


B An information society for all

By the year 2002, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
will be able to derive greater benefits from information and
communication technologies, thanks to a European pro-
gramme which the European Union Council of Ministers for-
mally adopted on 30 March. The programme, which has a
budget of ECU 25 miillion (ECU 1 = GBP 0.64 or IEP 0.79), has
three objectives, corresponding to three kinds of activities.
The most important of these, with 57 % of the total budget, are
the sharing of experiences among EU countries and the iden-
tification of obstacles which prevent SMEs, as well as disad-
vantaged regions and social groups, from taking advantage of
the new technologies. A second series of activities is aimed at
increasing public awareness, including measures for involving
information technology and telecommunications SMEs as far
as possible in the changes now taking place. The third series
of activities has to do with Europe’s role in the global informa-
tion society, and includes exchanges with the rest of the
world.

B ‘European’ number plates win recognition

Motorists who have a ‘European’ number plate affixed to the
rear of their cars will soon be able to move freely throughout
the European Union without having to add a white ovai show-
ing the abbreviation for the country of registration (GB, IRL,
etc.) in black letters. The ‘European’ number plate has a verti-
cal blue rectangle containing the country abbreviation and a
circle of 12 yellow stars, representing the EU flag. The EU
Council adopted on 17 March a draft common position, pend-
ing the European Parliament’s agreement, on a regulation pro-
viding for the mutual recognition of such number plates. This
European model was drawn up at the end of the 1980s by
European Commission and government experts. If an EU reg-
ulation is needed to secure recognition for this model through-
out the EU, it is because some governments apply the 1968
Vienna convention on road traffic, which requires the white
oval.

B Cooperation on law enforcement

Three EU Council decisions of 19 March should contribute to
strengthening public security throughout the Union. They
relate to the adoption of two cooperation programmes and the
agreement on a common definition of organised crime. This
last will facilitate police cooperation and the extradition
between Member States of persons suspected of belonging to
a criminal organisation. As a result, the fight against terrorism,
trafficking and mafias of all kinds should become more effec-
tive. Serious economic crimes, such as money laundering, are
also covered by the definition. Meanwhile, the Falcone pro-
gramme, which bears the name of a famous Italian judge who
combated the mafia, will ensure improvements, in an EU con-
text, to the training of those responsible for the fight against
organised crime, such as judges and police and customs offi-
cers. The programme has a budget of ECU 10 million. The
Odysseus programme, which was also adopted on 19 March,
will facilitate cooperation between the civil servants of
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ENLARGEMENT NEGOTIATIONS

Following the first meeting of the European conference,
held in London on March 12, the process of negotiating
EU membership for the 11 countries that have applied to
join was launched in Brussels on 30 March. The following
day the first intergovernmental conferences, marking the
start of the negotiations, were held with the Czech
Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Cyprus, Poland and Slovenia.
The other countries taking part in the current enlargement
process are Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania and
Slovakia.

Member States, particularly in the field of asylum and immi-
gration. It has a budget of ECU 12 million. The two pro-
grammes, which cover the period 1998 to 2002, provide for
exchanges of specialists between EU Member States.

(] IN BRIEF

The next elections to the European Parliament will take place from 10
to 13 June 1999 in all EU countries, the EU Council announced on 1
April.

Tobacco products bought by a private individual for his or her own
use in another EU country, through an agent, are subject to excise duty
in the country of destination. A ruling to this effect was handed down by
the European Court of Justice on 2 April, in a case involving a
Luxembourg retailer who was selling his products to UK residents
through an agent based in the United Kingdom. Excise duties on tobac-
co are much lower in Luxembourg than in the UK.

Exchanges of national civil servants responsible for implementing
EU internal market rules, which took place between 1993 and 1997
within the framework of the Karolus programme, will continue until the
end of 1999. Following approval by the European Parliament, the EU
Council decided on 23 March to extend the programme, which has
been allocated an additional ECU 4.5 million. The initial budget was
ECU 7.7 million.

