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DES Executive Group Item 16
European Update and 2017 Priorities 

Purpose

1. This paper aims to update Members of the EU lobbying work carried out by the COSLA Brussels team on the issues agreed by this Executive Group and updates member views on the basis of the recently tabled EU Legislative Work Programme 2017.
Recommendations

2. The Executive Group is invited to:
i. Note the recent developments on COSLA EU lobbying priorities, and
ii. Agree the updated list of EU Priorities relevant for this Executive Group on the basis of the European Commission Work Programme for 2017.

Background

3. In October every year the European Commission as the executive body of the EU tables its legislative priorities for the following year. Akin to the Programme for Government or the Queen’s Speech it sets out the list of key legislation or policy proposals to be tabled and negotiated the following year.
EU Legislative Work Programme 2017
4. As we expected there are very few proposals that were not already forecasted in the 2015 work programme as it scoped the incoming Commission proposals until 2019. These priorities were fully discussed and politically approved as COSLA’s European Priorities at the COSLA Convention in March 2015. However there are a number of issues relevant for this Executive Group that are partially new. Therefore, as we did last year you can find below an updated set of priorities. In so doing we are also providing an update of the ongoing work COSLA officials and members (such as the Members of the Committee of the Regions) are carrying out at the moment. 

5. As discussed in a separate paper elsewhere in this agenda, COSLA is particularly interested in ensuring that the forthcoming discussions on ‘Brexit’ at UK and EU level offer are informed by the impact of the new EU-UK relationship to local government. With the exact details of that relationship not yet known we are taking the view – like the Scottish and UK Government that- we need to work any incoming EU legislation liable to impact local government with the same scrutiny as always. It is possible that some of the draft legislation might still make it to the statute book before the UK leaves the EU.

6. On specific dossiers we are keen that the new legislation on Energy Efficiency (Energy Efficiency in Buildings and Energy Performance in Buildings Directive) and Renewable Energy (due later this year) needs to be compatible with Scottish /UK policy, as was achieved with the previous negotiation rounds.  Any attempts from the Commission to introduce specific targets for the public sector should be resisted, unless it is able to prove that such targets are drawn from a proper assessment of the ability of Local Government to meet them.   Equally a proposal on Energy Governance needs to be properly informed of the nature of energy policy cutting across EU, national and local governance levels, including consolidating reporting obligations to the national or EU levels. 

7. Concerning the Circular Economy (Waste), we are campaigning on the back of the lobbying lines agreed by this Executive Group to ensure that new EU targets are developed in a pragmatic and realistic way so that legislation is properly assessed as being achievable at local level so that it is coherent with current UK and Scottish policy goals. We are doing common lobbying with our European peers ahead of a crucial vote next January.  Equally the new 2017 Work Programme includes a revision of the electrical waste (WEEE) Directive – we will closely monitor it as to ensure there are no liabilities for Local Authorities.

8. As regards to the proposed measured for Low Emissions Mobility we are keen that the subsidiarity principle is respected so that single market harmonisation and interoperability is not used as a way for the EU legislate on urban mobility –we successfully resisted that two years ago but the Commission is developing (so far only indicative) EU rules on low emission areas, congestion charging or urban mobility plans. Similarly we are taking a cautious approach to the proposed reviews of the Clean Vehicles Procurement Directive arguing for a non-overly prescriptive set of rules for public authorities to mandatorily purchase those vehicles. Equally, we are as yet unclear what commitments the UK Government has set out for the UK as a whole as per local charging points of hydrogen and electrical vehicles. By contrast the forthcoming proposals for European Investment Bank (Cllr Robinson and Cllr Buchanan were invited by the EU Transport Commissioner to discuss this) for credit lines for clean public transport fleet renewal are welcome.

9. As regards to Economic development and public services, we are keen that the review of State aid General Block Exemption Regulation as well as a new VAT Regime is reflective of the EU Treaty provisions on Services of General Interest and the specific arrangements that currently apply to Councils. In the same vein we are keen that the existing EU protections on public  services  on procurement and public services is duly reflected in the forthcoming TTIP and TiSA trade deals –should their negotiation continue following the USA elections – and that the last minute safeguards on public services for the CETA (Canada-EU) deal are effectively applied . More widely lessons need to be learned about how issues affecting local government powers and services had been negotiated (and communicated) in CETA and TTIP. Moving forward we have urged the UK Government to adopt a partnership approach with Local Government ahead and during negotiations of the future EU-UK deal and future trade deals with other areas.

10. Finally while supporting the ongoing efforts on simplification for beneficiaries of the Common Agricultural Policy and European Structural and Investment Funds (notably the recent “Omnibus Regulation”) we are already engaging with EU officials at officer and member level in terms of the Mid Term Review of the EU Budget. For reference Cllr Buchanan is the Deputy Chairs the CoR Natural Resources Commission and works on rural and maritime issues, and Cllr Robinson is an active members of the CoR Territorial Cohesion (he hosted a major EU conference in Shetland last September) and chairs the Cohesion Expert Group of our European umbrella body CEMR.

11. Lastly in terms of reduction of EU rules red tape we will monitor closely the forthcoming proposals to increase enforcement of EU environmental legislation. As we have said in the past improvement in compliance will be achieved through capacity building support rather than a punitive approach requiring Councils to meet EU targets that need not have been subject to a robust impact assessment including cost. 
Conclusion

12. Members are invited to agree with any changes this priority paper that will wide our EU lobbying work for 2017 over and above the ‘Brexit’ issues discussed elsewhere in this agenda. The COSLA Brussels staff will report regularly to this executive group on developments as they arise.
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