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1. Opening of the meeting 

Mr Smári MCCARTHY opened the meeting by welcoming all present and thanked the 

European Parliament (EP) for hosting the meeting. In his introduction, he explained that due 

to the end of legislature and the intense legislative activity in the EP, the meeting would be 

shorter than usual and asked the members for their understanding with this unusual situation. 

He specifically thanked Mr DOHRMANN who was attending his last meeting as EU-Chair of 

the EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee (EEA JPC). Mr MCCARTHY thanked him for having 

contributed over the past 5 years to strengthening the parliamentary dimension of the EEA.  

 

2. Adoption of the draft agenda 

The agenda was adopted. 

 

3. Approval of the minutes of the 51st meeting of the EEA Joint Parliamentary 

Committee (EEA JPC) 

The minutes were approved.  
  

                                              
1 The minutes may be subject to subsequent technical and linguistic adaptation, if necessary. 
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4. Developments in the EEA Agreement  

Addresses by:  

 Mr Augustin VARNAV, Chair of the EFTA Working Party, representing the EU 

Chair of the EEA Council 

  Mr Claude MAERTEN, EU Chair of the EEA Joint Committee  

 H.E. Ambassador Sabine MONAUNI, EFTA Chair of the EEA Joint Committee 

and representing the EFTA Chair of the EEA Council.  

  
Mr Augustin VARNAV, referred to the 25th anniversary of the EEA and stressed how important 

the agreement had been over this period. It had proven to be remarkably flexible in order to 

adapt to changes in the EU and provided for stability. With Brexit, he underlined that it was 

more important than ever to safeguard the EEA Agreement ensuring the homogeneity and the 

integrity of the internal market. Mr Varnav then exposed to the Committee the topics that were 

expected to be discussed at the next EEA Council on 20 May 2019. It was expected that 

Ministers would discuss progress made in reducing the backlog, especially in the area of 

financial services. Further, he stressed that the EEA Council Conclusions might address the 

Digital Single Market and the completion of the Single Market, the European Pillar of Social 

Rights as well as cooperation in the fields of energy and climate change. Finally, he opined that 

the ministers might take stock of the progress made in the implementation of the EEA Norway 

Grants and touch upon bilateral issues such as further liberalisation in the agricultural sector. 

Both the EEA Joint Committee Progress Report and the EEA JPC Resolution on the 2018 

Annual report will be discussed by the ministers.  

Mr Claude MAERTEN emphasised on the success of the EEA which ensured over the last 25 

years the security of the law and a dynamic take-over of the EU acquis. He underlined that the 

cooperation between the EU and the EEA EFTA States was going far beyond the fields covered 

by the agreement and expended to areas such as Research, Education, or fight against climate 

change. Mr Maerten stressed that this unique cooperation also allowed for exempting EEA 

EFTA States from the safeguard measures imposed by the EU to third countries on steel 

products. He further opined that the backlog amounted currently to more than 600 acts which 

corresponds to more than one year of EU legislative activity. Against this background, he 

underlined the important progresses that were expected to be made at the next EEA Joint 

Committee with the incorporation of more than 200 acts. Mr Maerten concluded by saying that 

the implementation of the EEA Norway Grants was progressing and that the beneficiary 

countries were very satisfied with this cooperation.  

Ms MONAUNI referred to the 25th anniversary of the EEA Agreement and announced the 

various high-level meetings and events that were planned throughout the year. In particular, 
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she informed the Committee about the upcoming meeting between the Prime Ministers of the 

EEA EFTA States and the EU Head of States and Governments in the margin of the European 

Council on 22 March 2019. While underlining the success of the EEA Agreement in promoting 

and strengthening the economic relations between the EEA EFTA States and the EU over the 

last quarter of century, Ms Monauni stressed however that the EEA cooperation was not without 

challenges. She stated that the most immediate challenge was Brexit and that EEA EFTA States 

had engaged a lot of time and resources to ensure an orderly withdrawal of the UK from the 