As from 7 April 2001 the Fifteen will have to draw up and apply stan-
dards for the protection of workers from exposure to hazardous
chemical agents, according to the principles set out in the directive the
EU Council adopted on 7 April. The text provides for limit values for air
at the workplace; it requires employers to take the necessary measures
in the event of limit values being exceeded. The directive also contains
provisions for the assessment of risks and their prevention, and arrange-
ments for dealing with accidents and keeping workers informed.

The provisions of the international convention on safety at sea will
apply to passenger ships, hydroplanes and hovercraft carrying passen-
gers between two or several points within the same EU Member State.
The EU Council adopted a directive along these lines on 17 March. So
far this form of transport has been subject only to national regulations.
This has led to disparities between safety standards and distortions
within the European market.

Following the decision of the Greek Government to join the European
Monetary System’s exchange rate mechanism, the EU’s Finance
Ministers and central bank governors fixed the Greek currency’s central
rate at GRD 357 to ECU 1. At the same time they agreed to Ireland’s
demand to revalue the punt; as a result, its central rate against the other
ERM currencies has been revalued by 3 %. Participation in the ERM is
one of the conditions for taking part in the euro.






is derived from the activities of the service industry.
Furthermore, an ever-increasing percentage of world trade
involves intellectual property, related to pharmaceuticals,
computer software, the music industry, etc., which needs to
be protected worldwide against counterfeiting and copying.
Because of the increasing importance of these sectors, they
were included in the Uruguay Round negotiations, where
international rules on trade in services and trade-related
investment measures were established for the first time. The
future effectiveness of the common commercial policy will
thus increasingly depend on whether Community law can
keep pace with the realities of world trade ().

Why does the EU attach such importance
to international trade? What benefits does it bring?

The EU is the world’s largest trading entity. Most of its eco-
nomic success is due to foreign trade and investment. The
EU accounts for 19 % of world trade in goods (as compared
with 18 % for the United States and 10 % for Japan). Millions
of jobs depend on its exports. These exports, which go to the
whole world, provide almost 10 % of the Union’s wealth, as
represented by its GDP. The EU is also an attractive market
for imports, which represent about 9 % of its GDP. With its
373 million inhabitants, the EU has created the world’s
largest market. Exporters from outside the EU are also bene-
fiting from the completion of the single market with its uni-
form (or mutually recognised) set of norms, standards and
procedures. Like local EU firms, they benefit from the
European harmonisation of manufacturing standards and
can now market their goods anywhere in the EU. They no
longer have to face 15 different national requirements. Once
imported products have entered the Community, they can
move as freely as local goods within the EU frontiers; such
movement is further facilitated by the fact that Community
standards have been laid down for industrial and agricultur-
al products.

Foreign direct investment is also an important feature of the
globa!l economy and an area in which the EU has a strong
interest. Foreign direct investment by Europe in third coun-
tries accounts for over one quarter of such investment
worldwide. Foreign direct investment in Europe amounts to
over ECU 1 000 billion and supports millions of jobs in the
Union. Trade and direct investment are closely interlinked,
through their mutual reinforcement. It is therefore import-
ant to ensure a favourable environment for foreign direct
investment worldwide at the same time as trade is being
increasingly liberalised.

As briefly demonstrated, the EU’s economic welfare
depends on a liberal, multilateral world economic order.
Progressive opening of its own market, parallel to obtaining
improved access to third countries, is the chief aim of the
EU. For this reason, the EU played a prominent role in the
multilateral Uruguay Round trade negotiations, which led to
the conclusion of 28 multilateral agreements or arrange-
ments, including the agreement setting up the World Trade
Organisation (WTQO).

