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MINUTES1

53rd EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee meeting

30 October 2019

Landtag Building, Vaduz

Meeting room: Session Hall

The meeting was chaired by Mr Smári McCARTHY, President of the EEA JPC (IS, Pirate
Party).

1. Opening of the meeting

Mr Smári McCARTHY opened the meeting by welcoming all presents and thanked the
Liechtenstein Delegation for hosting the meeting. He welcomed in particular the new chair of
the European Parliament’s delegation for the relations with EFTA countries and the EEA (D-
EEA Delegation), Mr Andreas Schwab, as well as the Members of the European Parliament to
the first EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee after the European elections. He reiterated the
mission of the EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee and underlined its contribution to the
success of the EEA Agreement over the last 25 years. He stressed the crucial need for the
dedicated support by the members to ensure that the EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee
continues to play its crucial role in the good functioning of the EEA Agreement. Furthermore,
Mr McCARTHY noted that the EEA EFTA speakers had sent a letter to the President of the
European Parliament proposing to organise a high-level meeting at presidential level to mark
the 25th anniversary of the EEA Agreement, and hoped for the support of the EP Members to
make it happen.

Mr Andreas SCHWAB thanked the Chairman and the Liechtenstein Delegation for their
invitation. He especially welcomed the participants and expressed excitement for the meeting
ahead.

2. Adoption of the draft agenda

The agenda was adopted.

1 The minutes are subject to subsequent technical and linguistic adaptation, if necessary.
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3. Approval of the minutes of the 52nd meeting of the EEA Joint Parliamentary

Committee (EEA JPC)

The minutes were approved.

4. European elections: EP composition and priorities for the next term

Address by:
 Mr Andreas SCHWAB, EEA JPC Vice-president, Member of the Committee on

Internal Market and Consumer Protection, European Parliament

Mr Andreas SCHWAB explained that the main change after the European elections was that it
was not possible anymore, for the first time in 15 years, to have a majority between the EPP
and S&D Group, the two biggest political groups in the European Parliament (EP). He stressed
that there was therefore the need for at least one additional political group to create a majority
in the EP. Overall, that makes making compromise in the EP quite difficult between MEPs, he
said. He stressed that the narrow vote on the election of Ursula von Der Leyen as the new
President elect of European Commission had shown that it would become more difficult in the
future to reach a majority in the EP. He stressed that this was because the far-right had grown,
there was still a far-left and the parties in the middle had been shrinking. Mr SCHWAB opined
that participation in the European elections had never been higher whilst the EP had become
more gender balanced, with 40% of the MEPs now being women. Another trend is the high
number of new MEPs: 61%, the highest turnover in the EP ever, he said. Racial and ethnical
diversity however remained an issue, he noted. Mr SCHWAB explained that when he first
started in the EP over two decades ago, he felt that there was a very positive vibe among the
colleagues, wanting to drive integration in Europe forward. These days however, this attitude
met its first crack with the Services Directive, which led to a lot of Eastern workers coming to
the UK. The Brexit vote had shown, according to Mr SCHWAB, that situations in countries
which did not manage the free movement of workers in the right way, could lead to the
unfortunate public understanding that more could be lost than gained as a result of the free
movement in the EU. Finally, he said that climate was one of the main concerns of the new
Commission along with the digital transformation.

The ensuing discussion focused on the growing political diversification in the EP, the future
representation of the UK in the European institutions as well as the social dimension in the EU.
Furthermore, the Commission President’s proposal of a European minimum wage was
discussed. This raised some concern for some members of the EEA EFTA Delegation, who
highlighted national traditions and collective bargaining models where the social partners
played a central role. Mr SCHWAB underlined that the topic of collective agreements for
working conditions and for wages, is the best topic to show how common European values can
be implemented by respecting national traditions and the principle of subsidiarity. He opined
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that in this field, a single European solution could not work and that national traditions needed
to be respected. Mr SCHWAB therefore expected the discussion on a European minimum wage
to become a very lengthy discussion at European level.

