions place social cohesion at the heart of Europe

The mid-term review of the EU’s Lisbon Strategy in the beginning of the year showed that the progress made towards achieving the goal of making Europe the most dynamic, knowledge-based economy by 2010 was not satisfactory. Europe therefore had to modify its economic strategy in order to achieve growth and prosperity. The revised strategy attempted to formulate more concrete, achievable goals, by prioritising the economic sphere. The AER immediately voiced its concerns over adopting a monolithic approach towards economic development and emphasised that Europe must create a balance between its economic, social and environmental policies, in order to achieve sustainable development and prosperity. A high level of public health and social standards is the backbone of economic development, as it contributes to a sense of stability and security and creates the necessary conditions for economic growth. The AER affirmed that social cohesion must remain at the heart of the Lisbon Strategy, if this strategy is to be successful. 

Debating the European Social Model 

The outcomes of the French and Dutch referenda on the draft Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe demonstrated not only a lack of communication between Europe and its citizens, but also a more profound lack of confidence in Europe’s policies and its future directions. The AER decided to respond to these outcomes in a proactive way and to address the criticisms the citizens had voiced. 

The Committee organised a conference on the regions’ perspective on the future of the European Social Model, in an effort to improve understanding of what this concept entails and to examine the ways in which it can be improved. Our primary objective was to remove this debate from the negative climate in which it had emerged, following the revision of the Lisbon Strategy and the French and Dutch ‘no’ votes, and to have an honest and committed debate on how to guarantee our citizens a high level of health and social standards. We concluded that there exist various social models across Europe and this diversity must be valued and encouraged. However, all our social models are grounded in certain basic values and principles and the regions are committed to guaranteeing them to their citizens: social justice, solidarity, gender equality, equal and universal access to education, health and social services, social cohesion and equal opportunities for all groups of society.

Our future work will be dedicated to ensuring that our policies respect and implement these principles. 

Health and social services: fundamental right or rapidly growing economic sectors?

The Committee continued to examine innovative policies for modernising health and social services, while at the same time ensuring that the public interest is served. Our debates centred around the European Union’s proposed Directive on services in the internal market. The regions have consistently proclaimed the importance of health and social services for the economy and for growth. This however does not automatically mean that these services must be indiscriminately subjected to economic and market forces. The AER has actively called for the removal of health and social services from the scope of this draft Directive and our efforts were partly rewarded: the European Parliament’s draft opinion requests that health services are not included in the Directive. We will continue our campaign in order to ensure that social services are also removed from the Directive’s scope. We feel that these service sectors must be treated as fundamental pillars of the European economic project, and not as simple commodities. 

The regions also exchanged best practice on how to improve the organisation and provision of health and social services. We felt that a debate on whether services should be classified as either purely economic or non-economic, public or private is too narrow. We therefore discussed how regions can reorganise their health and social administrations in order to improve efficiency and how to stimulate the development of the voluntary sector as a partner in providing social services. We have also launched an initiative to map regional competencies in these sectors across Europe and to showcase the diverse ways in which these services can be managed and delivered. 

Demographic changes present not only challenges for the regions, but also opportunities

The impact of demographic changes on our health and social systems, as well as on the labour market and the economy as a whole, have been a key focus of our Committee’s work in 2005. As Europe is ageing rapidly and fertility rates are low, we must develop new policies to address the causes of these phenomena and to ensure the sustainability of our economic and social systems. The regions support the adoption of flexible life-stage and family-centred policies, which promote gender equality. We must work for the better inclusion of older persons, as they have a wealth of experience to contribute to our societies. The member regions have long established a cooperation network, ALIVE, aiming at identifying innovative solutions for active ageing. We should strengthen our youth policies, by talking directly with young people and ensuring they are well equipped for entering the labour market. And we must also look towards alternative solutions to address the demographic gap, in particular by adopting a positive approach to immigration. In all the above areas, the regions can play the role of leader, by bringing together key stakeholders and developing shared visions. 

Preventing alcohol and drugs-related harm

2005 saw the launch of a new initiative on the prevention of alcohol and drugs-related harm. The Committee organised a seminar on this theme to raise awareness among the regions and established a working group to develop effective policies for the prevention of harm resulting from alcohol. Alcohol and drugs may cause harm not only to the individual users, but also to society as a whole, as they impact on the health care, social welfare and criminal justice systems. Existing prevention strategies are too fragmented, with initiatives being launched by different governments and organisations. As people are becoming increasingly mobile, the effect of individual strategies is undermined and there is a need for a coordinated approach. The member regions are exchanging their know-how and experience in prevention policies and are working together to develop a common European strategy.

