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The growing importance of EU regions 
by Manfred Dammeyer, President of the Committee of the Regions 

The future of Europe is invariably seen in terms of greater decentralisation. This translates, in the case of its 
regions, into increased influence and greater self-determination. For European Union (EU) Member States, 
the 1980s and 1990s were the decades of régionalisation and decentralisation. Concepts such as those of 
State and nation are becoming less attractive, while people's sense of identity and loyalty, which are 
traditionally national, are losing their importance. Nations are increasingly losing their ability to stimulate 
growth, ensure employment and make full use of their tax revenues. They are finding it increasingly difficult, 
as a result, to ensure the foundations of their own legitimacy. 

The need for a new balance 
Within nation States, the political, economic and cultural role of the regions is continuously growing. Nation 
States can no longer recover their former strength, whether externally, through 'neonational protectionism', 
or internally, through a return to centralisation. It would be wrong, however, to seek to write off the nation 
State. A new state of affairs is beginning to emerge, for what is needed is a new balance between the three 
levels of power — the region, State and European Union. What we need is continuing European integration, 
a working nation State and stronger regions. 

The experience of the EU's federal or regionalised Member States shows that the regions are better placed 
than the central government to resolve certain problems, as they are closer to them. Having the regions take 
part in the decision-making process facilitates town and country planning, makes for more balanced 
economic development and safeguards peripheral regions. In this way, one can pay more attention to 
cultural diversity. Giving regions the power to make decisions ensures that citizens play a greater role in 
democratic institutions. 

The growing importance of the regions is linked to the fact that the political and economic environment has 
changed radically during the last two decades. The crisis engendered by the structural adaptation of industry 
and the transition to a services society, the achievement of the European single market, the progress 
towards the information society and the globalisation of the economy have made regional economic areas 
significantly more important. The regions now occupy a very important place in location, industry and 
employment policies. The increasingly sharp competition between economic regions over the location of 
economic activities is forcing them to mobilise their resources and potential. 

The qualitative elements of competition weigh increasingly heavily; they are often linked to territory and 
marked by regional structures. The process of economic modernisation and adaptation needs decentralised 
structures. This has made the regions powerful actors in the global economy. The EU has created a unique 
single market; it wants, in addition, to implement the principles of subsidiarity and solidarity, and to respect 
the political, social and cultural diversity of its Member States and regions. Paradoxically, European 
integration is transforming all the regions into potential competitors within the EU, and simultaneously 
strengthening Europe's role in relation to non-EU countries. At the same time, however, the regions are 
cooperating increasingly with each other, across national frontiers. 

A pioneering role in the EU 
The regions are also gaining in importance at the European level. A European Community which today 
intervenes across a broad front in order to regulate or coordinate can be effective if it contacts decision­
makers in the decentralised bodies at an early stage. Significantly, the European Commission insists on the 
precursory role of the regions in its voluminous strategy documents, such as those on the information 
society and employment policy. 

The aim of the Committee of the Regions is to inject the interests of local and regional authorities into the 
European political process. Its basic themes are proximity to citizens, subsidiarity and solidarity. The policy 
of strengthening economic and social cohesion represents a pillar of the EU. Studies show that, despite the 
EU's structural aid, the gap between its rich and poor regions has widened further. The EU must continue its 
programme of structural aid on a new, more effective basis. The resources of the Structural Funds must be 
used in such a way as to enable the weaker regions to develop and the stronger ones to carry out 
successfully their structural transformation. The EU's forthcoming enlargement presents its regional policy 
with significant challenges, which it has sought to take into account in its decisions regarding Agenda 2000, 
particularly the reform of the Structural Funds. Enlargement clearly must not be funded at the expense of the 
regions which are the weakest and most burdened with problems, while the new Member States must be 
included in the EU's policy of economic and social cohesion from the beginning. 
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DECISIONS 

THE 'PRODI COMMISSION' TAKES OVER 
The new European Commission is unquestionably in charge 

until the end of the year 2004. On 15 September the 

European Parliament voted four times to confirm Romano 

Prodi's nomination as President of the Commission, on the 

one hand, and of his 19 Commissioners on the other, until 

the end of this year, as well as for the five following years. 

The Commission wh ich Jacques Santer presided over 

resigned on 16 March, but had dealt wi th day­to­day busi­

ness until Mr Prodi's team could take over. 

Here is the list of the Commission's 20 Members, with their 

nationalities and attributions: 