5. Developments in the EEA Agreement

Addresses by:
 Mr Ambassador Gunnar PÁLSSON, EFTA Chair of the EEA Joint Committee and

representing the EFTA Chair of the EEA Council
 Ms Melissa SÄILÄ, Chair of the EFTA Working Party, representing the EU Chair

of the EEA Council
 Mr Ambassador Michael MATTHIESSEN, Head of the EU Delegation to

Switzerland and the Principality of Liechtenstein, representing the EU Chair of the
EEA Joint Committee

Mr Gunnar PÁLSSON started highlighting the 25th anniversary of the EEA Agreement and its
success throughout the years. The Agreement continued to function well and remained a solid
framework for extensive rules-based multilateral cooperation in Europe, he argued. He
underlined that cooperation between the EEA EFTA States and the EU also extended beyond
the EEA Agreement, with close cooperation and dialogue in areas such as migration, climate
change, and foreign, security and defence policy. Mr PÁLSSON stressed that the EEA
Agreement was much more than a trade agreement. The common Internal Market between the
31 EEA countries, with rules touching upon most areas of economic and social life, provided
legal certainty, equal treatment and predictable conditions for its citizens and businesses.
Furthermore, the EEA EFTA States participation in the EU’s programmes and agencies was
highlighted, as well as the Financial Mechanisms of the EEA Agreement. Another unique
feature of the EEA Agreement was that it provided decision-shaping mechanisms especially
through the submission of written comments on EU legislative and policy proposals. Mr
PÁLSSON further explained that the main task of the EEA Joint Committee, which he was
currently chairing, was to ensure that new EEA-relevant legislation was swiftly incorporated
into the Agreement and thus made applicable also on the EEA EFTA side. While noting that a
certain delay in this process is a natural and inevitable consequence of the procedures under
the EEA Agreement, he confirmed the EEA EFTA countries, together with the EU, were
continuously working to reduce the number of acts pending incorporation into the EEA
Agreement. In that regard, so far that year, 593 legal acts had been incorporated into the EEA
agreement, which was the highest number of acts ever incorporated in a calendar year. The
backlog was reduced to 432 pending legal acts, which represented a 30% reduction since the
beginning of the year, the lowest since June 2015. Another key priority for the EEA EFTA
States recently, had also naturally been the preparation for the UK’s withdrawal from the EU.
An EEA EFTA Separation Agreement with the UK, mirroring the EEA-relevant parts of the
UK’s withdrawal Agreement with the EU had been negotiated and concluded. This
comprehensive agreement, however, could only enter into force in the deal scenario where the
EU-UK Withdrawal Agreement would be ratified and implemented, he explained. In the case
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of a no-deal scenario, the EEA EFTA States, had in close dialogue with the Commission and
the EEAS, been able to incorporate relevant Brexit preparedness measures into the EEA
Agreement, he underlined. Mr PÁLSSON stressed that a no-deal citizens’ rights Agreement
had also been signed between the EEA EFTA States and the UK, as well as other agreements
to facilitate continued trade with the UK. Finally, he said that the EEA EFTA States were
closely following the work on the EU’s Multiannual Financial Framework for 2021 and 2027.
Ensuring that the final adopted programme regulation for 2021-2027 include adequate
provisions for full EEA EFTA participation in the EU programs was a key priority in the
coming months, he argued. Mr PÁLSSON concluded by retrieving that the EEA Agreement
continued to function well in promoting the development of the Internal Market as well as the
importance of the EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee in facilitating dialogue and debates
under the fields covered by the agreement.

Ms Melissa SÄILÄ started by highlighting the EEA Agreement as a true success story for
Europe, which over the course of the past 25 years had guaranteed equal treatment, legal
certainty and predictable conditions for citizens and businesses. Furthermore, she said that the
Agreement had, through the EEA and Norway Financial Mechanism, contributed to the
reduction of social and economic disparities in the EEA. Ms SÄILÄ continued by outlining the
recent activities of the EEA Council. At the next meeting taking place on 19 November 2020,
the Ministers would hold an orientation debate on the Single Market beyond 2019, she
explained. It was expected that Ministers would stress the importance of the close involvement
of the EEA EFTA States in the further design and development of the Single Market and related
initiatives, she argued. Furthermore, she said that they were expected to acknowledge the
ongoing efforts to reduce the number of EU acts awaiting incorporation into the EEA
Agreement, and the good results so far this year, especially with regards to the number of
pending acts in the area of financial services. Other topics which were likely to be highlighted
by Ministers, was the participation of the EEA EFTA States in EEA-relevant programmes, the
significant financial contributions under the Multiannual Financial Framework for 2014-2020,
the social dimension of the EEA Agreement and the importance of ensuring fair working
conditions and equal opportunities in the labour market, she underlined. On environmental
protection, energy and climate change, the EEA Council was expected to, among other things,
highlight the cooperation between Iceland, Norway and the EU on the incorporation of the
Regulation on the inclusion of greenhouse gas emissions and removals from land use, land use
change and forestry (LULUCF) into the EEA Agreement, she said. On the Norwegian and EEA
Financial Mechanisms for the 2014-2021 period, she welcomed the conclusion of the
Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) between the EEA EFA States and almost all of the
beneficiary States in the EU, including the first calls for proposals in the most advanced
beneficiary States. She concluded by saying that the Ministers would also encourage the parties
to conclude the remaining MoUs and programme agreements.