Perspectives for the future

In 2006 our Committee will follow-up its activities in the above areas. We will continue to develop innovative solutions for the organisation and provision of health and social services. In particular, we will organise a seminar on e-health, in order to raise awareness about the new technologies which are available and how these can be adapted to respond to the regions’ needs. A network is also being created, to focus on how youth care services are organised across Europe and to investigate ways in which to develop a more user-oriented approach to these services. Finally, we will continue to raise awareness of the various health and social threats that regions must address. Our aim is to contribute to the creation of an integrated, cohesive and economically and environmentally sustainable Europe.

The AER would like to thank the regions of Västmanland (S) and Noord-Brabant (NL) for hosting the meetings and seminars of the ‘Social Cohesion, Social Services and Public Health’ Committee in 2005.

Sustainability and solidarity of territorial development: Regions take action for

a Europe closer to the citizens’ expectations

Activity Report by Onno Hoes (Noord Brabant-NL), President of the AER ‘Regional Policy’ Committee
Is the European dream over? Faced with economic stagnation and socio-economic uncertainty in many EU member states, Community institutions and European governments are finding it increasingly difficult to generate any confidence in the future amongst their citizens. In such circumstances, a coordinated approach is needed at all levels of decision-making and in all private and public sectors to bring about harmonious, sustainable territorial development that brings prosperity and quality of life to everyone. The regions have an important role to play here, not just in making sure they are attractive for businesses but also in protecting the environment, developing transport links and improving conditions for the population as a whole. These objectives are central to the work of the AER ‘Regional Policy’ Committee (Committee C). 

Cohesion policy remains a central priority for Committee C, and it has continued to work for a strong, properly funded, decentralised cohesion policy that takes account of the strengths and weaknesses of every European region. Onno Hoes, Committee C President, and Klaus Klipp, AER Secretary General, had a meeting during the course of the year with the EU Commissioner responsible for regional policy, Danuta Hübner at which they put forward the views of the regions based on the Declaration on the Future of Cohesion Policy adopted in Eger, Heves-H (October 2004). In particular, they voiced their reservations about the limited number of priorities given in the frame of the competitiveness objective and low priority given to the inter-regional dimension of cooperation, and, where the latter was concerned, expressed their regret at the loss of the INTERREG label. They also told the EU Commissioner of their concerns about the difficulty the Council was experiencing in approving the budget for the period 2007-2013. These concerns proved to be justified, as a subsequent Summit also failed to reach agreement. The participation of President Illy in the EU conference on cohesion on 3 March of this year provided an opportunity to repeat these views to European and national decision makers. 

Committee C has also continued to study the problems that have arisen and the progress that has been made in administering the Structural Funds, and has reacted to the strategic orientations published by the EU Commission in July. It regards these as generally appropriate for promoting the new goals of the Lisbon strategy, but insufficiently focused on territorial cohesion and sustainable development in all European regions, despite this being the basic principle of cohesion policy.

Rural areas are particularly affected by the new cohesion policy being pursued by the EU, and also by the recently created European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development that is now to form the basis for EU policy on rural areas as an equal-status policy rather than just an adjunct to the CAP. In this context, Committee C organised a major conference on the role of rural areas within the Lisbon strategy in Exeter, Devon-UK, on 19 and 20 October. Participating regions took the opportunity to underline the need to achieve a better balance between the interests of the environment, agriculture and society. They called for a clear, integrated strategy for the development of rural areas and deplored the lack of coordination with other EU policies. In this context, Committee C has continued its campaign to promote and preserve traditional and organic agriculture in Europe, in particular through a conference organised on 17 May in the European Parliament in Brussels on the coexistence of various different agricultural methods. There was a lively discussion on this issue at the conference and the need for legislation at EU level was underlined once again. Committee C remains of the opinion that the regions should be allowed to decide what form of agriculture should be promoted and supported on their territory.