Thanks to these agreements, substantial progress is being
made in the liberalisation of world trade. There is still a need,
however, to remove the obstacles which continue to block
access to markets in third countries and prevent European

(') For more information on the common commercial policy, please
contact the Commission at its Internet address:
http://www.cc.cec:8080/en/comm/dg01/dg1.htm

business from competing on an equal footing. The
Commission has listed these obstacles in its market access
database on the Internet (http://mkaccdb.eu.int). The EU is
implementing a market access strategy to remove such
obstacles and will continue to work for this within the WTO,
in particular by drawing up rules to cover new areas such as
trade and environment, trade and investment, and trade and
competition.

How can the EU protect its industries against unfair trade?

The common commercial policy, which has been in exis-
tence for almost 40 years, has given the EU one of the most
liberal trade regimes in the world. Its import tariffs are
among the lowest and it has abandoned all quantitative
restrictions (or will soon let them expire, for example in the
textile sector). Consequently, the EU has a very high import
penetration (import share or value per capita).

However, thanks to the WTO rules, the EU can legitimately
defend its industries against unfair competition from third
countries. This trade defence policy mainly counteracts
dumping and subsidising practices by which countries or
foreign companies sell their goods at artificially cheap prices
for export and threaten to wipe out EU industries without
necessarily being more competitive or more efficient. But the
EU uses its trade defence instruments in a very liberal way;
it only imposes measures at the minimum level necessary to
offset the injury suffered and it takes no measures at all if the
imports concerned are in the Community’s overall interest.
In both respects, the EU is much less protective than its
major trading partners, such as the United States. In fact,
protective measures are applied to less than 0.7 % of the
overall trade volume of the EU.

In addition, the EU has created the legal means to force other
countries to open their markets. The so-called trade barriers
regulation can be used to investigate restrictive or discrimi-
natory practices applied against Community firms in third
countries and thus improve the access of European traders to
the markets concerned.

How is the EU helping developing countries
in terms of trade?

The EU actively helps developing countries and at the core of
its trading relationships is the Lomé Convention, to which 71
countries in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific (ACP) are
signatories. Through the convention the EU gives practically
all industrial and agricultural goods from these countries
duty-free access to the single market, without EU products
having to be given the same treatment in return.

The EU has also granted preferential market access to many
other countries, such as its neighbours in the Mediterranean
and in central and eastern Europe, whilst a number of coun-
tries in Asia and Latin America also receive preferential treat-
ment for most manufactured goods and qualify for reduced
rates of duty on certain agricultural products. However, trad-
ing relations with these countries tend to be less structured
and on the whole more geared towards supporting regional
economic integration, as is true of agreements signed with
bodies such as ASEAN (Association of South-East Asian
Nations) and the Andean Pact (Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador,
Peru and Venezuela), to cite but two examples.

(The second part of this article will appear in a subsequent
issue.)
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The EU regulation on the control of mergers also covers groups which
are market leaders, according to the European Court of Justice. In a rul-
ing handed down on 31 March, in a case involving the merger of the
German companies Kali und Salz and Mitteldeutsche Kali, and the east
German privatisation agency, the Court held that the European
Commission had not proved that an oligopoly existed. It therefore
annulled the Commission’s decision authorising the merger only on
certain conditions.

Statistics on the carriage of goods by road will have to take into
account the creation of the European single market to a greater extent.
The EU Council approved a draft regulation on 17 March which pro-
vides for statistics on the degree of utilisation of vehicles and road cab-
otage. Under the new system, intra-Community transport will be han-
dled in the same way as national transport.

The list of agricultural and food products protected throughout the
EU from imitations was increased by seven German and Italian products
on 23 March, bringing the total number of protected items to 457. The
products added by the European Commission include meat, ofive oil
and beer.

The directive guaranteeing part-time workers the same treatment as
full-time workers will apply to the UK at the same time as to the other
EU countries, that is as from the end of 1999. On 7 April the EU Council
adopted a text along these lines, which gives concrete expression, in
this particular area, to the UK's adhesion to the Maastricht Treaty's
social protocol.