EEA Agreement. As a no-deal scenario could not be excluded at this time, the EEA EFTA States 

had also worked closely with the EU in order to be prepared for the incorporation of the EEA-

relevant no-deal legislation into the EEA Agreement. In addition, she informed that an 

agreement on citizens’ rights had been negotiated with the UK to safeguard the interests of both 

EEA EFTA and UK nationals in case of a no-deal. Ms Monauni explained that another key 

challenge for the EEA cooperation was the reduction of the number of outstanding acts pending 

incorporation into the EEA Agreement. She opined that considerable progress has been made 

in recent months and that the planned incorporation of more than 150 legal acts in the field of 

financial services would contribute to reducing the backlog. She further said that the EEA 

EFTA States have been active in promoting the inclusion of EEA EFTA States in the next 

generation of Framework Programmes by making the best use of the EEA decision shaping 

tools. Ms Monauni concluded by saying that the EEA EFTA States would be monitoring the 

political and institutional developments in the coming months and would assess their potential 

impact for the EEA cooperation.  

Open discussions were postponed, due to time constraints. 

 

5. Workplace Harassment: Initiatives taken by EP and the EEA EFTA Parliaments  

Addresses by: 

 Ms Elisabeth MORIN-CHARTIER, Quaestor and Chair of the Advisory Committee 

dealing with harassment complaints concerning Members of the European 

Parliament 

 Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON, Member of the Icelandic Parliament 

  

 
Ms Elisabeth MORIN-CHARTIER thanked for the invitation to the meeting and welcomed the 

opportunity to exchange ideas on this policy the EP had implemented on the fight against 

workplace harassment. As Quaestor, Ms Morin-Chartier was given the task to implement the 

policy, and to preside over the Anti-Harassment Committee. She highlighted the fact that until 

autumn 2014, when two assistants working in the EP pressed charges of harassment against 
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their MEPs, there were no mechanisms in the EP to process claims of harassment. She 

underlined the disadvantage and difficulty in looking into these charges under the former 

structure. Since then, the working procedures had evolved as a new constellation of people 

made it possible to investigate harassment charges in a proper manner. Ms Morin-Chartier 

reported that the more charges were investigated, the more pressing it seemed to implement a 

prevention policy to educate MEPs and EP staff on what harassment is. This was not an easy 

task, Ms Morin-Chartier opined. The message that needed to be conveyed was that harassment, 

in all forms, is in fact a crime. Ms Morin-Chartier highlighted that she was most proud of 

implementing a policy which makes it possible for assistants that were harassed to continue to 

receive their salaries until the end of their contracts while at the same time being transferred so 

that the MEP in question would not be able to benefit from the work of said assistant.  After 

implementing the policy, there was a strong institutionalised support from the EU 

organisations, particularly from the ECJ. The Committee worked independently from 

administration, and always upheld perfect level of confidentiality, which is of utmost 

importance. Ms Morin-Chartier furthermore reported that she implemented an audit, 

supervised by external judges, on the work of the Committee. The results showed that the 

Committee had worked efficiently, and that there was no partiality to be found in its work. Ms 

Morin-Chartier concluded by saying that the Committee would give an overview of its work 

during the next session, i.e. on 26 March 2019, and thanked the JPC for invited her to speak 

about this important topic. 

Ms Hanna Katrín FRIÐRIKSSON thanked for the invitation and briefed on the situation and 

developments on the harassment policy in the Icelandic Parliament. Iceland is proud of having 

been in recent years a global leader in advocating gender equality, Mr Friðriksson stated. She 

mentioned that in 2015 the government of Iceland hosted a high-level conference aimed at 

encouraging men and boys to participate in the fight for gender equality. The conference was a 

response to an invitation by Emma Watson, the UN Women Goodwill Ambassador. The 

Barbershop theme was adopted subsequently, as barbershops are considered a place where men 

can speak freely, Ms Friðriksson reported. The same year, former Minister for Foreign Affairs 

in Iceland, Mr Gunnar Bragi Sveinsson, was presented the HeForShe award as Iceland was the 

most successful nation in the world in engaging men and boys in achieving gender equality. 

