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Statement by Commissioner Almunia, Vice-President of the European Commission responsible for Competition policy, 
on State Aid reform and the revision of the Regional Aid Guidelines
 -Friday 1 February 2013 -
CoR First Vice-President Bresso welcomed Commissioner Almunia and reaffirmed that the reform of State Aid was one of the most important issues for Europe's economy. She stated that the Europe 2020 Strategy and the reform of the Single Market should, if successfully implemented, create many of the conditions necessary for economic growth. Ms Bresso emphasised that the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality were very important, and underscored the role of local and regional authorities in providing citizens with services of general economic interest as mandated by the Lisbon Treaty. 
Ms Bresso went on to state that when it came to modernizing State Aid rules, new proposals should not be complex, and reforms should be of benefit to local and regional authorities and their citizens. She underscored the importance of an ambitious Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), and mentioned the key issues in the area of State Aid that had been debated in the Committee of the Regions over recent months. In conclusion, First Vice-President Bresso referred to the CoR opinion on Regional Aid Guidelines 2014-2020 which had been adopted the same day, and assured the Commissioner that the CoR would continue to work in the area of State Aid, in reference to the upcoming CoR opinion on the Guidelines for State Aid for Rescuing and Restructuring firms in difficulty.

Commissioner Almunia began by stating that the revision of the Regional Aid Guidelines was a first and very important element of the broader modernization of the State Aid Strategy, which would really take off in 2013. He pointed out that the rationale behind the revision of the Strategy came as a response to three following main factors: firstly, regional disparities in Europe had narrowed in the past decade; secondly, the challenges posed by the financial crisis had put additional pressure on public budgets; and lastly, the fact that despite the factors already mentioned, the amount of resources available for Member States to support businesses varied considerably.
Speaking of the broader aim of the State Aid reform, Mr Almunia underscored the need to modernise control over government subsidies and align it with the challenges of our time, and he pointed out the need to minimise competition distortions and leverage private investments. Referring to measures aimed at focusing government support on less developed regions, Mr Almunia emphasised the proposals to concentrate the geographical scope of regional aid, reduce the maximum permissible levels of aid, and adopt a more targeted approach with regard to the type of investment or companies that could receive regional aid. 

Speaking of the more concrete changes proposed, Mr Almunia referred to the overall population coverage, and he informed that he had just decided to raise the population ceiling for assisted areas from 42% to 45% of the EU 27 population. This rate serves to identify which regions were eligible for regional aid, and he stated that as far as predefined regions were concerned, the Commission's proposal aimed to strike a balance between EU-level decisions and flexibility for Member States.
Referring to the issue of consistency between cohesion policy and regional aid policy, Mr Almunia stated that only a fraction of Structural Fund measures took the form of State Aid, as a large part of them were not used to support business directly. He also pointed out that State Aid measures which were co-financed by Structural funds could be assessed and approved by the Commission on the basis of other guidelines, and he underscored that capping aid to what was strictly necessary was crucial to prevent subsidy races between Member States at a time of tight budgetary constraints.
Mr Almunia mentioned the focus on ensuring the value-added of aid measures as another major element of the reform, and he stated that regional investment aid was more effective and efficient when it was geared towards SMEs rather than large firms. He emphasised the proposal to allow regional investment aid to large companies only in the least developed regions, but stressed that the Commission would continue to authorise aid to large firms in certain regions under the condition that they met Europe2020 objectives, such as research, development, innovation, and environmental protection.

Mr Almunia went on to explain the proposed changes regarding the proportionality of aid and aid-intensity ceilings, and the simplification of treatment of smaller cases – in particular SMEs. He also emphasised the two concrete proposals that would make State Aid policy more transparent and more effective, namely the requirement that Member States publish on the web the main data regarding the aid that they grant, and the requirement for an ex-post evaluation of selected large aid schemes. 
In conclusion, Mr Almunia pointed out that a draft of the new guidelines had been sent to Member States, the CoR, the European Parliament and the EESC, and invited all stakeholders to give their views by 11 March 2013, when the consultation would close. He reaffirmed that the new Regional Aid Guidelines and, more broadly, the State Aid modernization strategy involved all levels of government, and he stated that national and regional governments should use them to bring the European economy back on the road to recovery and growth.