The Finnish system of taxation of imported electricity is discrimina-
tory, and therefore contrary to EU rules, according to a ruling handed
down by the European Court of Justice on 2 April. The tax on electricity
produced in Finland depends on whether or not it is produced by eco-
logical methods. But electricity imported from other EU countries is
taxed at the same rate, whatever the method of production.

INITIATIVES

@ Eleven chosen for the euro

The European Commission recommended to the European
Council on 25 March that 11 EU countries take part in the euro
as from 1 January 1999. The 11 countries are Belgium,
Germany, Spain, France, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, Austria, Portugal and Finland. Of the other
Member States, the UK and Denmark have a derogation, while
Greece and Sweden do not meet the criteria laid down in the
Maastricht Treaty for transition to the single currency. The EU
Heads of State or Government should draw up on 2 May the
definitive list of the countries that will take part in the euro
next year. The Commission has backed up its proposal with a
convergence report, which analyses the economic and legal
position of Member States in relation to economic and mon-
etary union.

@ The euro: avoiding conversion charges ...

In order to facilitate the transition to the euro for consumers
and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), the European
Commission adopted on 15 April three recommendations
dealing with conversion charges, the dual display of prices and
information and follow-up measures. To begin with, the
Commission notes that European regulations require that
banks do not charge more for services denominated in euro
than for identical services in a national currency. Nor should
they charge for converting sums in euro which are paid into an
account held in a national currency — and vice versa — or
when converting bank accounts in a national currency into

euro with the approach of 1 January 2002, the date for the
introduction of euro coins and banknotes. The Commission, in
fact, is asking banks to carry out this operation free of charge
as from 1 January 1999. What is more, it wants them to make
no charge for payments made from an account denominated
in euro to one denominated in a national currency — and vice
versa. Nor should they charge their customers for exchanging
normal (i.e. ‘household’) amounts of coins and banknotes.
Banks should also inform their customers of the charges they
intend making and those they have invoiced.

@ ... and taking care over dual
price displays ...

There is no obligation to display prices in both euro and the
national currency. But the European Commission has
reminded firms using euro, whether in 2001 or before, that
they will have to respect existing legislation as regards con-
version rates between euro and the participating national cur-
rencies and the rules for rounding off euro amounts. In addi-
tion, dual-price displays will have to be unambiguous, easily
identified and clear. The Commission has also advised retail-
ers to limit dual-price displays to the minimum — the final
price consumers have to pay, on the one hand, and the total
on financial statements or receipts, on the other. Retailers are
also being asked to indicate clearly whether they will accept
payment in euro between 1999 and 2001. The Commission is
also of the view that bank statements and bills from utility
companies should be made out in both euro and the national
currency as from 1 January 1999.

@ ... without forgetting SMEs

In order to facilitate the transition to the euro for small busi-
nesses, the European Commission, in the third of its recom-
mendations, is asking larger firms to give advance notice
before issuing invoices in euro or asking to be invoiced in
euro. Similarly, large firms should agree to show sums in the
national currency if asked to do so by SMEs. Lastly, large firms
should help their subcontractors adapt to the euro. The
Commission is also inviting Member States to set up centres
for monitoring the transition to the euro. Concerned profes-
sionals, the civil service and ordinary citizens would be asso-
ciated with these centres. The Commission is also of the view
that Member States must mobilise the educational system at
all levels in order to inform the young and not so young about
the euro.

The Commission’s recommendations do not amount to bind-
ing ‘laws’. However, if those to whom they are addressed
failed to take account of them, the Commission would pro-
pose binding measures. It will make its initial examination of
the way in which banks are implementing its recommenda-
tions before the end of 1998. The examination will be based
on a report submitted by 31 October at the latest.

@ A brake on late payments

In order to resolve the problem of late payments, which affects
and even threatens the very existence of numerous SMEs, the
European Commission proposed on 26 March a directive
which would require payments to be made on time and pro-
vide for compensation in the event of late payment. For pay-
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