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Brussels plenary session 9-10 May: roaming
charges, piracy and Arab Spring
MEPs have a busy agenda for the Brussels mini-plenary on 9-10 May, covering any-
thing from roaming charges, airports, piracy to how to support the Arab Spring coun-
tries. They will vote on a deal to cut mobile roaming prices further, a resolution calling
on the EU foreign policy high representative to secure the release of hostages being
held by pirates as well as on a strategy to support the democratic transition in Arab
Spring countries.

In addition EP president Martin Schulz will unveil his vision for the EU's future on 9 May to
coincide with Europe Day and Parliament will vote on 43 reports concerning the 2010 ac-
counts of EU institutions and agencies as part of the EU's annual approval procedure. Finally
there is a resolution calling for clearer rules to protect journalists accused of defamation and
a resolution asking for more EU support for regional airports.
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Newsletter - 9-10 May 2012 - Brussels plenary session

Europe Day address by President Schulz

European Parliament President Martin Schulz will mark Europe Day on Wednesday, 9 May,
by addressing the House on the state of the European Union and laying out his vision for
the future. The debate starts at 15.00. Political group leaders will also take the floor.

New deal to cut mobile roaming prices, including data services

The cost of using mobile phones, smart phones and tablets when travelling within the EU
will fall sharply from 1 July this year, under a provisional agreement between MEPs and
national governments to be voted by Parliament on Thursday.

MEPs to call on the EU to help regional airports to boost local economies

With EU help, regional airports could do much more to boost local economies and ease air
traffic congestion at key hubs, say MEPs in a resolution to be voted on Thursday. Ground and
air transport networks should be better integrated to make smaller airports more competitive
and attractive to travellers, says the draft.

MEPs to call for international maritime piracy court and release of hostages

Some 200 seafarers are being held by pirates who continue to hijack humanitarian aid,
merchant and fishing vessels for ransom. The attacks occur mainly off the Somali coast and
in the Western Indian Ocean. MEPs will vote on Thursday on a resolution urging the EU
foreign policy High Representative to secure the release of the hostages and vessels and
support the creation of an international piracy tribunal.

Parliament to question accounts of some EU agencies and the Council

Parliament debates and votes on Thursday on 43 reports concerning the 2010 accounts of
EU institutions and agencies, as part of the EU's annual discharge (approval) procedure.
The Budgetary Control Committee wants the House to postpone granting discharge to the
European medicines, food safety and environment agencies, as well as the Council of the
EU. It has approved the accounts of 39 agencies and institutions.

Trading for change in Arab countries

As the age of having to deal with Arab dictators and oligarchs is "happily coming to an
end", EU trade and investment policy in southern Mediterranean countries should strive to
promote their economic progress and transition to democracy, says a draft resolution to be
voted on Thursday.

Anti-fraud vetting of Member States' spending of EU funds

The spending of EU funds by Member States must be monitored more rigorously, says a
draft resolution to be voted on Thursday. Reported cases of fraud have been rising in many
Member States, although this may reflect better reporting, rather than a rise in fraud cases.
However, as some Member States have yet to upgrade their reporting systems, MEPs may
also call on the Commission to step up the legal requirements for them to do so.

Cross-border defamation by the press

Clearer rules are needed to protect not only the victims of cross-border defamation, but also
journalists accused of it, says a resolution to be voted on Thursday.

Patentability of conventionally-bred plants and animals
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Plants or animals produced by conventional breeding techniques, such as anti-carcinogenic
broccoli or high-yield dairy cows, should not be patentable, a large majority of MEPs are
likely to say in a debate with the Commission on Wednesday. MEPs believe that excessively
broad patent protection can prevent innovation and progress by small and medium-sized
breeders. A resolution will be voted on Thursday.