Ms Friðriksson also talked about the Me-Too movement in Iceland. When it started in 2017, 

female politicians were at the forefront, and they started a closed online forum to share stories 

of sexual harassment and abuse in their political lives. These harassments took place within the 

Icelandic Parliament, within municipality councils and political parties, and the group 

published a statement, sharing their personal stories under the hashtag Me Too, Ms Friðriksson 

reported. Following these stories, women in other sectors of society followed. The Icelandic 

Parliament also reacted to the movement when in 2017, a specific debate was held in Plenary 
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with representative from all political parties. Around two months later, a whole day was 

dedicated to the debate, initiated by male parliamentarians, while all other parliamentary 

business was postponed during the day. After initial presentations, MPs were split into groups 

and debates were led by outside consultants from EU Women. At the end of the day, MPs made 

pledges to improve the working environment in the Parliament, and the Speaker made a 

statement about a future vision in this regard. Priority was also given to reviewing the 

Parliamentarian ś Code of Conduct. In June 2018, the result was that two additional clauses 

were added. Firstly, MPs should strive to create a healthy work environment, with and outside 

of the Parliament. Secondly, MPs should not engage in sexual harassment, bullying or other 

degrading behaviour towards other MPs, Parliament staff or visitors to the Parliament. In the 

months that had passed since, one could see the raised awareness of these issues, Ms 

Friðriksson opined. However, there was a recent scandal concerning MPs that were recorded 

speaking in a degrading way about women, homosexuals and disabled people. This came as a 

shock to the nation, as Icelanders pride themselves as being leading in the fight for equality. 

The incident, and subsequent consequences, demonstrate the importance on dealing with 

matters like this in a serious manner, as it is not enough to speak about equality if actions do 

not follow, Ms Friðriksson underlined. 

Discussions 

 
Me-Too cases in Norway were discussed, which have sparked resignations in high offices, 

albeit not in the Norwegian Parliament as no cases have arisen there. A Nordic conference on 

gender equality is planned in June 2019. The case Ms Friðriksson reported from was also 

discussed briefly, as people condemned the behaviour by the Icelandic MPs. It was reported 

that the EP has implemented a Code of Good Conduct, which was in fact hard to get approved 

because many MEPs were against it. When the new MEPs take office in June 2019, they will 

also have to sign up for the Code. Finally, people spoke about the importance of educating 

Parliamentarians and other staff on gender equality and harassment by and by raising general 

awareness of the issue. 

 

6. Consideration of the 2018 Annual Report on the Functioning of the EEA Agreement  

Co-rapporteurs: 

 Mr Smári MCCARTHY, Member of the Icelandic Parliament, President of the EEA 

JPC 

 Mr Jørn DOHRMANN, Member of the European Parliament, Vice-President of the 

EEA JPC 



E U R O P E A N  E C O N O M I C  A R E A  

 

J O I N T  P A R L I A M E N T A R Y  C O M M I T T E E  
 
Mr DOHRMANN gave a statement, underlining the importance of the relationship between 

the EU and the EFTA States through the EEA Agreement. He welcomed the reference made in 

the Annual Report on the Joint Resolution by the JPC and believes that the EEA Joint 

Committee should provide further details on the work carried out by the JPC in the future 

Annual Reports, to highlight the contribution of the JPC to the functioning of the EEA 

Agreement. He further underlined the challenges of the EEA cooperation, regarding the high 

number of legal acts to be incorporated into the EEA Agreement, noting however that the 

cooperation remains good.  Beside the well-functioning of the Internal Market, the EU and the 

EEA EFTA States face other similar challenges, like migration. Therefore, it is important to 

recall the importance of active participation of the parliamentary delegations in the JPC 

meetings. It is about upholding democracy and political dialogue, Mr Dohrmann opined. 

