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Statement by Ms Lucinda Creighton, Minister for European Affairs, Ireland

- Thursday 31 January 2013 -

Minister Creighton began by stating that the Irish government and the Irish Presidency greatly valued the work of the regional and local authorities and of the Committee of the Regions and the results that they delivered for Europe’s citizens. She took the opportunity to thank the Irish delegation to the Committee for its work in serving regional and local authorities across Ireland, and for representing them in the EU legislative process. 

The Minister went on to present the Irish Presidency programme and stressed that the Irish government was committed to working intensively to deliver real results, in partnership with other elected representatives in the Member States and in Europe’s regions and localities.
Furthermore, the Minister stressed that the Presidency would strive to ensure that citizens and their needs were placed at the heart of all activities during the Presidency. Given the very direct link between the members of the Committee and citizens in every region and locality across Europe, the Minister asked for the CoR's support and engagement during the Year of Citizens 2013 in order to help achieve the Presidency's objectives.

Given its focus on stability and growth, the Irish Minister supported the proposals for a Banking Union which aimed to restore health to Europe’s banking sector and to fuel a return to economic growth through greater credit provision for business, in particular SMEs. The Irish Presidency had presented a roadmap for implementing the European Semester at the General Affairs Council the previous month and was determined to demonstrate that EU Governments were carrying out the reforms needed to restore health to public finances and to reach their Europe 2020 targets.
The Irish Presidency was placing a strong emphasis on driving the digital single market forward. The Presidency's focus on digital policies included data protection for citizens, stronger broadband availability and web accessibility. Ms Creighton also stressed the need to support the research and innovation sector, including through the Horizon 2020 programme, and by advancing agreement on the European Research Area.
The Minister continued by highlighting the decisive role played by the provision of quality education, adding that progress on the Erasmus for All programme would be a major priority for Ireland’s Presidency by helping to ensure that more Europeans and the next generation would be able to reap the benefits provided by this programme.
Furthermore, the Presidency aimed to make significant progress on the Youth Employment Package at the EPSCO Council in February. She further thanked the CoR for choosing the Europe 2020 flagship initiative for new skills and jobs as the main thematic focus of the Bureau meeting to be held in Dublin.

Speaking on the Cohesion policy regulations, the Minister underlined their close link to the negotiations on the EU’s future financing. Moreover, the Minister assured the CoR's members that once an agreement had been secured, the Presidency would work intensively together with the European Parliament and its other partners to finalise work on the Cohesion legislative package to ensure that the arrangements for the programme could be put in place by 2014.
The Presidency also identified the reform of the Common Agriculture Policy and the reform of the Common Fisheries Policy as key objectives.

Finally, the Minister outlined some of the principles that would be governing Ireland’s Presidency such as partnership and proximity and the need for the EU to engage with its citizens. She also stressed that Ireland was a strong proponent of the Community method of decision-making and added that the EU had frequently demonstrated that it was at its most effective when it worked together. 

***

Michael Schneider, EPP Group President, stressed the importance of getting the European citizens behind the EU by showing them just how the EU was working to help them, particularly in the context of the European Year of Citizens. He added that the EPP group would be holding its meeting in Dublin to discuss the role of entrepreneurship in creating employment opportunities, especially for young people. He further reiterated the need to arrive at a good and constructive deal on the EU's financial framework up to 2020 (MFF) in order to maintain the work achieved on the ground. In his opinion, the agreement was in the interest of all European citizens as it would provide them with a seven-year investment policy for their cities and regions. He added that he was particularly interested in the possibilities advanced by the European Parliament to enable investment to continue seamlessly should there be no agreement on the MFF at the Summit of European leaders the following week. 

Karl-Heinz Lambertz, President of the PES Group, emphasised the special role that Ireland could play in helping to keep the UK within the European Union, given the strong links between the two countries.

Speaking about the Irish Presidency programme, he welcomed the central role of the social priorities, especially the Youth Guarantee. He stressed, however, that two conditions were necessary for the implementation of these social priorities. The first requirement was an appropriate EU budget and the second condition was that the EU reforms take place in a democratic way. To illustrate this second requirement, he used the example of the EU 2020 strategy targets for reducing poverty and school drop-out rates, which went hand in hand with the provisions introducing strong cuts in the education budgets of the crisis-hit Member States, as recommended by the Troika. On the first condition, the question of the budget, Mr Lambertz stressed that one could forget about achieving Europe's objectives in the area of social development, education, youth policy, innovation and research if the EU's budget was insufficient. In his opinion, the proposed cuts of EUR 90 billion to the Commission's initial proposal could not be considered to be an appropriate budget.
Finally, he denounced the mentality of the net contributors, which not only represented for him a political and intellectual renunciation of European solidarity but which he believed was also wrong from an economic perspective. 

Speaking on behalf of the ALDE group, Bas Verkerk commented on the enormous challenges which lay ahead of the Irish presidency and called on the Presidency to step up its efforts to conclude some of the most urgent files, such as Two Pack, which was necessary to impose fiscal discipline in the Member States. He further listed Cohesion policy and the Connecting Europe Facility among the priorities for the local and regional authorities. Thirdly, in the context of the European Year of Citizens, Mr Verkerk noted that the single market had still not been completed to fully serve the European citizens, and that many obstacles remained, affecting the free movement of citizens.

Speaking on behalf of the EA group, Brian Meaney stressed the advantages which the EU gave ordinary people, such as the opportunity to travel, study or work throughout Europe, the common market, advantages in the environmental field and, most importantly, the fact that peace had been established in Europe. He further stressed the importance of instruments such as the Youth Guarantee for tackling the unacceptable levels of unemployment in Europe. Moreover, he commented on the situation in the UK and stressed that it was in Europe's interest to keep the UK within the EU, adding that more Europe was needed rather than less in order to face current challenges.

Mr Keymer focused his intervention on the issues of job creation, economic growth and connections in Europe, particularly on the role of air transport in contributing to economic development by providing direct and indirect employment. He added that the value of this important asset should be clearly communicated to the citizens and that efforts should be made to maintain existing connections.

Mr McGowan welcomed the Presidency's focus on stability, jobs and growth and fully supported its agenda in this respect. He further stressed the role of the Europe 2020 agenda in delivering jobs and growth and regretted its limited visibility in the Member States. He added that local and regional authorities could play a crucial role in delivering its targets. He asked the Minister about the measures that could be advanced to strengthen the partnership approach in the coming months. Finally, he stressed the importance of reaching an agreement on the MFF for the future of Europe.

Minister Creighton agreed with the speakers that all steps taken at the EU level should be underpinned by strong democratic legitimacy and accountability, which could only be achieved through regular dialogue with the citizens.
She confirmed that the need to focus on entrepreneurship and innovation was clearly reflected in the Presidency's objectives, which put forward several measures in this respect.
With regard to the MFF, the Minister gave her assurance that the Presidency would take full account of the role of the European Parliament in the process. She further stressed that as a country which had largely benefited from EU funding, Ireland was fully committed to working on the agreement on the MFF and striking the right balance between an ambitious and flexible budget and the budgetary constraints in the Member States.
As far as the social priorities were concerned, the Minister stated that increased growth and stability were needed to deliver these social priorities and to respond to the needs of the citizens. She also shared the opinion that there were too many significant barriers to citizens' mobility and to the completion of the single market, which were very high on the Presidency's agenda.

Lastly, she stated that the Europe 2020 strategy was closely linked to the Growth agenda and the Presidency's other priorities. 
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