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High Level Meeting on Governance and the EU


Turku, 2 October 2006

Mr Hannes Manninen, Minister of Regional and Municipal Affairs 

Ms Chair,  
Distinguished guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure to welcome the High Level Group on European Governance to its third meeting. A year ago I decided that this event should be included in the Programme of the Finnish Presidency. The preparatory work done by you, and especially by past, present and incoming Presidencies since, has shown the value you attach to a serious discussion about new ways of governance within the European Union; ways which would create better working relationships between all levels of government and with all stakeholders. 

You in this group, being responsible for local and regional democracy within the Ministries of the Member States, have a good cross-sectoral perspective on what possibilities and challenges the Union brings to developing regions and local communities. We are most pleased to have the European Commission actively participating in this work. We also greet the Committee of the Regions and the members of delegations representing local and regional tiers of government. It is important that the Council of Europe is represented here, with its vast experience of enhancing local and regional democracy.
Finland is committed to promoting good governance on the basis of the White Paper issued by the Commission five years ago. We strive to make the Union’s legislation and practices more simple and transparent together with the Member States and the Commission. One central aim is to assist municipal and regional authorities to implement Union legislation, and support the efforts to improve the efficiency of administration. 

The White Paper introduced a new instrument in implementing EU policies: target-based tripartite arrangements, or contracts, as they were proposed to be at that time. New instruments appear rather seldom. The five years time for developing the instrument and its piloting has been a necessary phase. For several reasons, the success of the piloting or the enthusiasm of Member States and regions, has been less than anticipated. We are now standing at a cross-road with this instrument. The Commission has agreed to a substantial discussion on the matter at this meeting by informing of its opinion, but keeping the dossier open until today. 

The Presidency, in preparation for this meeting, issued a questionnaire on the tripartites arrangements. From the answers that we received, one might read that rigid structures for arrangements seem to be rejected. In every case we want to emphasise that joint efforts of the Commission, the Member States, and of local and regional government is of paramount importance to welfare and growth in Europe. One should cherish partnerships with local and regional government and if this instrument is seen not to have potential enough to be further developed, there should be work done to find new ways to achieve the goals that originally were sought when the tripartites were introduced. 
The structures of local and regional government and their competences are very diverse in Europe. What suits a federal state and its regions with legislative powers, may not do so in another, unitary country. Also federal states and unitarian ones differ widely to their internal systems of democratic organisation. The constitutions of Member States differ in many other respects also, a fact that has a bearing on, as well instruments like the tripartite arrangements, as on other aspects of implementing European legislation. 
This meeting will also discuss several other questions involving a better understanding of how implementation of and compliance with European legislation takes place locally and regionally. State aid, for example, should be examined from this point of view. The same concerns anticipated impacts on local and regional governance of the Services Directive. 

In Finland, where 431 municipalities are in charge of an exceptionally broad scope of tasks, the implementation of EU legislation takes place to a higher degree than in many other countries on the local level. This may be regarded as subsidiarity in practice. But this also makes us very interested in a Union which is able to take differences into consideration. Commission documents often discuss the need for addressing the territorial impact of EU policies. This was, among others, done in the White Paper of 2001. There sometimes seems to be limited understanding of the fact that quite much of EU legislation, without a strong territorial aspect, is likewise implemented by sub-national entities with differing powers and tasks, according to national constitutions and the internal organisation of Member States. 

Better regulation is an important political and economic issue for the whole of the EU. The Presidency stresses the importance of public procurement law in determining the forms of cooperation for local and regional authorities. Legislation must be clarified in order to reinforce and organise local government activities. Bodies under public law should be able to agree on mutual cooperation in certain situations without tendering. At the moment, this is a rather grey area. The clarification of rules which is under way within the Commission should preferably cover not only public-private partnerships but also public-public partnerships. 
A key priority for Finland’s Presidency is to strengthen European competitiveness in accordance with the Lisbon strategy. A more competitive Europe calls for vital and developing regions. It is essential that regions and local democracies are involved in giving new strength to the implementation of the Lisbon strategy. 