MEPs set to favour strict rules for dangerous chemical exports

Strict controls should be maintained when exporting dangerous chemicals outside the EU,
according to draft legislation to be voted on Thursday. MEPs want to ensure a proposed
update to "prior informed consent" rules will not compromise importing countries' interests
in terms of health and environment.
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Opening: Mr Schulz condemns intimidation in Bahrain and Egypt,
pays tribute to Miguel Portas

President Schulz condemned the growing intimidation of human rights activists in Bahrain
and Egypt, and paid a posthumous tribute to journalist and MEP Miguel Portas, in his open-
ing address at the Brussels mini-session on Wednesday.

Bahrain

Pressure on human rights activists in Bahrain has grown in recent days, despite the an-
nouncement of reforms and measures to open up the country, noted Mr Schulz.

On behalf of the European Parliament, he reminded Bahrain of its duty to respect human
rights, in line with international treaties that it has itself ratified, and demanded an immediate
national dialogue with representatives of all political forces in Bahrain

Egypt

In Egypt, too, human rights activists, journalists, bloggers and writers still face harassment
and intimidation, over a year after the fall of Hosni Mubarak, continued Mr Schulz, noting
that the trial of the Sakharov Prize winner Asmaa Mahfouz was just one of many examples.

"We shall always stand on the side of those who, in our neighbouring countries or further
away, are fighting for an open, pluralistic and tolerant society," said Mr Schulz, adding that
his thoughts in this context also went out to Dr Wenceslao Mansogo in Equatorial Guinea.

Miguel Portas

Mr Schulz expressed Parliament's grief at the death of journalist and MEP Miguel de
Sacadura Cabral Portas, on 24 April, aged 53.

Mr Portas was arrested by the secret police at age 15 for involvement in student protests,
and took part in the Carnation Revolution, which led to the overthrow of the dictatorship in
Portugal. He was first elected to the European Parliament in 2004.

Paying tribute to Mr Portas's lifelong campaign for social justice and democracy, Mr Schulz
said: "He gave his honest opinion, played fair, never hid behind procedural issues and al-
ways respected the opinion of the democratic majority. He was a man of his word, who was
able to laugh at himself."

MEPs stood for a minute's silence.

Incoming/Outgoing MEPs

The credentials of Birgit Collin-Langen (EPP, DE), were approved with effect from 25 April.
MEP Rovana Plumb (S&D) left Parliament as of 7 May to take up a post in the Romanian
government.

Agenda changes

Thursday 10 May 2012

A report by Cecilia Wikström (ALDE, SE) on the request for defence of the immunity of Mr
Tudor (JURI, A7-0151/2012) will be included directly in voting time.
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The quiet revolution: challenges abound after more than sixty
years of European unity

Parliament debated the achievements and above all the challenges facing the EU in the
midst of the current crisis on the occasion of Europe Day on 9 May. This is in honour of
a historic declaration by French minister Robert Schuman in 1950, which paved the way
for the EU. In the debate led by president Martin Schulz, speakers agreed the Union and
its common currency are being challenged like never before, with some asking for more
Europe and others insisting on less austerity.

The quiet revolution

EP president Martin Schulz called for courage in the face of the crisis, reminding everyone
that Europe was built in "a quiet revolution" in the aftermath of a war between its nations. "Yet
why is the current crisis, like a centrifugal force, driving us apart rather than binding us more
closely together?" he asked.  He warned the euro was in danger of becoming "a symbol of
national egotisms or even division". Mr Schulz said that if budget discipline is essential, so
is growth: "Only together can we act to prevent the economic decline of Europe and halt
unemployment." Europe Day was a great occasion to reflect on where we have come from
and what has been achieved, because our history is a warning to defend our achievements.

Need for growth

Joseph Daul, the French leader of the Christian-Democrat group,  emphasised that reduc-
ing debt and stimulating growth should not be considered separately: investments in growth
cannot be made by increasing expenditure. Instead, he said, we should aim to achieve
growth by making our economies more competitive. This can be done through completing
the single market, investing in research and development, reducing red tape and freeing
up SMEs.