*   *   *

Speaking on behalf of the EPP group, Mr Michel Lebrun raised three questions to the Commissioner. He inquired about the consistency between public aid and the use of European funds, citing as an example the application of State Aid rules in the context of the Interconnectedness Mechanism in particular. Secondly, Mr Lebrun referred to transparency in the implementation of regional aid, and he reaffirmed the CoR's readiness to work with the Commission on strengthening the capacity of local and regional authorities in that regard. Finally, referring to the exit of Arcelor Mittal from the Liège region, Mr Lebrun inquired whether provisions on regional aid for large companies were sensible and whether European treaties had been respected. 

On behalf of the PES group, Mr Jean-Paul Denanot stressed the importance of ensuring consistency between the Regional Aid Guidelines and Structural Funds as regards the status of non-traditional transition regions. Secondly, Mr Denanot called on the Commission to reconsider its intention to ban aid to large firms, which were often vital to the survival of local and family businesses dependent on them. Thirdly, Mr Denanot appealed to the Commission to introduce in the Regional Aid Guidelines a clause on relocation, so as to prevent social dumping practices on the part of large companies. Lastly, he reiterated a request to increase the threshold from 200 000 to 500 000 EUR in the de minimis provisions on State Aid. 

Mr Romeo Stavarache, on behalf of the ALDE group, reaffirmed the importance of local and regional authorities in steering funds and ensuring that the application of State Aid took account of demographics. Referring to the revision of Regional Aid Guidelines, he pointed out that state intervention must always have a purpose, and underscored the need to ensure that State Aid to one region did not come at an expense to another region. Mr Stavarache expressed a concern with the categorization of companies, in particular medium-sized companies, and enquired Mr Almunia about the Commission's plans for them.

On behalf of the EA group, Mr Witold Krochmal pointed out two aspects of competitiveness policy, namely internal competitiveness within the European Union, and competitiveness of the European Union with respect to the external world. Focusing on the latter, Mr Krochmal stressed that the use of public funds could not be the main driver of economic development because there were a number of other elements which limited competitiveness. He referred to labour costs, taxation policy, stability of legislation, and proper use of natural resources as the main areas on which the European Commission should focus its activities in order to enhance competitiveness both internally and externally, and asked Mr Almunia about the kind of action planned by the European Commission in these areas.

Referring to her home region in Finland, Ms. Pauliina Haijanen expressed concern with the potential loss of 22 000 jobs as a result of increased competition from outside the EU. 

On behalf of Mr Michel Delebarre, Ms. Bresso enquired whether homogenous rules might be envisaged within European territorial interest groups, so as to enable them to become a tool for promoting cross-border cooperation. 

In his response, Commissioner Almunia reassured Mr Lebrun that the Commission was working for a greater degree of consistency between the criteria applied for Structural Funds and the criteria applied to State Aid for regional purposes, and he also emphasised the balance between EU-level predefined regions and subsidiarity-based decisions. He stated that transparency was absolutely essential for public funds, and pointed out the need to recover the information lost since 2005 when the de mininis threshold was raised and block exemptions were introduced. Referring to the issues raised by Mr Denanot, Mr Almunia stated that it was up to the national authorities to decide on the status of non-traditional transition regions. He reaffirmed the Commission's position with regard to State Aid to large companies engaged in research, development and innovation in the fields of the environment, energy, and venture capital, and stated that he generally saw no reason for extending State Aid to large companies outside those fields. As concerns the anti-relocation clause, Mr Almunia stated that the Commission was working on a draft regulation on extension by category which would be approved by the Council. With regard to the de minimis ceiling, Mr Almunia stated that it was worth keeping, and he emphasised that public authorities should remain vigilant and continue to look closely at the way public money was spent. Mr Almunia reassured Mr Stavarache that he would continue consultations with stakeholders. He agreed that the role of public authorities was to set the framework and not manage companies, and he reaffirmed the need to avoid distortions and prioritise the treatment of medium-sized enterprises. Referring to the issue raised by Ms. Haijanen, Mr Almunia stated that we should remain open and fair and treat investors equally. With regard to the question raised by Ms. Bresso on behalf of Mr Delebarre, Mr Almunia assured the CoR that the Commission had taken note of its concerns regarding the European Grouping for Territorial Cooperation, and that it would keep them in mind while formulating its final position on Regional Aid Guidelines.

_____________

 — Rue Belliard/Belliardstraat 101 — 1040 Bruxelles/Brussel — BELGIQUE/BELGIË —


Tel. +32 22822211 — Fax +32 22822325 — Internet: � HYPERLINK "http://www.cor.europa.eu" ��http://www.cor.europa.eu�





EN








CDR2335-2012_02_00_TRA_PV

CDR2335-2012_02_00_TRA_PV
5 IF  =  1

2 =1 +   "" ".../..."
.../...