Lastly, he mentioned Brexit and the importance of continuing close dialogue to safeguard the 

integrity of the EEA Agreement. 

Mr MCCARTHY gave a brief statement from the EEA EFTA side, underlining the importance 

of the parliamentary participation in the EU decision-making process. He stated that the 

number of outstanding acts awaiting incorporation increased in 2018, which demonstrated that 

the level of work would rise. Looking at the broader EEA cooperation, Mr McCarthy 

mentioned the Financial Mechanism through the EEA and Norway Grants, which plays a key 

role in reducing economic and social disparities all over the EEA.  

Discussions 

It was reported that the British Parliament decided against a Brexit deal recently. Some opined 

that the UK should not be able to join EFTA, as it might affect the integrity of the EEA 

Agreement. The Social Pillar was also discussed, i.e. the importance of strengthening social 

rights. 

Due to the lack of quorum, it was decided to adopt the Resolution via a written procedure, after 

the meeting. 

 

7. Coordination of Social Security Systems  

Address by: 

 Ms Helga STEVENS, shadow rapporteur for ECR, Committee on Employment and 

Social Affairs, European Parliament 

 Mr Sven SCHULZE, shadow rapporteur for EPP, Committee on Employment and 

Social Affairs, European Parliament   
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Ms Helga STEVENS thanked for the invitation to the meeting to explain this very complicated 

file, the coordination of the Social Security Systems in the EU. The general objective of this 

proposal is to continue the modernisation of the EU social security coordination rules by 

making them clearer, fairer and improving the enforceability which would contribute to the 

facilitation of the free movement of people in the EU, Ms Stevens reported. The overall state 

of play was that no agreement had been reached yet. However, trilogues were planned on 19 

March 2019, which was the final opportunity to attempt an agreement. Ms Stevens stated that 

the institutions were in the final stages of negotiations, which took place in three steps. Firstly, 

on applicable legislation related to posted workers. Prior notification had been discussed and 

the consequences if Member States did not reply to an information request. Some colleagues 

believed that a deposit system should be in place to impose fines. Others believed in the concept 

of sincere cooperation, which should then be reinforced with existing mechanisms, Ms Stevens 

stated. Second steps regarded frontier workers and unemployment benefits. The EP ś position 

was to allow for a free-choice model, where these workers could choose a Member State to 

receive their benefits from. This position was not supported by Council, as its position was that 

unemployment benefits should go together with activation measures, that it is the Member State 

of the last activity that should be competent. Various options are currently on the table and the 

Council had for example suggested a waiting period of four months before the competence can 

be shifted to another Member State, Ms Stevens reported. The third topic concerned pluri-

activity, which is a complicated concept regarding the place of operations in different Member 

States, or if a person works in different Member States. The EP had been pushing for a list of 

criteria to identify the Member States with the centre of interest, whereas the Council proposal 

envisaged no criteria and was based on a financial model to identify where the work took place. 

The concept of pluri-activity is in the framework of fighting against letterbox-companies and 

social-dumping, which is a very important issue for all of us, Ms Stevens opined. 

From an ECR perspective, Ms Stevens stated her personal position. On applicable legislation, 

related to posted workers, her compromise position was to bring the waiting period down to 

one month and introduce an exemption from prior notification for postings that did not exceed 

5 days. Regarding unemployment benefits, including for frontier workers, the EP mandate gave 

the workers possibility to choose a place to claim their unemployment benefits. Ms Stevens 

stated that she believes that there is a need to prevent any loopholes for exploitation. For this 

reason, she mentioned an alternative compromise where the Member State of work would be 

responsible for benefits, if the person had worked there for 15 months. On family benefits, Ms 

Stevens said she was in favour of child-indexation, which was however not supported in EP. 