Hannes Swoboda, the Austrian leader of the Social-Democrat group, referred to the results
of the Greek elections:  "People from Greece try to fight against the social injustices and
they do not understand the necessary reforms." He said there was a need to think about
the construction and reconstruction of Europe: "The austerity budget is undermining public
investment instead of creating growth and jobs, especially for young people who are the
victims of mass unemployment."

Call for federalism

Guy Verhofstadt, the Belgian leader of the Liberal-Democrat group, called for federalism
in Europe: "Europe has been pushed to the margins of the world, with a slowing economy
and an ageing population in a world that is getting younger. It has no ambition, no roadmap
and no hope. European federalism is the only way out.” Talking about concrete economic
measures, he proposed increasing the capital of European Investment Bank as well as in-
troducing project bonds and mutualising debt.

Listening to the people

Daniel Cohn-Bendit, the French co-chairman of the Green group, warned that we should
not underestimate the results of the recent elections in Greece, France and the rest of the
EU:  "If Europe is to be democratic, it has to respond to people's fears." He said simply
answering there is no alternative to current policies was risky. "Be very careful: if we say
there is no other solution, people will find other solutions and sometimes they are dreadful.
Democracy is about looking for alternatives."

Martin Callanan, the British leader of the European Conservatives and Reformists
group,   said the world had moved on from the time of the Schuman Declaration in 1950,
but that in many areas the EU had not. Rather than claiming to have all the answers, the
EU should in his view embrace small government, cut red tape for small business and trust
the people to know what is right for them. Europe should be built on the principles of liberty,
national democracy and entrepreneur-driven growth. It should do less but do it better.
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Nigel Farage, the British leader of the Europe of freedom and democracy Group, said Eu-
rope suffered from  economic failure, massive unemployment, low growth and the pressure
of the euro.  He added: "All has gone badly wrong in the EU - the Titanic has hit the iceberg".
Referring to the elections on 7 May, he said: "A democratic rebellion has begun although
what happened last Sunday in Greece has been reminiscent of the German elections in
1932." He concluded: "We must break the Eurozone, we must build a new Europe based
on trade."

Patrick Le Hyaric, the French vice-chairman of the Confederal Group of the European
United Left - Nordic Green Left,  said that new policies were needed otherwise Europe would
risk implosion. He stressed that lessons needed to be learnt: in several countries in Europe
parties supporting austerity lost out in elections.  The will of the Greek people looking for
a new path should be respected and the Troika memorandum abandoned. Mr Le Hyaric
added that the EU needed growth, social and development programmes and a new role for
the European Central Bank to improve purchasing power.
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EU should nurture small airports as drivers of regional growth,
MEPs say

EU aviation policy must pay special attention to the needs of regional airports, says a reso-
lution adopted by Parliament on 10 May. Their potential to boost regional development and
reduce congestion at major air hubs could be unlocked by integrating them in the Trans-
European Transport Networks (TEN-T), MEPs believe.

Regional airports are vital for territorial cohesion and social and economic development,
especially in regions where other means of transport are lacking, notes the resolution. They
attract new businesses and offer opportunities for regional tourism as well as specialised
freight transport.

However, the crisis has taken its toll on regional airports, said Rapporteur Philip Bradbourn
(ECR, UK) during the debate on 9 May. They are “currently priced out of the market, leading
to greater consolidation between major airports and airlines, the result being less choice
and higher prices for customers,” he added.

“This must be counteracted by removing economic barriers and better defining their role in
the transport network," he said, calling on the Commission to speed up work on the Single
European Sky initiative and to design a network in which regional airports could help to
alleviate capacity crunches in bigger airports.

Integrating regional airports in the TEN-T would furthermore create incentives for private
financing and encourage member states to invest in better ground connections, especially
high speed trains, MEPs believe.

However, to improve the overall quality of services, certain practices of dominant low-cost
airlines need to be tackled, urges the resolution, namely abusive booking fees and hand-
luggage restrictions that discourage travellers from buying goods in airports.

