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Minutes of European Briefing
Friday 4 September 2009

Welcome address: 

Cllr Jackie Hall, Deputy Leader of Gloucestershire County Council
Members of UKIP staged a demonstration outside Shire Hall before this Briefing. They said UKIP had not received an invitation to the event; however, Sue Stoner has been able to provide written evidence that two members of UKIP were invited.

Introduction to the day:

Cllr Will Windsor Clive, Lead Cabinet Member for Community Safety & the Economy - also member for European Affairs

This year’s Briefing is a regional event. Each of the MEPs from the South West of England was invited to attend.  One apology and three acceptances were received.
The Regional Assembly has now gone and the SW Councils is very new, with the Strategic Leaders Board in place but not sure how it will work at the moment – perhaps Europe can offer support in certain areas?

There are three key themes for today’s event: The recession, the environment and demographics. An agenda for today has been provided along with handouts on all the speakers’ presentations.

Panel Debate:

Session 1: European engagement: how can local stakeholders participate?
Ashley Fox, Julie Girling and Graham Watson MEPs plus the key note speakers answer questions from the delegates, both verbal and written submissions.

Question 1 
How can we secure funding for areas of deprivation in Gloucestershire?

Answer 

Graham Watson:

Traditionally the approach has been to look at existing programmes to see what could be funded and then bend existing projects to try to fit!  But the most successful bids are where the need is established first, then a plan worked up, then checked against funding programmes to find a fit.

Ten years ago there were lots of smaller programmes but we now focus on fewer but bigger schemes.  All the players - Government agencies, other bodies etc. need to work together to make successful scheme.

Julie Girling
It’s important to raise our views to a regional rather than a city or even county level. One of my objectives is to help people to do this. A City can’t expect a response from the EU, it must be a regional bid.

Question 2
Cllr Hilary Cox, Dorset County Council, Deputy Leader.  
When all businesses and Local Authorities are tightening their belts shouldn’t the EU do the same?
Answer
Ashley Fox 
Yes – I recently went to a committee proposing a £19m increase in budget. I voted against it and will do my best to restrain things.

Question 3 
EU jargon too complicated – bureaucratic speak and strange titles for programmes seem unnecessarily complex sometimes.  How can this be avoided if at all?  How do we find our way around it otherwise?
Answer
Julie Girling 
I have found it incredibly difficult so far: Some paragraphs could be condensed to three words instead.

Sometimes it’s difficult to get translations made succinctly. The EU has a principle of consensus, unlike the adversarial approach of local and UK Government.

There is a need for a plain English campaign

Elizabeth Holt:
I’m sure the Slovakians would also ask for a plain Slovakian campaign.
These levels of complexity exist in all languages. Some people write in another language as they would in their mother tongue which can be lengthy.

Precise language is very important especially when making laws. We are very lucky that the most popular language to use in EU dealings is English.
Question 4
Cllr Tony Blackburn, GCC
How should we deal with the over zealous low carbon and energy movement? Some building energy moves will take over next ten years to pay for themselves. This over implementation must stop

Answer
Graham Watson: 
For this kind of work, there is such a thing as ‘Committology’ (influence over how the European Commission sets legislation). But do we want more flooding in Gloucestershire?  Of course must try to achieve results in the best way possible.  Need to look at how we implement laws which will make major contributions to the fight against climate change.
Julie Girling:
The issue of energy saving is not just about saving money.  Local Authorities have signed up to challenging energy saving targets; however, not everyone is in agreement over the extent of the challenges and the targets. The new agreement in Copenhagen will help set targets and give guidance framework.

The UK Govt. must decide how we progress.  

Ashley Fox: 
By home information packs? We have been given 30 pages of nonsense by the UK Govt. not the EU.
Question 5
What process is being made to ensure that hazardous waste is being disposed of safely and that appropriate monitoring, enforcement and public recording regimes are in place?
Answer
Julie Girling 
It’s not happening. A waste disposable programme and statistics are being looked at, which will allow us to make performance judgements and answer questions. I will supply you with further information later.
Graham Watson:
There are two main programmes: Simple Waste Management  and COMAH – the Control of Major Accidents and Hazards, started after an incident in 1980’s Italy, but which can now deal with new threats.
Question 6
Cllr Brian Robinson
Not all of us in the South West have good internet access. We need to improve this, both for business competitiveness and to reduce travel. How can the EU help us with this and enable us to compete at the right level?
Answer
Ashley Fox: 
That’s a UK national issue rather than an EU one. We want the Government to do it’s best to provide infrastructure where the private sector will not provide enough. There are EU pots of money from which we can extract value but we don’t want some big EU strategy. Leave it to the nation states. 
Graham Watson:
We are well developed compared to countries like Spain, but not compared to the Nordic countries, Germany and so on.  My home village and the Plymouth Loop have benefitted from EU funding of broadband.
Phil McVey: 
Actually no EU money was in the Plymouth Loop, but competitiveness funding was used for broadband implementation in other regions. Cornwall will get direct investment.