Mr Michael MATTHIESSEN started by recalling the importance of the EEA Agreement,
having guaranteed equal treatment, legal certainty and predictable conditions for citizens and
businesses during the past 25 years. He further pointed out the dynamic nature of the EEA
Agreement, and the importance of a timely adoption of EU acquis of EEA relevance. Since the
entry into force of the Agreement, 12 000 acts had been incorporated, which meant that the
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EEA Agreement today included around 6000 acts (some acts were revoked while new acts
were adopted). Mr MATTHIESSEN further acknowledged the hard work done by both sides
to reduce the backlog by a record of almost 30%, especially highlighting the incorporation of
legal acts in the field of financial services. In addition, the extension of the reinforced EU Civil
Protection Mechanism to Iceland and Norway was emphasised as important. On extended
climate collaboration, the fact that Norway and Iceland’s now matched the EU’s greenhouse
gas emission reduction targets for 2030, was a tangible example of a collective commitment of
like-minded partners to jointly tackle a critical global challenge, he said. The recent adoption
the Third Energy Package in the Icelandic Parliament was also highlighted, as well as the
collective efforts by both parties on issues related to the UK’s withdrawal from the EU. On
priorities and upcoming challenges, the Third Postal Directive, the Single European Railway
Area, various directives pertaining to Energy Efficiency and the Energy Performance in
buildings were pointed out as of high importance. Mr MATTHIESSEN also underlined the
EU’s commitment to ensure a swift incorporation of the Ship Inspection and Survey
Organisation Package, as well as the regulation establishing the Body of European Regulators
for Electronic Communication (BEREC) as well as the Fifth Money Laundering Directive. He
stressed that an area of concern was the high number outstanding acts requiring a parliamentary
scrutiny in the EEA EFTA States (fulfilment of constitutional requirements). He also recalled
the EU side’s wish to continue progressive liberalisation of trade in agricultural products and
welcomed the signing and recent entry into force of agreements on trade in basic agricultural
products with Norway and Iceland, and also on processed products and on geographical
indications with Iceland. He added that the EU hoped to proceed with an update of the
agreement with Norway on processed agricultural products. Furthermore, he said that the
negotiations for the next financial period of the EEA/Norway grants would be important. Mr
MATTHIESSEN concluded by welcoming the many past and upcoming events in relation to
the celebration of the 25th anniversary of the EEA Agreement.

The following discussion focused on Brexit and the preparation of the EEA EFTA countries
with regards to the future relation with the UK, once it has officially left the EU. While it was
noted that it was still early days to say whether the three EEA EFTA States would aim for a
joint negotiation or separately, it was indicated by some Icelandic representatives that it was
preferred that they could do this together. Furthermore, it was pointed out that recent debates
in the Icelandic Parliament on the incorporation of the Third Energy package into the EEA
Agreement had shown the lack of awareness and knowledge of the EEA Agreement in the
Icelandic public in general. It was stressed that collective efforts among the EEA EFTA States
was needed to spread awareness of the benefits of the EEA. A continued celebration of the 25th

anniversary of the EEA Agreement was highlighted as a good opportunity for this collective
work. Negotiation on trade in agricultural products in the future was also discussed.