MEPs “applaud Spain’s decision to outlaw these practices” as they ruin local retail sales
and say common upper weight limits should be imposed on airlines. Charges for overweight
baggage should be capped, too, they add.

Procedure: Non-legislative resolution
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MEPs approve most of the EU's 2010 budget

MEPs approved the European Commission's 2010 budget spending on 10 May, under the
EU's annual budget discharge procedure. They also endorsed the financial management
of almost all the other institutions and agencies and the European Development Fund. It
was the Parliament's responsability to determine whether the EU spent European taxpayers'
money wisely in 2010 in accordance with the rules that govern the implementation of the
EU budget.

About the discharge procedure

By granting a discharge to a particular institution or agency, the Parliament declares that the
institution or agency in question did indeed spend the European money in line with EU rules
and thus "closes" the budget. The Parliament can either refuse or postpone the discharge,
if spending was not in line with the rules. MEPs, acting on a recommendation of the Council,
base their decision on a review of the annual accounts and the Court of Auditors' annual
report. They may also recommend that the Commission takes action on certain matters.
The Commission lays out its response in a follow-up report and action plan, which it sends
to the Parliament and Council.

About the 2010 budget

The Parliament's budgetary control committee granted on 26 March discharge to the
Commission and the Parliament. Discharge for the Commission is the most impor-
tant one, because about 80% of EU spending falls within its responsibility together
with member states. However, the committee postponed the discharge for a num-
ber of other EU bodies. This includes the EU Medicines Agency because of concerns
about procurement and the impartiality of employees; the Environment Agency due
to the recruitment of a director that worked for an environment NGO; the Food Safety
Authority over excessive costs and conflicts of interest; and finally the Council of Min-
isters

Although MEPs approved the lion's share of the EU's 2010 budget on 10 May, they
postponed the discharges for the Council and the Agencies for Food Safety,
Medicines and the Environment.
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New deal to cut mobile roaming prices, including data services

The cost of using mobile phones, smartphones and tablets when travelling abroad within the
EU will fall sharply from 1 July this year, under an agreement with the Council endorsed by
Parliament on 10 May. The new rules will also enable clients to buy roaming services from
suppliers other than their home service suppliers and open up the market to new entrants,
so as to boost competition and thus reduce prices.

The proposal will enter into force on 1 July 2012, replacing the 2007 regulation, which expires
on 30 June 2012.

"Using mobile devices abroad remains expensive. During the summer holidays, our citizens
will be able to take advantage of more favourable tariffs. Parliament has succeeded in its
call for cheaper roaming prices for consumers, and in particular for data roaming. In addi-
tion, from July 2014, consumers will be able to choose an operator other than their national
operator for roaming services. The new rules will also help to open up the market to new
entrants and so increase competition," said rapporteur Angelika Niebler (EPP, DE), in the
debate in plenary on Wednesday.

The agreement was adopted with 578 votes in favour, 10 against and 10 abstentions.

New roaming price ceilings

Under pressure from MEPs, the cost of using data services will be capped at 70 Euro cents
per megabyte from 1 July 2012 and will then fall in stages to 45 cents in 2013 and 20 cents
on 1 July 2014. There is currently no limit to the prices operators can charge for mobile data
services to retail consumers (see table below).

New retail caps on voice calls will reduce the cost of a one-minute call to 29 cents from 1
July 2012 and 19 cents from July 2014, down from the current maximum of 35 cents. Text
messages will also be cheaper, falling from the current maximum price of 11 cents to 9 cents
on 1 July this year and 6 cents on 1 July 2014.

Preventing "bill shocks"

Alerts in the EU to prevent "bill shocks" will be extended to also cover people travelling out-
side the Union. As from 1 July 2012, people will get a warning message when they approach
50 Euros of charges in a month (excluding VAT), if the foreign network is compatible.

Boosting competition on the roaming market

The new deal also proposes for the first time measures to boost competition.