Question 7
Written submission

Could more be done to increase the take-up of the EU Territorial Co-operation programmes in the South West?

Answer 

Eleni Marianou
 A territorial co-operative group was set up and identified that there was too little collaboration, especially in the Cross Border programme, which has the largest budget, but this was partly because the UK is disadvantaged by having only sea borders with other EU states. 

We are currently debating in Brussels as to how to organise funding differently and whether borders should be as strict as they are at the moment, or whether in the future (post 2013), projects should be put together in a more thematic way. Why do we need to have such geographical space rules at all? This would probably be less restrictive and more productive for the region.
Question 8
 Cllr Jeremy Hilton, GCC

With the expansion of the EU, what do MEPs think about joining the Euro and would it help to recover from the recession?
Answer
Graham Watson:

I would be very much in favour

Ashley Fox:
Never!
Julie Girling:

I agree with Ashley!

Question 9
Cllr Peter Chamberlain, FoD DC
Coleford is one of the towns in Gloucestershire that has suffered for literally hundreds of years from flooding every time it rains heavily.  What help can we expect to get from the EU to resolve the problems of flooding throughout our County that are way beyond the ability of the Local Authorities to fund?

· Collectively FoD residents travel thousands of miles daily to get to work. I myself  travel 70 miles a day to get to Frampton and back.
· Despite our idyllic location, we suffer from poorer jobs in the Forest

· Is any EU funding available to build a bridge?
Answer
Graham Watson: 
You will not normally be able to get EU funding to build a bridge there.
Julie Girling: 
The bridge is low on the County Council priorities. You will need to be very active and raise it at the county level, then regionally, then nationally, and finally at the European level.
Session 2: Economic Recession - Intro from Graham Watson

· The EU in a recuperating globalised economy – GW briefly spoke about the possibility of the Euro growing in strength after the recession to become the replacement of the Dollar as the main global currency.

· 4 main areas that need to be worked on - 
1. Reflow of the economy
2. Better regulation of financial markets so we don’t have a repeat of 2008 – 2009
3. Trying to complete the ‘single market’ target by mutual recognition (peer review, best practice etc.) so that even if we are not identical, we at least understand each other
4. FP7 – an example of some very important investment available to the SW

· We are increasingly dependent on Russia etc. for our oil needs. We need to reduce this dependence and find a way to have a more free transmission of energy.

· Types of Economic Growth – it is very important that we find more sustainable ways of encouraging Economic Growth  - we cannot possibly have the same type of growth as we have had over the last 20 years (real costs and waste?)

· Areas to concentrate on in the SW for our economy to get back on track:
1. Agriculturally related food and drink
2. Defence and high tech engineering
3. Financial Services
4. Tourism

Question 10
Dr Liz Mills, University of West of England 
David Owen said he’d looked at local initiatives in devising programmes to help recession recovery. Did you also look systematically further afield and at the EU at all, and pick up on best practice by other bodies for example  supply chain clustering, eco innovation parks, municipal banks etc.?
Answer
David Owen 
We clarified a need first and what interventions needed,  then look at resourcing priorities.  We needed speed so we did not research best practice, we relied on business group advice about what would work locally.
Haylea Fryer - Wiltshire
We are now looking at European models of best practice.  As we turn attention to the recovery we are turning more attention on Europe.

Graham Watson 
Local banking is important. We have asked the European Commission to look at the Cheltenham and Gloucester Building Society situation – and they will take up the legalities.
Session 3: Environmental Challenges – Intro from Julie Girling

There are two things I am commonly asked:
1. How to get European Funding?
2. Why all these EU rules?
Re: local govt., the strongest message is that we have to make demands and engage. We haven’t been very successful so far as it’s considered ‘too difficult’.  We have to think regionally and about how to engage regionally with EU to take advantage of EU structural funds.
The advantage to EU funding is that it lasts for more than just one or two years and requires match funding from the national Government.
The disadvantages are: complexity, jargon, and a ‘lottery’ aspect.  It can be a waste of time to submit lots of bids from all over our region.  We should co-operate, especially on broad issues such as the environment. European can offer best practice to councils.  We can learn without having to repeat mistakes.  Think of EU priorities as British priorities.