Via the activities of Committee C, the Assembly of European Regions has set itself the goal of defending the right of the regions to elaborate their own strategies for territorial development based on their particular strengths - which they are in the best position to assess. For this reason Committee C has also reacted with great determination to the draft Directive on regional aviation, which aims to regulate state aid to regional airports and airlines - in particular start-up funding. It would appear appropriate that the EU should have a position on this, but it is crucial for any regulation to be flexible and fair, so that regional airports, whose infrastructure and human resources are considerably more limited than those of the larger airports, can continue to develop appropriately. Committee C has had a constructive exchange of ideas with the newly created Forum of European Regional Airports, and this culminated in the drawing up of a detailed position statement for submission to the office of European Transport Commissioner Barrot. Adequate transport links for the regions are crucial for their economic and social development, and the Committee will continue to support all regional means of transport, be they railways or air connections. 

Regional transport links in the context of tourism were also discussed at a seminar on the seasonal nature of this industry held in Åre, Jämtland-S. Regional airports and low-cost airlines play a crucial role in developing tourism during the off-season. Seminar participants identified a number of instruments that can help overcome the problems related to seasonality. The importance of interregional cooperation and an exchange of best practice for the promotion of sustainable and high-quality tourism was emphasised. With this in mind, on the initiative of the "Tourism and Environment" working group within Committee C, work started this year on developing an web portal on sustainable tourism. The idea is to share examples of best practice and help regions co-operate through an interactive exchange of information. The portal was presented during the first plenary meeting of Committee C on the Azores, and 13 partner regions are now represented on it. And because sustainable tourism should go hand-in-hand with environmental protection, Committee C also took over responsibility, at the end of 2004, for supporting the development of a "Sustainable Development " label that will be used for various tourist destinations under the title of “Village + Touring Nature”.

Sustainable development is thus an integral part of the efforts of all members of Committee C to promote regional growth and respond to the twin challenges of territorial inequality and ecological risks. This year’s dramatic rise in the price of oil and gas has led to a growing - but still insufficient - awareness that a new approach has to be taken to the issue of energy supply. Regions have an important role to play in this context, and participants at a Committee C seminar on 1 and 2 July in Porjus, Norrbotten-S heard that this is already happening in some pioneer regions, such as Lower Saxony or Norrbotten. For two days, regional representatives, experts, academics and participants from private industry discussed renewable energy sources and ways of developing a more sustainable and efficient energy policy. At the end of the seminar, a working group on research and energy was set up under the aegis of Lower Saxony. 

Over the coming year, Committee C will continue to concern itself with questions related to R&D and renewable energies, but will also look at general aspects of economic development aided by poles of excellence and public-private partnerships - for which purpose a working group on economic development has been set up. By increasing awareness amongst the regions of their scope of influence in situations that cause problems to their citizens and by encouraging them to innovate and anticipate - amongst other things by an exchange of information and best practice - the Assembly of European Regions aims to contribute to one of today's greatest challenges – that is - to link the political ideal of a united Europe with solutions to the socio-economic problems the continent currently faces. 

Developing Europe according to the principles of diversity and regional competence

Activity Report by Johanna Mikl-Leitner (Niederösterreich-A), President of the AER 'Culture, Education & Training, Youth, Media & Information technology, Sport' Committee

If one were to take a picture from the world of cycling in order to describe the progress of the Committee's work in 2005, it would show that a long leg has been successfully won and that the AER is approaching the final sprint of another decisive lag.

On the one hand, the AER's long lasting endeavours for a political consideration of the principle of cultural diversity and for the international protection of cultural services have been crowned with success by the adoption of the "Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions" at the UNESCO general conference in October. On the other hand, the negotiations concerning the EU services directive, which this year were mainly concentrated in the European Parliament and its Committees, will soon enter the decisive stage.

Competences in the field of cultural policy safeguarded by means of the international convention on the protection of cultural diversity

Against the background, among others, of the AER's "Declaration on regionalism in Europe" (1996) which establishes the importance of the Regions for the promotion of cultural diversity in Europe, Committee D has fought for for this Convention over the past years, last but not least with the active support from the Region of Quebec. In this context we would especially like to highlight the Brixen declaration (2002) which was unanimously adopted  by the 2nd European Conference of regional Ministers for Culture and Education in Brixen/Bressanone and in which the Ministers argued for an international agreement for the "protection of diversity in education, culture and media to include the regional dimension".

