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Article by Célia Sampol, followed by an interview of Alain Lamassoure, published in "Europolitics" - 2 March 2007

(Europolitics' web site: http://www.europolitics.info )
OWN RESOURCES: QUESTIONS RAISED ABOUT THE TWO-PHASE APPROACH
The Lamassoure report on the reform of own resources has been the subject of some criticism in the European Parliament's Budget Committee (COBU). While MEPs congratulate the rapporteur for his work, some of them remain sceptical about the two-phased strategy that he is recommending.
The previous exchange of views took place on 24 January when Alain Lamassoure (EPP-ED, France) presented his document to the COBU (see Europolitics 3234). Several members had already expressed doubts as to the advisability of his careful approach, which consisted of adopting a first report at the beginning of 2007 (to be voted in the COBU on 12 March and in the plenary session on 28-29 March) as a way of reaching agreement on the main political principles guiding the reform. Then at the end of 2007, beginning 2008, a second report will propose the options for new resources to replace the existing system. These proposals may take into account the results of the inter-parliamentary conference on the EU budget to be held at the beginning of November during the Portuguese Presidency of the EU.
During a second exchange of views in Brussels on 26 February, members of the COBU went on the attack. Some criticised the lack of courage of this two phased approach. Others had nothing against the approach but felt that it did not include an in-depth phase and a third group thought it was both realistic and pragmatic. The former President of COBU, Janusz Lewandowski (EPP-ED, Poland), commented that this option is "the only one that allows the Parliament to exert any influence". Listening to these comments, Lamassoure nevertheless insisted "we cannot avoid two phases. The first, recalculation phase, may be theoretical but it is necessary".
BACK TO THE SCHREYER PROPOSALS?
Closer analysis of the first phase suggested by Lamassoure involves a simplification of the existing system "by making it more transparent and fairer". It means maintaining revenue based on each member state's Gross National Income (GNI), doing away with the VAT resource and gradually eliminating any rebates by 2013. The first phase of the reform will start in 2009. The second phase, starting in 2014, will then involve putting the chosen new own resources into practice. Thus far, four have been suggested (VAT revenue, duty on road fuel, duty on tobacco and alcohol, taxes on company profits).
Jutta Haug (PES, Germany) suggested that for the first phase it would be better to follow the July 2004 proposals presented by the then commissioner for the budget, the German Michaele Schreyer, in a bid to "win the British MEPs and the United Kingdom over to our point of view". Schreyer had in fact proposed a generalisation of the rebate (to become operational when a member state's contribution to the EU budget reaches the 0.35% of GNI threshold) and then later that all rebates be eliminated to ensure equal treatment for all.
Lamassoure acknowledged that several aspects of her proposal were in the right direction but that it reinforced the anti-community nature of the system with each country demanding a "fair return" for its investment in the Union - effectively the Margaret Thatcher 1984 I want my money back' way of thinking.
DIRECT RETURN FOR THE ECONOMY
Catherine Guy-Quint (PES, France) agreed with the rapporteur on this point. "Certain countries forget what the European project has done for them!", she said. For example, the Netherlands have never worked out the "direct return" of the Union on its economy, explained Guy-Quint to Europolitics. "The port in Rotterdam constitutes one tenth of national fiscal revenue! So when the Dutch citizens demand a correction relative to their national contribution to the Community budget, they forget the added value that the bigger EU market brings to the operation of this port."
It is clear therefore that opinions differ already on the first phase but despite this, Lamassoure's first report is expected to receive the support of the majority of MEPs, at least from the members of COBU.
-------------------------------------
ALAIN LAMASSOURE, RAPPORTEUR ON OWN RESOURCES: 
"WHEN I PRESENT THE DEFINITIVE REPORT, I WILL GO ALL OUT"
Interview by Célia Sampol

Your timetable for the budget is not one that everyone agrees with.... 
I'm modest in the way I approach this! I suggest that we agree on the first phase of reforms, which will consist of simplifying the existing bad system based on national contributions and making it fairer. Only after that can we work on the second most difficult phase. If we can get past the first, it will already be a major success because it will mean that national parliaments implicitly admit that there is a problem and that reform is necessary. I won't get consensus on the second phase but I can already submit the main political principles and the possible options for new own resources (probably a combination of the two). But when I present the definitive report, I will go all out. I haven't done so yet because I wanted to keep national parliaments on my side.
How far are you in terms of your exchanges with the Commission? 
At the moment, I am the one feeding them with ideas given that they haven't done much. José Manuel Barroso is expected to present the equivalent of a Green paper in the near future. The idea is that the Commission will make a proposal in 2008 and that France, under its presidency will launch the negotiations at government level. But it will take us eighteen months or two years to conclude them. In legal terms, it amounts to a budgetary treaty even if it is not called that. So we need a unanimous agreement between governments at the European Council, followed by a positive vote in the European Parliament and then ratification in all countries.... In principle at parliamentary level because if we call a referendum on this question, well...