I’d like to see that we could decide on regional priorities on funding and ensure it aligns.  Climate change and economic recovery are in alignment with EU priorities.  Encouraging and promoting businesses which impact on climate change.  In Gloucestershire lots of small businesses have grown up on the back of flooding e.g. drain clearance, digging brooks.  We could spearhead on business recovery on climate change especially flood alleviation.  I’d be happy to help on it and put aside differences to work together more. The Strategic Leaders Board may help to give more priorities at a regional level to aim for more projects that can be funded in line with EU priorities. Bids across the whole region will have more strategic views – we should project our region as one which is forward thinking.
Question 11
Cllr Martin Quaile
About the mechanics of waste management, when all the landfill fines go off to Brussels what happens with the money?

Answer
Graham Watson
It simply goes into the pool of community funds. Over the last ten years the EU has received the equivalent of one year’s budget from fines to rule breakers! This includes Microsoft money.
Question 12

Graham Stanley, Transport 21

How do we find out about best practice and not re-invent the wheel?  e.g transport, home working etc – At events, or through word of mouth?

Answer 
Julie Girling
 There’s lots available, e.g. publications.  I’m happy to help you – my office will provide info.  Sue Stoner will provide information for Councillors. But it’s a question of delving around, we can’t be spoon feeding people.
Sue Stoner

Yes, I’m happy to help. Most funding streams have excellent website to help find good partners.  The LGA have appointed an officer to help research.  Growing area to identify good partners. CPMR and AR - we used to belong to them, and you can also find out via networking.

Cllr John Cordwell

Some European Groups specialist in sharing good practice!  I’m involved.

Claudia Lock-Fuerst,  Enterprise Network, Bristol
I’m from Austria, we have lots available. The UK seems to have very little.  My dad paid €3,000 towards and installation and the local council provided  €4,000
Catrin Maby, Severn Wye Energy Agency

There’s a network of 300 local energy advice networks in Europe.  Upper Austria is very good, but here there’s the Energy Savings Trust, a helpline for the South West (by Energy Advice SW).  Our Local Area Agreement is close to achieving targets set on energy efficiency in the home.  The Government is now looking at renewable heat and energy generation initiatives and to improve payment for locally exported energy to the national grid.  This will replace capital grant funding.

Question 13 
Cllr Ceri Jones, Bishops Cleeve

There has been little impact on the grounds regarding hazardous waste – what help is available for the local communities suffering?
Answer

Graham Watson
Just because some rules come from national government, it doesn’t mean they didn’t originate in the EU.  It usually feeds down to become national law and regulation.  85% of all EU money is paid out as part of a national budget.  They implement EU legislation nationally.
Question 14

 Cllr Ceri Jones, Bishops Cleeve

How much of the EU Integration Fund goes to schools for migrant children?

Answer
Chris Hedges

Funding from his particular programme is only for over 16’s.  However we could look at ‘family learning’ which could include the children as a way around this.

Question 15
Cllr Anthony Blackburn  
How can we enable healthier older lives?

Answer
Kevin Poulton

Seek existing public health programmes – there is bound to be a suitable one.
Chris Hedges

We have some elements to help migrants secure healthcare.  The NHS is also doing projects about weight management etc.  but I’m not aware of any specific EU funds.

Question 16 
Why was the UK border agency told to direct things via the UK MEPs only?
Answer 
Chris Hedges

I’m not sure, we do deal with a vast number of queries so perhaps it’s a way of simplifying the process?
END OF SESSIONS

There was an informal discussion about the possibility of holding more focused briefings in the region in the future – perhaps more thematic sessions with MEPs in other areas of the region (Cornwall, Dorset, Bristol & Somerset all expressed an interest).

Will Windsor Clive – closing address
I’m glad EU money is there for farming.  The main question is how do we get our hands on EU money?  Often the problems are with the UK govt. procedures e.g. French farmers have a two page application for funding, our UK farmers have twenty-eight pages! We need to even up the playing field. 
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