UNESCO finally adopted the Convention on cultural diversity at its 33rd general conference on 20th October 2005 in Paris with an overwhelming majority (148 votes for, 2 against, 4 abstentions). The Convention will enter into force three months after its ratification by 30 States. The agreement is an important milestone in securing national competences in cultural policies and public support for culture. Each state's right to take regulatory and financial measures in order to protect the diversity of cultural expressions on its territory has been recognized as well as the specificity of cultural goods and services.

Even if the Convention is supposed to protect cultural activities, goods and services from levelling and standardisation and article 20 confers upon it the same juridical weight as bilateral treaties and decisions of the World Trade Organisation (WTO), WTO decisions in the opposite direction could, due to the lack of an unequivocal means of clarification, lead to a stalemate situation. Committee D recognizes this potential danger and will therefore continue to lobby at all levels for the comprehensive legal protection of cultural diversity.

Regional competences in the fields of culture and education to be safeguarded and their specific statuts to be guaranteed

The EU services directive is one of the political pillars of the AER. After having been discussed in its different Committees, the European Parliament (EP) will probably vote on the draft directive in plenary in mid-January 2006. In this context, Committee D welcomes the opinion by the EP's "Culture und Education" Committee of 11th May 2005 and particularly amendment no. 8 asking for an exemption of cultural and educational services from the scope  of the services directive.

The different opinions of the EP Committees that had been entrusted with the services directive have been synthesized in a report and have been debated in the lead Committee, the Committee for "Internal market and consumer protection", at the end of November. Certain tendencies show that the AER demands such as the exemption of cultural, educational and audiovisual services from the scope of the directive and no curtailing of regional competences in these areas will be taken into account and satisfied. The AER will continue to emphasize its demands  and will not stop until the final debate on the EU services directive in the plenary of the European Parliament.

It is not only the EU services directive which is a massive intrusion in the political cultural autonomy of the European Regions but also the "state aid action plan" will affect it. Committee D has repeatedly drawn attention to the danger that would result from subordinating cultural economy to the primacy of competition, thus reducing the extensive competences of the Regions in cultural policy. Committee D will continue to advocate  in order for the positive effects of the unification of a large part of Europe not to be achieved at the expense of the regional competences in the field of culture.

In the field of culture, Committee D aims not only at resolutely defending the perpetuation of regional competence, but also to struggle for preserving the achievements of the Culture programme of the European Union. Thus it seems paradoxal that in the "Culture 2007" programme, translation of foreign literature is not funded when last year the EU welcomed 10 new Member States and acquired numerous new languages. Likewise, the removal of cultural heritage from the field of support of the Culture programme is incomprehensible, in particular against the background of the threats to which the rich cultural (architectural) heritage of the Eastern European states is exposed. Committee D has already taken action in this context and will continue to press the European Commission for an amendment to the Culture programme.

Media diversity in Europe to be protected and developed for the sake of the European citizen

Current tendencies in the field of media such as the development of media oligopolies in Europe and the inherent dangers to the freedom of information and access to information, to regional democracy and to the protection of minors reveal the importance of dealing with these topics within the AER. Furthermore, following the present review of the 1997 version of the "Television without frontiers" directive (97/36/EC), which is above all motivated by the enormous technological innovations of the last years, implications have to be expected for the following areas: the jurisdictional competence concerning television broadcasting, the promotion of the production and distribution of European works, television advertising and sponsoring, the protection of minors and viewers' access to major (sporting) events.

Against this background, Committee D reinstated the Sub-Committee on "Media" in Autumn this year. It will observe the trends in the field of media and audiovisual very thoroughly and will prepare a political AER initiative for the protection of the freedom of the media, of cultural diversity and of minors.

Strengthening the position of youth in society

Committee D's main focus, in the past year, has been youth, with several major topics:

· On the occasion of the 20th anniversary of the AER Eurodyssey programme, an interregional European Conference "Fostering vocational training and youth mobility – An investment in the future of Europe" was organised in Besançon. Presentations from highranking politicians and round tables with the participation of representatives from administrations, enterprises  and the youth as well as researchers  highlighted topics such as the transition from school to work, European mobility of young people as a key factor for their integration into the labour market and the dialogue between policy makers in education and training.

