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DECLARATION ADOPTED BY THE POLICY COMMITTEE OF 
THE COUNCIL OF EUROPEAN MUNICIPALITIES AND REGIONS, 

VIENNA, 12 DECEMBER 2005

“AFTER THE REFERENDA – WHICH WAY FORWARD FOR EUROPE,

AND WHAT ROLE FOR LOCAL AND REGIONAL GOVERNMENT?”

The Policy Committee of the Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR), which brings together the elected representatives from the national associations of local and regional government in 35 countries, meeting in Vienna on 12th December 2005,

Having discussed the major issues and challenges today facing the European Union, and its regional and local governments,

Has agreed the following Declaration:

1. Exactly one year ago, meeting in Maastricht, the CEMR expressed its support for the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe, on the grounds that the Treaty represented major progress for the governance and functioning of the European Union, and in particular for Europe’s local and regional governments.

2. We were accordingly disappointed at the “no” votes in the referenda on ratification of the Treaty held in France and the Netherlands, but are committed to play a positive role in the wide debate and reflection that the European Council has launched.

3. Since the founding Treaty of Rome, Europe has been built upon numerous successes and has been able to overcome its crises.  Local and regional authorities have taken part in this process, in particular helping to involve their citizens for whom, due to their proximity, they represent the most immediate decision-making sphere.  They, moreover, are responsible today for the implementation of a major part of European legislation.

4. We note, from our experience in our regions and localities, that many of our co-citizens no longer identify as closely with the direction in which they see Europe developing, and often feel that the Union is not responding sufficiently to their day to day preoccupations. We are particularly aware that many citizens used the referenda as a protest vote rather than an opposition to the Treaty as such.  This disconnection must be tackled.

5. We are concerned, moreover, that – in recent months – the European Union has suffered a wider weakness of direction and decision-making, which if not swiftly resolved could lead to a dangerous crisis.

6. The inability – until now – of the Heads of State and Government to act is therefore demonstrated by the disagreement over the Financial Perspectives of the EU for the period 2007-2013. This deadlock over the budget has direct consequences for local and regional authorities in Europe, and is all the more worrying as the financial provision of the future cohesion policy has been progressively reduced.
7. We reaffirm CEMR’s strong commitment to an ambitious, adequately-financed, European cohesion and regional policy, involving all of Europe’s regions, together with their respective cities and local governments. We underline again that this policy should be endowed, at minimum, with the level of resources recommended by the Commission – and any reduction for this policy below that put forward by the Luxembourg Presidency would be seen as unjust and a negation of what, for us, the EU stands for.

8. In particular, we solemnly recall our conviction that the cohesion policy of the Union should be at a level which is appropriate to the challenges of a Europe now enlarged to twenty-five countries, and call for the respect of the commitments made to the new member states and their territories.  In this respect, we cannot but express our disagreement with the proposals presented by the British presidency on the 5th of December.

9. We emphasize, at the same time, our commitment to the implementation of the Lisbon Strategy for growth and employment, always including at the European level the key social, environmental, education, training and culture dimensions.  For us, competitivity and cohesion are not opposites or alternatives, but represent two sides of the same coin.

10. We accordingly urge the Heads of State and Government, meeting this week, to reach agreement on the Financial Perspectives, at a level that is consistent with the requirements of both the Lisbon Strategy, and of a true European cohesion policy, as set out above. Any further delay will be extremely harmful, given the long lead-in times for preparing and implementing effective Structural Fund and related programmes.

11. Regional policy is one example of how the European Union can make a real, positive impact on the lives of our citizens. There are many other areas where the EU’s role is of great importance, in particular where the Union works in partnership with national, regional and local governments for the common good. Social inclusion, the environment, energy policy, tackling serious crime and terrorism… all are examples of the need for this multi-level governance.

12. However, there is still a strong need to improve the effectiveness and transparency of the Union, to strengthen the working in practice of the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality, and to include the essential role as partners of regional and local government. The current Treaty framework of the Union virtually ignores the contribution of local and regional government.

13.  There are serious doubts today whether the Constitutional Treaty will go into effect in its current structure.  It is evident, however, that it represents the foundation of rules upon which the consensus of the governments of the twenty-five Member States was achieved. CEMR therefore reaffirms its support for the key points of the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe, contained in particular in Parts I and II, and notes that a majority of Member States – through parliamentary or citizens’ votes – have ratified the Treaty in line with their own constitutional processes.

14. However, CEMR believes that it is now time to reopen the public debate on the future status of Part III of the Treaty which sets out the detailed policies and rules that apply in the ongoing work of the Union. They are not of the same nature or constitutional character as Parts I and II. Moreover, many citizens disagree with some or many of the detailed policies and rules, and many of the concerns expressed during referendum campaigns were really about giving “constitutional value” to these detailed rules, rather than objections to the governance issues.

15. In this regard, we recall that – when the Convention on the Future of Europe was first set up in December 2001 - the Laeken Declaration of the European Council included the question of whether “a distinction should be made between a basic treaty and the other treaty provisions”, including a possible distinction between the amendment and ratification processes. We propose that this question be given a prominent place once again in the present debate.  

16. Finally, CEMR reaffirms that – whilst we insist that the Constitution or founding Treaty of the Union must give a proper place to regional and local government – most of the specific issues contained in the current EU Constitution relating to our spheres of government can and should be put into effect by the European institutions, as part of good governance, within the existing legal framework. We call on the EU institutions to make a formal commitment to do so. In this respect, we noted with interest the recent opinion of the Committee of the Regions on the guidelines for the implementation and control of the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality, whose main points we support.

17. But beyond this, the Constitution made one breakthrough of fundamental importance for us – the principle of local and regional self-government is expressly included. This gain is essential in any future constitutional text, or amendment of the Treaties. This is a point of principle, but also a matter of practical necessity, given the lack of protection evident in certain policies of the European Commission, and recent judgments of the European Court of Justice.

18.  We therefore call on the European Council, Commission and Parliament to re-confirm that a modern, democratic European Union must include, as a key element, formal recognition of the principles of local and regional self-government.

19. Finally, we welcome the different initiatives undertaken, both at the European Union level (3D: Debate, Democracy, Dialogue) as well as in various Member States, in order to address our citizens through debates and information campaigns on important European issues.  Local and regional authorities must fully assume their role in this process.  CEMR and its national associations will endeavour to be active in these efforts, particularly in order to provide the contribution of local and regional authorities.  
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