Mr Sven SCHULZE mentioned cross-border work and the situation in trilogue meetings. The 

main issue is that cross-border workers  ́system needs to be improved so that the state in which 
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the workers reside will be responsible for the workers. There are three major components when 

it comes to what they receive: Benefits in kind, financial benefits (money) and availability for 

the labour market. The Commission has been looking only into monetary benefits as the 

Commission proposal envisages that after 12 months the workers go from the Member State 

they reside in to the State they work in, which would change the system but only affect the 

financial benefits but not the benefits in kind. It would mean that an unemployed worker in one 

State would receive the money they needed to live, and the other State would be responsible 

for types of material benefits. The EP has issued a report envisaging another system where the 

employees can decide for themselves which system in which State they want to use, depending 

on where they get more money from rather than assess how quickly they can reintegrate into 

the labour market. This has been discussed in the trilogue negotiations, where it is being 

discussed how best to move away from such a system. If moving towards a system that the 

Commission envisages in its proposal, the question arises of how many months there should 

be in a transition period. The Commission proposal states 12 months while the Council 

suggested 3 months. Once a system is agreed, this needs to be decided and there is no solution 

foreseen, Mr Schulze stated. There are also several other issues, e.g. regarding the situation 

when cross-border workers don’t live right on the border and must cross between the two 

countries and are thus by definition cross-border workers. Their problem would be that the 

unemployment benefits would have to be exported, so to say. The question is, for how long it 

would be possible to “export” that money. This has not been decided in the trilogue 

negotiations, Mr Schulze reported. 

Ms Helga STEVENS added that free movement of persons is an important matter for her, 

personally. She mentioned free movement of people with disabilities, and how they often face 

barriers. The EP supports the idea of economically active persons with disabilities being within 

the scope of a definition of long-term care, in this context. So far, the Council has not followed 

the EP ś stance on this, but a solution needs to be found, Ms Stevens opined.  

Discussions 

It was reported that the issue of indexation of benefits for children and families has also been 

discussed in Norway. The Parliament has decided to have indexation, but before implementing 

it needs to make sure if it is in line with the rules of the Internal Market.  

 

8. European elections 2019 

Address by: 
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 Mr Jaume DUCH GUILLOT, Director-General, Directorate-General for 

Communication, European Parliament  
 

Mr DUCH GUILLOT thanked for the opportunity to give a presentation on the European 

elections in 2019. He mentioned that the EP is the only EU institution where its members are 

elected directly by EU citizens and that it is one of the widest democratic exercises in the world. 

However, democracy cannot be taken for granted, Mr Duch Guillot opined. Institutional 

campaign must consider the political landscape, which is different in 2019 compared to the last 

elections, in 2014, e.g. because of Brexit and political fragmentation in some EU Member 

States. During these five years, Euro-scepticism and far-right movements have been on the rise 

in some Member States and the public has less trust in experts, processes and the EU 

institutions, Mr Duch Guillot reported. However, despite this image created by media and this 

context, it is important to mention that polls, including Eurobarometer, showed that the public´s 

support for the EU is on the rise, the highest in 35 years. In fact, 2/3 of Europeans believe that 

their country has benefitted from being a member of the EU. This level of interest and support 

is linked to many factors, Mr Duch Guillot stated. Firstly, Brexit has played a big role in the 

support as the public sees the uncertainty it has created. Secondly, the economic situation in 

the EU is now better than four years ago as eight million jobs have been created in the last 5 

years. Thirdly, the international situation plays a role as EU citizens are aware of how complex 

international relations can be and feel that the EU provides safety against such an unpredictable  

environment. Hence, Mr Duch Guillot summarised, although EU scepticism may be on the 

rise, a pro-EU movement is also gaining a momentum.  