6. The EEA Agreement: its scope, institutions and challenges

Presentation by:
 Dr. Christian FROMMELT, Director of the Liechtenstein-Institut
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Dr FROMMELT started off by explaining the concept of the EEA Agreement as a concept of
differentiated integration. He emphasised the importance of understanding how demand and
supply has shaped the EEA Agreement as we know it today. In the historical and political
context of the EEA, EFTA preferences (the “demand”) was policy specific and
intergovernmental integration, decision making power for relevant policies as well as
permanent opt-outs. But as the EU also had its demands, such as the Interlaken principles
(“Community integration comes first”, “Community’s decision-making autonomy must be
preserved” and the “Balance between benefits and obligations”), the demands of the EEA
EFTA States could not be met in full. Therefore, the outcome of the EEA Agreement resulted
in not a policy-specific approach but rather in a global approach, a two-pillar structure, no EEA
EFTA States right to vote in decision-making processes in the EU, and a very limited access to
the EU legislators, he argued. According to Dr FROMMELT, the aim of the EEA Agreement
can be identified as a dynamic and homogenous economic area (“dynamic homogeneity”),
while the purpose of the Agreement can be qualified as “managing diversity”. He explained
the EEA EFTA participation in the decision-shaping processes in the EU and highlighted the
submission of EEA EFTA Comments on EU policy and legislation and participation in the
Commission working groups. He underlined that the EEA had a highly complex institutional
structure. He emphasised that while the scope of the Agreement mainly related to the four
freedoms: goods, services, capital, persons, the assessment of which EU legislate acts are EEA
relevant, was not always so straight forward. Dr FROMMELT underlined that due to the EEA
Agreements dynamic nature, with the continuous incorporation of EEA relevant EU legislative
acts, the Agreement is not the same as it was back in 1994 when it was first established.
However, the actual level of integration is difficult to measure, as the EU legal acts are of
different relevance and therefore not a good indicator to measure the level of integration of the
EEA EFTA States, but also because of the “delayed” incorporation, he said. He concluded by
underlining that the EEA is the benchmark for differentiated integration, and that the EEA
EFTA States should have the ambition to keep this status. On potential future challenges for
the EEA Agreement, Dr FROMMELT pointed out the increasing competition of association
models to the EU. He also pointed out that the EU had shown a lot of flexibility with regards
to the EEA Agreement, which was part of the reason why the EEA was a success, and a
potential future risk could be that the EU would take a much more consistent approach than
before.

The discussion mainly focused on the two-pillar structure, especially in relation to the
institutional challenges of the EEA Agreement with regards of agencies, as well as the popular
opinion of the EEA Agreement in the EEA EFTA Member States.

7. The future of the Single Market

Addresses by:
 Mr Ambassador Gunnar PÁLSSON, EFTA Chair of the EEA Joint Committee and

representing the EFTA Chair of the EEA Council



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

7

 Mr Ambassador Michael MATTHIESSEN, Head of the EU Delegation to
Switzerland and the Principality of Liechtenstein, representing the EU Chair of the
EEA Joint Committee

Mr PÁLSSON started by underlining that the ability of the EEA EFTA States to participate
and contribute to the development of our common Internal Market is one of the unique features
of the EEA Agreement. He highlighted the submission of written comments on EU legislative
and policy proposals, the close dialogue with our EU partners at all levels and the importance
to engage early in the process to have an impact. He stressed that the latest contribution by the
EEA EFTA States was the comment on the priorities for the Single Market beyond 2019 whose
aim was to provide a timely contribution to the broader debate about the future of our common
Internal Market at the beginning of a new institutional and legislative cycle in the EU. He
further emphasised that this topic should be one of the main priorities of the upcoming
legislative cycle. Referring to the comment, he said that competitiveness, sustainability and the
social dimension of the Single Market should go hand in hand, and he highlighted the need to
identify and remove the remaining barriers to the provision of cross-border digital services in
the Single Market. He stressed that the EEA EFTA States put strong emphasis on the comment
on preventing and combating unfair competition and irresponsible working conditions, social
dumping and work-related crime. He concluded by informing that the document had been
broadly distributed across the EU institutions.

Mr MATTHIESSEN started by welcoming the active participation of the EEA EFTA States in
the EU decision shaping processes. He continued by highlighting some of the achievements of
the old Juncker Commission in relation to the Single Market: with regards to the single market
of goods, a new regulation to increase controls had been adopted whilst a regulation to end
unjustified geo-blocking and other forms of discrimination had entered into force in the fields
of digital services. In the latter area, the European Commission had also proposed a regulation
on a single digital gateway and information service, he added. On free movement of persons,
he highlighted the setting up of the European Labour Authority. He informed about the ongoing
negotiations on sustainable finance to create an EU-wide classification system (“Taxonomy”)
to be able to determine what activities could be considered environmentally sustainable. With
regards to the next legislative term, Mr MATTHIESSEN pointed to Ursula von der Leyen’s
guidelines for the European Commission 2019-2024 and highlighted in particular the proposal
for a compressive long-term strategy for the EU’s Industrial future and for Europe becoming a
climate neutral economy by 2050. Referring to the EEA EFTA Comment, Mr MATTHIESSEN
outlined the future initiatives of the upcoming Commission. He said that a Digital Services Act
would complement the Digital Single Market and that a Digital Education Action Plan would
help Europe get up to speed on digital skills. He stressed that Ms Von der Leyen would present
a European Gender Strategy to ensure equal pay for all whilst the European Trading Scheme
would be extended to also cover the maritime transport. He concluded by thanking the EEA
EFTA States for the submission of the comment and assured that it would be taken into account
as much as possible.