· After several years of intensive preparation, the idea to associate young people more strongly with the work of the AER has been implemented: the AER youth team presented itself to the General Assembly in Strasbourg. The youth team will, on the one hand, introduce the young people's concerns into the work of the Committees and, on the other hand, form and deepen an important interface between the youth and the politicians.

· At the 4th Youth Summer School, 56 young people from 27 European Regions from 15 countries met during one week in Mostar. The topic for the discussions was the "European year of citizenship through education", initiated by the Council of Europe.

· In the framework of the biannual  competition for the most youth-friendly European Region, the Hungarian County of Veszprém has been distinguished from among 30 competitors for its efforts in the field of political education.

In this year's work programme, Committee D has dealt in an  anticipatory manner  with the topic of youth mobility. Indeed, the European Commission has declared 2006 the "European Year of Workers' mobility". Our Committee will lobby next year for the respect and the development of the principles of diversity and regional competence in this field.

Last but not least, I would like to take the opportunity to thank the members of my Committee for their commitment during the past year and in particular the Regions of Friuli Venezia Giulia (I) and Franche-Comté (F) that have hosted our two Committtee plenaries.
Equal Opportunities for men and women

Activity Report by Michèle Sabban (Ile-de-France-F), President

of the AER ‘Equal Opportunities’ Group

The Group on Equal Opportunities, chaired by Mrs. Michèle Sabban, Vice-President of the Conseil régional of Ile-de-France, is open to all AER member regions, 29 of which were officially registered as active members in 2005. After the Manifesto of Catalonia and the Venice Declaration, adopted by more than 40 regions and welcomed by the President of the European Convention, Mr. Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, the President of the European Commission, Mr. Romano Prodi, Commissioner Viviane Redding and a numerous European Parliamentarians, the AER group on Equal Opportunities went on with its activities in 2005 and met in Paris in May 2005.

The Group reiterated its will to involve regions in Equal Opportunities issues. 20 regional representatives from 9 countries from all across Europe discussed the activities on Equal Opportunities that have been successfully or are currently being implemented in their regions. They also exchanged their points of view on their expectations concerning the AER Group on Equal Opportunities and agreed that the following orientations will be given to the future work of the Group:

· Four main themes

· Education and training, because the strongest stereotypes are ingrained during one’s childhood;

· Economy, because equality cannot be achieved without economic independence;

· Violence, because it still happens on a daily basis and this is intolerable;

· Migrations and prostitution.
· Survey on the representation of male and female elected representatives in the regional administrative structures of the AER member regions. Listing of the projects currently under way or planned in the regions and Creation of an Observatory of the European Regions on Equal Opportunities
The Group on Equal Opportunities launched in September 2005 a survey on the representation of male and female elected representatives in the regional administrative structures. This will allow the Group to identify current trends, comparing the results with those from 1997 and 2002. Furthermore, each region has been asked to complete a form with relevant data on all measures taken to promote Equal Opportunities in the regions. This will eventually lead - our finances permitting - to the creation of a true Observatory of the European Regions on Equal Opportunities. Those regions that have not yet answered those two questionnaires are heartily invited to send them as soon as possible to the General Secretariat (s.cools@a-e-r.org).

· Organization of the IVth Conference of the European Regions on Equal Opportunities 

The international Conferences held in Turin (1997), Barcelona (2002) and Venice (2003) will be followed up by a 4th Conference in Sweden, which was recently elected as the World’s Most Equal Country by the World Economic Forum (WEF). The Conference will be held in Kiruna, on March 10th, 2006, right after the International Women’s Day (March 8). The Group thanks the Region of Norrbotten for its kind invitation and welcomes the fact that the Swedish Minister in charge of Equal Opportunities will be invited, as well as the members of the European Commission, which will present its work on Equal Opportunities and its program for 2007, European Year of Equal Opportunities between Men and Women.

All AER members are invited to note March 10 in their diaries. Registration forms are already available at the General Secretariat. For further information, do not hesitate to contact the AER Brussels office: s.cools@a-e-r.org.