Mr Duch Guillot furthermore reported that there is an institutional campaign organized by the 

EP with the aim of mobilising people and raising awareness of the importance of voting in the 

EU elections. There is a priority group called “abstainers”, who are those who say in the polls 

that they will vote but end up not voting, Mr Duch Guillot reported. These are mainly young 

people, 18 - 30 years old. The campaign aims at addressing this, i.e. to inform around 500 

million people but focusing on the “abstainers”. It’s a very centralized campaign, mostly 

handled by EP colleagues in the Member States as the issues are very different in each country. 

Different channels are used, although media is the most important channel. It is also about 

creating a campaign that can be used more broadly than only by the EP. For these elections, all 

EU institutions are sending the same messages, which is the first time the elections campaign 

is coordinated in such a way. For example, the EP logo is not used anywhere but rather the EU 

logo. Agreements were also made with digital platforms like Google, which the EP needs to 

reach a wide audience.  

Mr Duch Guillot mentioned that the EP is now entering into the most political part of the 

campaign as a considerable part of its work is now linked to the Spitzenkandidaten process. 
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This process is being used again, and its main tool is a TV debate, organized by the EP along 

with the European Broadcasting Union. Also, the go-to-vote campaign is the last part of the 

campaign process, which will be conveyed through media. Projections show, firstly, the rise of 

populist parties and euro-scepticism, in a minority of EU Member States and maybe 20% of 

MEPs will be a part of that group, Mr Duch Guillot opined. Secondly, this EP will probably be 

more diverse, where the two main political groups will lose some of their seats and smaller 

ones will receive more votes. The two biggest political groups will for the first time probably 

not gain majority, Mr Duch Guillot opined. Finally, the media is showing the EP elections 

exceptional interest, compared to before. 

Discussions 

Questions were asked about the budget figures of the EP elections campaign to activate voters 

and about the percentage of quotation of voters Mr Duch Guillot envisages to have in this 

election, and how that percentage is a sign of how the EP is accepted by the public.  

Mr Duch Guillot opined that the EP ś campaign could not be compared to national elections. 

The national parliaments do not need to hold such campaigns for their voters because that is 

the role of the political parties and the candidates. In the case of European elections, however, 

there is still a lack of information and understanding. The budget is less than 30 million euros,  

which is not a lot given the complexity and the fact that the goal is to mobilise around 500 

million people. Regarding the actual turnout, the EP is not responsible for that but only 

providing the information. The citizens themselves are responsible, as well as media and 

political parties. The EP is however quite optimistic about the turnout, which was around 43% 

in 2014, and Mr Duch Guillot expects it to be higher this year. 

Mr McCarthy mentioned that three agenda items were remaining, the future work of the EEA 

JPC, AOB and date and place of next meeting. He stated that all points had been discussed in 

the Bureau meeting over lunch. An interim decision had been taken regarding time and place 

of the next meeting, which was to tentatively hold it in Strasbourg during the October plenary 

week (21-24 October 2019) in the margin of a possible high-level meeting between the EP 

President and the three EEA EFTA Speakers to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the EEA 

Agreement. With the uncertainty pertaining to the European elections, the election of a new EP 

President and the constitution of a new EP delegation, the back-up option would be to organise 

the meeting in Vaduz the following week according to the usual rotation, Mr McCarthy 

reported. Finally, he informed that MEPs had left the meeting at this time to vote in the plenary 

session. 

Mr Dohrmann confirmed that the date and time for the next meeting was indeed provisional, 

as the current EP delegation cannot decide such matters for the next one.  
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9. Future work of the EEA JPC  

This was discussed in the Bureau meeting in the morning and was not discussed further in the 

meeting. 

 

10. Any other business 

No other business. 

 

11. Date and place of next meeting 

The next meeting is tentatively scheduled in Strasbourg in the week of 21-24 October 2019, or 

alternatively in the week of 28-31 October 2019 in Vaduz.  

Possible agenda points might include the functioning of the EEA Agreement, the Single 

Market, the EU priorities for the next legislature and Brexit, in addition to getting familiarised 

with the new MEPs. 
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