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EU BUDGET: STALEMATE ON IDENTIFYING NEW OWN RESOURCES 
The European Union's own resources system needs to be reformed. Alain Lamassoure (EPP-ED, France) is well aware of this as rapporteur on the subject for the European Parliament, which will be tabling proposals as part of the general revision of the EU budget planned for 2008-2009. After 18 months of information exchanges with the national parliaments, the rapporteur will be presenting the results of his work at an Interparliamentary Conference on 4 and 5 December in Brussels. While a broad consensus is taking shape among the member states on a number of points (main policy lines, calendar, etc), they do not see eye to eye on the definition of new own resources. The rapporteur recognises this failing, and doubts whether it will be possible to go further at next week's conference. 

Alain Lamassoure has «turned on the charm» (in the words of German Socialist MEP Jutta Haug) to try to get the national parliaments as closely involved as possible in the reform of the Community budget financing system. The approach is strategic: the rapporteur knows that this question is at the heart of member states' competences. If he does not put emphasis on their «tax sovereignty,» he will never obtain the member states' support. 

Lamassoure consequently began his work at the annual meeting in June 2005 between the EP Budgets Committee and the finance committees of national parliaments. The subject was on the agenda again at the same conference in June 2006. Meanwhile, after sending out a questionnaire, he was invited by several national parliaments (Luxembourg, Finland, Portugal, France, Germany, Spain, etc) and received ten or so written contributions (Slovakia, Slovenia, Cyprus, United Kingdom, etc). A work session focused specially on this subject at the Intergovernmental Conference in May in Brussels (see Europolitics 3082) and that will be the case again at the conference on 4 and 5 December. 

CONSENSUS AND DIVERGENCE 

Two documents have been prepared for the December meeting, reviewing what has been accomplished to date. Lamassoure presented them on 27 November in Brussels to fellow Budgets Committee members. He believes the upcoming Interparliamentary Conference will provide an opportunity to "take note of the points of consensus". 

The points are of three types: recognition of the weaknesses of the present system and of the impossibility of continuing to finance the Community budget without changes to the system. For the rapporteur, traditional own resources (customs duties, agricultural levies, VAT, etc) have been 85% replaced by national contributions that are a burden on member state budgets and reinforce feelings of hostility towards the EU, particularly among the big net contributors. The aim would therefore be to phase out these contributions and to return to the spirit' of the Treaty of Rome. 

The second point of consensus is the necessity of respecting five policy lines in the reform: the tax sovereignty of member states (not giving the EU competence for levying taxes'); the principle of constancy (if the charge is transferred to European level, it must not lead to higher tax pressure on European taxpayers); maintenance of the own-resource ceiling at 1.24% of the EU gross domestic product; the phased-in entry into force of the new system (reform of the receipts chapter must be simultaneous with that of the expenditure chapter); and timing (political agreement in 2008-2009, start-up of improvement of the system in 2009 and use of any new own resources from 2014, for the next Financial Perspectives). 

While the «charm» has had an impact on these aspects, the rapporteur has not managed to get the national parliaments to align their views on possible sources of new own resources. A number of options keep coming up, such as a tax on corporate profits, eco-taxes or taxes on jet fuel. The national parliaments are nonetheless very divided on this issue and Lamassoure does not think any more progress will be possible at this stage. The EP will therefore have to continue alone on that issue. Independent experts have already been commissioned to carry out a study on the advantages and disadvantages (plus the legal aspects) of each option. On the basis of that study, and the results of the Interparliamentary Conference, Lamassoure will present a draft report to the Budgets Committee in January. The committee will issue its opinion on the text at the end of February and the EP plenary will do so in March. 

TYING REVENUE TO SPENDING 

On the whole, the Budgets Committee members recognise the merit of the work already accomplished by Lamassoure. For Salvador Garriga Polledo (EPP-ED, Spain), it is important to begin talks on revenue simultaneously with talks on expenditure (for which the Commission is responsible). "Control and member states' responsibilities also have to be taken into account," because "every year, a lot of Community money is left unspent by the member states." Introducing the control factor into discussions "will give the EP greater moral authority to demand a reform of the revenue chapter". 

Neena Gill (PES, United Kingdom) is also convinced that it will be essential to tie together the two aspects (expenditure and revenue) to convince the member states, failing which "there will be no reform of the own-resources system". The MEPs also note that a decision is needed on whether reform of the system will give rise to an interinstitutional agreement or a new treaty (as part of the Constitutional Treaty, if it enters into force, or as a separate financial treaty). Alain Lamassoure prefers to separate the difficulties and to address each in turn: "first we need to agree on the institutional question and then open up the financial debate". 

During the latest negotiations on the Financial Perspectives, the European Parliament obtained the right to be involved in the EU budget revision, slated for 2008-2009. It will cover both expenditure and revenue. The EP has been charged with submitting recommendations to the Commission on the revenue chapter. The Commission will give due account to Parliament's recommendations when drafting its proposals to the European Council. 