Exchanging experiences, fostering interregional co-operation and strengthening Regions’ self-development

Activity Report by the AER Centurio-Interreg IIIC Program
Main objectives

· To strengthen interregional co-operation and exchange of experiences between Regions all over Europe

· To support Regions' participation in EU cohesion policy, with regard to objective 1 and 2 policies 

· To encourage social, economic and territorial cohesion in Europe

· To improve and support Regions' self-development in three selected areas of co-operation

· To ensure mutual knowledge of partners and to strengthen their administrative capacities

· To foster the implementation of a long-lasting network and to ensure durability of the operation 

Components
· Management and Coordination

· Sustainable quality tourism 

· Environmental protection

· Component 4 
Economic and social development
· Component 5 
Centurio Dissemination Conferences and 'Bridge' activities
Partnerships

· Interregional network of 48 Regions all over Europe

· Participants from EU 25 member countries and third countries
· 22 partnerships (both bi-lateral and multi-lateral) in 3 key areas
Main achievements in 2005

· Continuous co-ordination fulfilled by two seconded civil servants from two Partner Regions 

· Second Dissemination Conference in Ponta Delgada (Azores, Portugal) on 5 May 2005 on “Promoting Sustainable Development: Learning from Region’s Experience”

· Overall nr. of participants: 94; For Centurio: 14/20 participating countries, 19/49 participating Regions, 15/22 participating Partnerships (partially or totally), 35 Centurio delegates

· Centurio Steering Committee Meeting, Centurio Partner Regions’ Meeting, Partnerships meetings

· Presentations (13) in the field of Public-Private-Partnerships; Environmental Protection; Regions’ economic potential and human resources; Sustainable quality tourism

· Third Dissemination Conference in Kolding (Vejle, Denmark) on 13-14 October 2005 on “Learning from Centurio – Centurio workshop”

· Overall nr. of participants: 39; For Centurio: 7/20 participating countries, 14/48 participating Regions, 12/22 participating Partnerships (partially or totally), 30 Centurio delegates

· Centurio Steering Committee Meeting, Centurio Partner Regions’ Meeting, Partnerships meetings 

· Presentations (9) by experts, by Partner Regions and at the thematic workshops 

· Production of a 8-paged newsletter 

· Partnership activities 

· 33/49 regions (15/22 partnerships) participated and 17 regions acted as host 

· 187 days overall duration for exchange activities, 409 events

· 133 officials from Host Regions, 51 officials from Guest Regions; 502 persons were involved

· Nr. of best practices identified: 37, Nr. of new project ideas: 21, Nr. of joint working groups: 7

· Media coverage: 18 press releases 18 articles, 5 newsletters, 4 brochures, 20 website pages, 8 TV or radio interviews

Young people's enthusiasm and involvement of partner regions 

Activity Report by the AER Eurodyssey Program

Eurodyssey was the first exchange program for young people to be established at European level and it remains today a particularly effective tool for autonomous political action on behalf of the regions in favor of youth vocational training and employment. Currently involving 25 partner regions (
), Eurodyssey remains one of the AER’s most concrete action for the inhabitants of its member regions. The program is celebrating this year its 20th anniversary.

The program aims to increase the likelihood of young Europeans between the ages of 18 and 30 entering the labor market, by giving them an opportunity to gain work experience abroad and where appropriate to improve their language skills. It also allows young people from member regions to become familiar with the socio-economic realities of other regions and so helps them to integrate into the European economic fabric. Furthermore, Eurodyssey plays a part in ensuring that young people from partner regions have a positive image of their own region - close to them, with concern for their future and resolutely open to the rest of Europe.

In addition, Eurodyssey is a perfect example of regional autonomy and the principle of subsidiarity working in practice. Eurodyssey work placements are organized and financed by the host regions without any involvement of national or European authorities. With a high degree of flexibility and absence of red tape, the program represents excellent value for money. All this, however, would be impossible without substantial input from Eurodyssey's various regional organizers, to whom the AER expresses its sincere thanks.

At an Annual Forum these regional organizers have an opportunity to exchange experience with each other and discuss the future of the program. At the last Forum (Besançon, Franche-Comté-F, September 15, 2005), member regions took stock of 20 years of interregional cooperation, which gave the opportunity to thousands of young people to open up their minds and improve their skills, and discussed about the way to solve the problems that may arise when implementing the program. This year’s Forum was followed up by an international conference on “International training and mobility for young people, a challenge for European regions”, which gathered more than 200 participants from 70 regions as well as the European Institutions. The conference showed political decision-makers and civil servants working in this field at regional level the real benefits to young people and companies of broadening their horizons internationally. Many regions have expressed interest in the program in 2005, and 8 actually started the procedure in order to join the program(
). 