— Romano Prodi (Italian): President 

— Neil Kinnock (British): Vice­President — Administrative 

reform 

— Loyola de Palacio del Valle-Lersundi (Spanish): Vice­

President — Relations w i th the European Parliament, 

transport and energy 

— Mario Monti (Italian): Competition 

— Franz Fischler (Austrian): Agriculture and fisheries 

— Erkki Liikanen (Finnish): Enterprise and the information 

society 

— Frits Bolkestein (Dutch): Internal market 

— Philippe Busquin (Belgian): Research 

— Pedro Solbes Mira (Spanish): Economic and monetary 

affairs 

— Poul Nielson (Danish): Development and humanitarian 

aid 

— Gunter Verheugen (German): Enlargement 

— Christopher Patten (British): External relations 

— Pascal Lamy (French): Trade 

— David Byrne (Irish): Health and consumer protection 

— Michel Barnier (French): Regional policy and, ad person­

am, Intergovernmental Conference 

— Viviane Reding (Luxembourgish): Education and culture 

— Michaele Schreyer (German): Budget 

— Margot Wallström (Swedish): Environment 

— Antonio Vitorino (Portuguese): Justice and home affairs 

— Anna Diamantopoulou (Greek): Employment and social 

affairs 

I A brake on State aid to companies 

In order to ensure fairer compet i t ion wi th in the EU, the 

European Commission decided on 8 July to tighten up the rules 

on State aid to firms in difficulties. Under the new guidelines, EU 

Member States will be able to help a given firm restructure itself 

only once in 10 years. New enterprises, as well as those result­

ing from the merger of existing firms, wil l no longer be entitled 

to State aid designed to rescue or restructure firms. Finally, 

Member States will have to meet stricter conditions in order to 

be able to extend to companies which already benefit f rom 

restructuring aid other forms of aid, such as regional aid. These 

provisions are already in force, on the whole, for large compa­

nies; they wil l also apply to other firms as from 1 July 2000. The 

new guidelines leave untouched the basic principles of the ear­

lier rules, which date from 1994. Thus aid to rescue firms can 

only take the form of short­term loans and guarantees. Aid to 

restructure firms must be part of a detailed plan, likely to restore 

the viability of the firms in question. The new guidelines provide 

provisionally for the special treatment extended to the new 

Länder of eastern Germany. 

■ Measures against late payments 

Businesses and self­employed people who are victims of long 
delays in payment wil l soon be entitled to payment of interest 

throughout the EU. Provisions to this end are contained in a draft 
directive approved by the EU Council of Ministers on 29 July, 
pending a second reading by the European Parliament and its 
formal adoption. Under the terms of the directive, interest will be 
due 30 calendar days after receipt of the invoice, even in the 
absence of a reminder, unless the contract provides otherwise. 
EU Member States will be able to set a payment period of 60 days 
for some types of contract, to be determined by them, but not 
exceeding this period. The interest rate that would apply would 
be that applied by the European Central Bank to refinancing opera­
tions, plus 6 percentage points, or 8.5 % in July, for example. 
Victims of late payments will be able to obtain, within a maxi­
mum period of 60 days, a deed entitling them to recover their 
debt. The problem of late payments affects small and medium­
sized enterprises (SMEs) in particular, and results in annual 
losses in the EU of 450 000 jobs and EUR 23.6 billion of debts, 
covered by overborrowing (EUR 1 = GBP 0.65 or IEP 0.79). 

■ EUR 30 billion for rural development 

Rural areas in all the EU countries wil l receive a total of 

EUR 30.37 billion between 2000 and 2006. The sum was allocat­

ed and shared out among them by the European Commission on 

8 September. These funds, provided by the Guarantee Section of 

the European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund, will be 

used to finance various activities in the area of rural development. 

The activities in question include professional training, the diver­

sification of activities, investments, and the processing and mar­

keting of agricultural products as well as programmes combining 

agriculture and environmental protection. The sums allocated to 

the most disadvantaged countries and regions in the EU are rela­

tively modest, given that they are entitled to financial support for 

rural development in the framework of regional aid. 

■ 'Greener' industries and districts 

Numerous industries and districts in all EU countries except 
Luxembourg wi l l be able to colour their activities or districts 
'green', thanks to the EUR 65 mil l ion in aid granted by the 
European Commission on 31 August. These funds wi l l enable 
the EU to co­finance 152 projects in the framework of its LIFE 
programme. As many as 84 of the projects were submitted by 
local authorities and 59 by companies; the nine remaining 
projects wi l l prepare the ground for ecological projects. 
Several of the industr ial projects deal w i th waste and its 
recycling. LIFE is the only EU programme to support environ­
mental protection in all parts of the EU. It has a budget of 
EUR 450 mi l l ion for the period 1996­99 . Informat ion on 
the 152 projects can be found on the Internet 
(http://europa.eu.int/comm/life/home.htm). 

D IN BRIEF 

The existing rule on tobacco, which provides for an overall minimum 
excise duty on cigarettes, equivalent to 57 % of the retail selling price, 
inclusive of all taxes, will be applied more uniformly by EU Member 
States from now on. The EU Council adopted on 29 July a directive 
which facilitates the implementation of this measure, notably in the 
event of changes to VAT rates. In addition, the derogations granted to 
Sweden and, in the case of Corsica, to France, are limited to 
31 December 2002. 

A collective labour agreement cannot withhold certain benefits — in this 
case a Christmas bonus — from persons working fewer than 15 hours 
per week. Under the terms of a ruling handed down on 9 September, 
the European Court of Justice held that such an exclusion amounts to 
discrimination based on sex, banned under the European treaties, 
because it hits women far more than men. 

By 1 January 2005 at the latest, all EU Member States will have to ban 
the ways in which chrysotile, or white asbestos, can still be used legal­
ly. After that date, its use will be permitted only in the form of the 
diaphragms used in certain chlorine plants. A decision to this effect was 
taken by the European Commission on 27 July, when it amended an 
existing regulation, with the agreement of Member States. A 1991 
European directive banned the use of other types of asbestos. 
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