It is a basic requirement for Europe’s success that its citizens should have confidence in the Union. Building up confidence and improving the EU’s approval rating call for determined action. The objectives of transparency and better regulation also concern local and regional democracy.  We need to demonstrate openness, effective decision-making, and an ability to legislate well. The approval rating will rise from well-founded actions, not from legal proceedings which the citizens’ sense of justice cannot accept. The EU must focus on action which is more successful when it is summed up together than when taken alone by a single Member State. 
Distinguished audience,

The European Union’s future is our common challenge. We need to explore ways to overcome the stalemate on the EU’s Constitutional Treaty. Difficulties over ratification of the Treaty must not prevent the Union from functioning and developing. In fact, the process must be kept ongoing. The Finnish Government has submitted a proposal for ratifying the Constitutional Treaty to Parliament. 

The entry of eight central and eastern European countries together with Cyprus and Malta into the European Union some two years ago was a historic achievement, ending centuries of division. Europe reunited means a stronger, more democratic and stable continent that is capable of responding to the challenges of globalisation more effectively than before. We will continue the enlargement process as scheduled.

Significant progress has been witnessed in developing new instruments for strengthening economic and social cohesion. This meeting will discuss territorial co-operation. Important decisions in this field have been taken within the EU recently. The regulation establishing European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation was adopted this summer. It will answer to the need for a Community level cooperation instrument with legal personality which public authorities may choose to employ for co-operation across borders. Within the limits of the constitutional system of each Member State and the excluded activities, this grouping will help to the reduce difficulties caused by differences between national laws and procedures.
Another new instrument will be the European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument. It will result in fewer programmes and more simple procedures. The instrument will replace the present INTERREG, TACIS and MEDA financing in cross-border cooperation at most external borders. Expectations regarding the practicability of the Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument are high. Finland has defined promotion of cross-border cooperation as one of its Presidency priorities. In this context I like to mention that Russia, as well, has welcomed the new instrument. There are good grounds to believe that the remaining challenges will be solved at the beginning of the programming period.

Distinguished audience,

As the country holding the Presidency, Finland concentrates on the future of Europe: improving competitiveness, and taking pro-active measures regarding population ageing, climate change, and security.

A core priority for Finland’s EU Presidency is Europe’s ability to succeed in global competition. Thus, the Presidency strives to find concrete ways of improving the Union’s competitiveness. In particular, Finland promotes the development of the internal market, innovations and their utilisation, increases in labour productivity, and the quality of working life.

Finland’s Presidency takes place at a challenging moment for Europe’s economic development. The global economy is growing at an unprecedented rate. Economy is not, however, growing steadily throughout the world; growth is taking place mainly in emerging economies. Europe’s position in the redistribution of work and prosperity is deteriorating.

The Union should respond to this challenge. We should further cooperation between companies, training and research institutes, improve the quality of research and development activities and create innovation environments that support the introduction of high-quality products. In the future, we can base our competitiveness and prosperity only on high-level expertise, specialisation and efficient networking. 
A good example of this is the Finnish system of Centres of Expertise, which will be presented at this meeting. Finland has been able to strengthen regional competitiveness and excellence in the selected fields through the Centre of Expertise Programme, which is based on strategic cooperation between businesses, higher education institutions, research institutes, technology centres and public partners. 

Development takes place locally, which means that also development policies should be implemented as local measures. No government is able to make a change alone, but in a sound co-operation between national and regional efforts. Especially urban localities are essential focal points of the knowledge economy. City regions have the knowledge infrastructure, direct connections to global economy and the most fluent exchange of expertise. 

You have decided to have a discussion on local and regional governance promoting the Lisbon strategy, and your discussion will be nourished be interventions from several angles. The European Institute of Public Administration, through its centre for the regions in Barcelona, was commissioned by the Presidency to study local and regional actors in the implementation of the Lisbon strategy. The host city of Turku will give examples of how the implementation of the Lisbon strategy may take place in an environment which calls for strong employment measures, for supporting entrepreneurship, integrating immigrants, and for strengthening highly sophisticated fields like information and communication technology and biotechnology. Every such activity is based on governance with a multitude of stakeholders. 
The implementation of the Lisbon strategy requires an even greater commitment on the part of Member States and regional and local actors to the EU’s common priorities. I endorse the statement of the Committee of the Regions that the success of the Lisbon strategy depends first and foremost on how it is interpreted at regional and local levels. In fact, the theme of the informal meeting of the ministers responsible for regional policy, which will be held during the Finnish Presidency, will address this topic.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

The key to Europe's success and its inhabitants’ welfare lies in its regions and municipalities. This is why their work is important. 