From 1 July 2014, customers will be able to buy their domestic and roaming services sepa-
rately, from different operators, if they so wish, whilst keeping the same phone number. They
will not be charged for switching providers and their home country provider will be obliged
to inform them of this right.

Furthermore, as from 1 July 2012, virtual mobile network operators (MVNOs), i.e. those who
do not have their own networks, will have the right to access other operator's networks at
wholesale prices in order to provide roaming services. This will encourage more operators
to compete on the roaming market.

Next steps

The new rules will be adopted by the Council of Ministers in June and apply with direct effect
in all EU Member States from 1 July 2012. The European Commission must review the
functioning of these rules by 30 June 2016.

Retail ceilings (charged to consumers) excluding VAT

Current 1 July 2012 1 July 2013 1 July 2014

Data (per megabyte) none 70 cents 45 cents 20 cents
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Phone calls made (per minute) 35 cents 29 cents 23 cents 19 cents

Phone calls received (per minute) 11 cents 8 cents 7 cents 5 cents

SMS (per SMS) 11 cents 9 cents 8 cents 6 cents
Wholesale ceilings (charged between operators) excluding VAT

Current 1 July 2012 1 July 2013 1 July 2014

Data (per megabyte) 50 cents 25 cents 15 cents 5 cents

Phone calls (per minute) 18 cents 14 cents 10 cents 5 cents

SMS (per SMS) 4 cents 3 cents 2 cents 2 cents

Procedure: Co-decision (1st reading)
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Niccolò Rinaldi: trade "wonderful opportunity" for Arab Spring
democracy

They might have removed their dictators, but countries affected by last year's Arab Spring
now face the arduous process of transforming into free market democracies. The EU has
pledged its support, but the question is how to go about it. Italian Liberal-Democrat Niccolò
Rinaldi's report sets out a strategy for how the EU could help consolidate democracy and
promote stability in Southern Mediterranean countries. MEPs approved the report in plenary
on 10 May.

How can trade help to consolidate democracy and promote stability in the countries
affected by the Arab Spring?

What is happening is of fundamental importance to the EU. It is really a test for the EU to see
if it is able to make use of the new trade provisions in the Lisbon Treaty to create employment,
investment and empowerment of SMEs to make a difference in these countries. We have
all the instruments at our disposal; it is up to us if we are able to use them.

Trade is a wonderful opportunity to strengthen the very difficult democratic process. Today
the impact of EU trade with South Mediterranean countries is limited compared to its poten-
tial. Trade has traditionally been between big companies and the wealth created has always
been in the hands of a few families, a few clans.

We need to use the trade tool as a way to democratise the economic process in support
of SMEs. We need to address this potential and create the best possible conditions so that
many people can create their own projects and trade with the EU from their own countries. 

How can we ensure commercial opportunities don't come at the cost of human rights?
Will strengthening human rights clauses in free trade agreements be enough?

Human rights clauses have always been there, the problem is they have never been imple-
mented, at least not fully. We had trade relations with Mubarak's Egypt and Ben Ali's Tunisia
and the human rights clauses were there but never really used.

We will certainly continue to have human rights clauses in our trade agreements, but again
the challenge is to design them in a way to make it possible for ordinary people to have the
opportunity to enter the EU market; so really to liberalise the economic process in order to
have many more actors in the picture and not just a few companies belonging to a restricted
number of families. I think that would really be the added value in the development of human
rights, to try to spread entrepreneurship among ordinary people in the South.

Some people are concerned that support for agriculture in Southern Mediterranean
countries - e.g. through tariff reductions - could affect EU farmers. How do we strike
the right balance?

It is difficult for European farmers to compete on price with large companies in the Southern
Mediterranean countries. However, small farmers in the South should be empowered to
have their own credit and trade with the EU. That is much less threatening to European
farmers because we are talking about small scale businesses.

Our trade relations with Southern Mediterranean countries have focused on agriculture and
European farmers have paid the price, which is not fair. We need to diversify our trade
relationship by developing SMEs to allow much more product variety. This would lessen the
burden on European farmers.