The following discussion focused on the new Commission Programme and the EU’s future
plans of taxation of tech giants, the so-called GAFA companies.
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8. Brexit

Addresses by:
 Ms Aileen MCLEOD, Member of the European Parliament
 Ms Esther SCHINDLER, Liechtenstein Brexit Coordinator

Ms MCLEOD explained the current situation in the UK with regards to Brexit. She emphasised
that the things were still very unclear with regards to the future. She said that some clarity
would be brought by the Parliament elections in December. She further stressed that in
Scotland, the absolute best outcome, based on the wish of the people following the results of
the Brexit referendum, would be to remain in the EU. A no-deal Brexit would be devastating
for Scotland, according to Ms MCLEOD. It would mean that Scotland would be dragged out
of the EU, out of the Single Market, against its will, which would be highly problematic, she
concluded.

Ms SCHINDLER gave an overview of where the EEA EFTA State stood with regards to the
preparation of UK’s Withdrawal from the EU and the EEA. She explained that in close
cooperation with the EU, the EEA EFTA States had been able to secure the orderly withdrawal
of the UK from the EEA by concluding an EEA Separation Agreement with the UK. She further
stressed that the EEA EFTA States had also been able to secure an agreement on citizens’ rights
in the case of a no-deal scenario with the UK. Also, half of EU’s contingency measures had
been incorporated into the EEA Agreement to avoid market disruptions, she added. The main
challenge was not knowing which scenario would materialise and which agreement, if any,
would apply, she concluded.

The discussion focused on the possibility of an extension of the withdrawal date as well as the

consequences of each possible scenario.

9. Strange bedfellows? How direct democracy and European integration fit together

Presentation by:
 Dr. Christian FROMMELT, Director of the Liechtenstein-Institut

Dr FROMMELT gave a presentation on the concepts of “direct democracy” and “European
integration”. He stressed that there exist different concepts of “legitimate democracy” in the
EU and the EU is often criticised for its “democratic deficit”. However, Dr FROMMELT, from
a political scientist perceptive, pointed out that there is some democratic legitimacy in the EU
– the question being rather how the various concepts are assessed. He explained that it is
extremely hard to measure the “level of democracy”, due to many complicating factors and one
must be careful to assess whether a system is more or less democratic than another. For
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example, he noted that at European level, an EU-wide referendum could be considered
“undemocratic” considering the lack of competence of the average citizen to decide in
referendums. However, referendums on EU matters are a persistent feature of European
integration and an important venue for the politicization of European integration. He further
stressed that the Liechtenstein model of direct democracy was in his view better compatible
with EU integration than the Swiss model.

The discussion focused on the nature of the Brexit referendum and the Liechtenstein model of
direct democracy.

10. Swiss-EU relations - point for information

Briefing by:
 Mr Hans-Peter PORTMANN, Member of the Swiss Parliament

Mr PORTMANN gave a briefing on the current situation regarding Swiss-EU relations. He
confirmed that Switzerland still intended to maintain a good relationship with the EU, based
on bilateral contracts and an institutional framework Agreement, and pointed to the clear
announcement made on this point by the Swiss Government and the majority of the Swiss
Parliament. He explained that three issues remained controversial in the concluded institutional
framework agreement: the protection of wages, the Citizens’ rights Directive and the EU state
aid regime. Mr PORTMANN gave some fact and figures as regards immigration in Switzerland
in order to explain the sensitivity of these issues. Over the last fifteen years, Switzerland had
experienced a significant population increase, from 6 million to 8 million, he explained.
Currently 26% of the population in Switzerland were foreigners, compared to 16% in Norway:
and 14% in UK. Furthermore, 16 % of the jobs in Switzerland were held by “EU workers” and
8% of workers in Switzerland were cross-border workers. He argued that Switzerland was a
positive and responsible partner by contributing financially to the stability of the European
continent. He called on the EU partners to prevent escalation measures such as the non-
recognition of the Swiss Stock Exchange which were counter-productive in the current political
context. He concluded by informing about the results of the last federal elections which took
place one week before the meeting and which saw an import increase of seats by the Greens.

11. Future work of the EEA JPC

The Chair informed the Committee about the topics proposed by the Bureau to be discussed at
the next meeting in Reykjavik.

12. Any other business
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No issues were raised under this agenda item.

13. Date and place of next meeting

The next meeting of the EEA JPC is scheduled to take place in Iceland on 19-20 May 2020.
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