Eurodyssey Secretariat 

Stéphane COOLS (AER – Brussels Liaison Office)

E-mail: eurodyssee.dri.dgre@mrw.wallonie.be

Website : www.eurodyssee.net
Crossing the Bridge – Welcome to Europe

AER Summer Schools and Youth Summer School Report

The 10th annual AER Summer School and 4th Youth Summer School, entitled ‘Crossing the Bridge – Welcome to Europe’ took place in Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina, from 28 August – 3 September 2005. 160 representatives of regional authorities from 50 different regions and 22 different European countries attended the event which provided an excellent opportunity for politicians, officers and young people from throughout Europe to meet together and exchange experience and best practice on issues of common concern.

Summer School 2005: Building Upon 10 Years of Success

The theme of the 2005 Summer School was 'Regions as Motors for Prosperous and Inclusive Societies'. During the week, participants had the opportunity to examine two key issues: firstly, the role of regions in economic development, and secondly the promotion of cultural diversity through regional democracy.

Participants benefited from the experience of a wide range of speakers and facilitators from policy and academic backgrounds. The AER was particularly pleased to have the involvement of international organisations such as the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the European Commission and the Council of Europe. 

In addition to participating in workshops and listening to presentations, participants also had the opportunity to visit local projects, such as the agency for regional economic development and a local business incubator unit. This helped participants to understand the concept of regional economic development in the specific context of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Youth Summer School: Celebrating Citizenship and Diversity 

70 young people between the ages of 18 and 24 were nominated by regions from 14 European countries to participate in the 4th annual Youth Summer School. These young people came mainly from Youth Parliaments and civil society organisations in their home regions. 

The Youth Summer School participants spent the week exploring the topic of ‘Citizenship and Youth in a Multicultural Europe’. Young people have a key role to play in the creation of a multicultural Europe in which citizens from different countries, backgrounds, belief systems and ethnicities live and work together. Youth Summer School participants explored what the concept of citizenship meant to young people in Europe today. They considered how young people construct their identities and belief systems, and looked at how young Europeans define themselves. 

The participants took part in a range of interactive activities, such as a role-play on active citizenship, where they gained experience of what it felt like to be national delegates at an international conference, defending their country’s position on key issues. Also, fruitful discussions were held in a range of workshops on issues such as ‘youth and religion’, ‘youth and sexuality’ and ‘youth, alcohol and drugs’. In the evaluations conducted at the end of the Youth Summer School, these workshops were rated particularly highly. 

After taking into account feedback from former Youth Summer Schools in which young people expressed concern that politicians did not listen to their views, a new AER Youth Team has been created. During this Youth Summer School, seven youth participants were elected to join the Youth Team, which will be directly involved in the work of all four Committees of the AER. The aim of the Youth Team will be to ensure that youth issues and concerns are integrated into all aspects of the work of the AER.

On the final day of the Summer School, participants from both Summer Schools met together to pool together their conclusions. The Summer Schools culminated in a celebration of cultural diversity, at which regional musicians and dancers demonstrated their rich cultural heritage.

The 2006 Summer School and Youth Summer School will take place in the Romanian region of Maramures. 

The AER is very grateful to the City of Mostar and to Herzegovina Neretva canton for hosting the 2005 Summer School. The AER also wishes to thank the members of the Summer Schools 2005 Organising Committee: Friuli Venezia Giulia (I), Istra (HR), Olomouc (CZ), Vestfold (N), Wien (A), Wallonie (B), Brussels Capital (B), Zenica Doboj (BiH) and Zurich (CH).

� - Bruxelles-Capitale, Wallonie (B), Istra (HR), Champagne-Ardenne, Franche-Comté, Ile de France, Limousin, Poitou-Charentes, Rhône-Alpes (F), Baden-Württemberg (D), Akershus (N), Açores, Madeira (P), Caras-Severin, Harghita, Hunedoara, Tulcea (RO), Castilla y León, Catalunya, Murcia, Valencia (E), Jura, Ticino, Valais (CH), Adjara (GE).


� - Andalucia (E), Brasov (RO), Cantabria (E ), Friuli Venezia Giulia (I), Sofia (BG), Varazdin (HR), Vojvodina (SiM), Zagreb (HR).





