Euromontana / Responses to questions - DGRegio Mountain Study


The Response of Euromontana to the questions asked within the framework of the DGRegio study on European Mountain areas 
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

This study is conducted by NordRegio on the "Analysis of European mountain regions". Euromontana was consulted on a few questions concerning the implementation of European mountain policies, the third part of the study. Please find below the responses of Euromontana to these questions. 

I- Will the integration and expansion of the European Union have any effects on mountain areas; if so, what effects? 

The enlargement of the Union will undoubtedly have various effects in all EU zones and in many fields (social, economic, and even cultural). It will therefore obviously have some impacts in the mountain areas, and especially those of the CEECs ! Our answer to the question will try to focus on the specific impact it will have in mountainous areas, and in the fields subject to Community intervention. 

1- Regional policy and cohesion 

With enlargement, inequalities and divisions within the Union will be larger, as European Commissioner Barnier underlines. The enlargement will therefore necessarily affect the cohesion policy and several scenarios for it are under debate. Depending on the options retained, the impact of the enlargement on mountain areas will be very different.

It is now certain that the future Objective 1 (implemented after 2006) will be mainly targeted towards the new Member States. The enlargement will have a globally positive impact for the CEEC regions that will benefit from it, and in that way, potentially for the mountain areas which are part of them. However, the question is how these funds are going to be used by the regions, and with which priorities ? There will be an inevitable temptation to concentrate the funds in the sectors and the areas which are already most dynamic and developed, excluding in that way the most disadvantaged zones within these regions. It will therefore be necessary within the future Objective 1 to identify priorities and ensure that the least favoured zones are not excluded from the general process of development. 

For the mountain areas of the current Union – especially those which are going to be excluded from the current Objectives 1 and 2, the crucial question addresses the regional policy outside Objective 1. The scenarios are numerous. 

The Commission seems to favour thematic and territorial approaches - and this would avoid relating eligibility to GDP criteria and the exclusion of specific regions of the current Union a priori from the operation of the instruments of the regional policy. A positive option for the mountain areas is the concept of a future Objective 2 of the structural funds which would address – among other things certainly – the "areas with permanent geographical handicaps" including mountain areas, and this in a non-optional way. 

However, this approach is not the only one and the very existence of a regional policy outside Objective 1 is not secured. This last hypothesis would make the enlargement a very negative operation from the perspective of the mountain areas of the current EU, which would lose all community support in this field, except those which fall within the new Objective 1 eligibility criteria [those having a GDP per capita of less than 75% of the European(25) average.] These would be predominantly in Portugal and Greece. 

Another uncertainty remains over the state aids regime which should be applied for areas which will no longer benefit form Objective 1 or 2 after 2006 and which still need specific structural supports, such as mountain areas.

2- Agriculture and the CAP

a- The compensatory payments for mountain agriculture, which do not seem to be questioned in the context of the enlargement, are going to apply to mountain agriculture in the CEEC, which is very positive. These supports are fundamental (and involve relatively little cost) for the maintenance of mountain agriculture in Europe.

b- In the CEECs, the progressive implementation of the CAP, together with the direct payments that will consolidate supplementary funds for farms, should a priori be also positive. But we must be careful here for mountain farming, because this will strongly reinforce competition with the agricultural systems of the current EU the level of productivity of which is higher or much higher. This can jeopardise the most fragile agriculture areas in the CEECs. 

In the current EU-countries on the other hand, competition with the CEECs agricultures which have lower labour costs may be feared especially for those holdings which use a lot of labour (vegetables and fruits, organic farming etc...) which are quite numerous in mountainous areas.

This increased competition on both sides will tend to provoke the enlargement of big farms and the parallel loss of the small ones. In mountain areas especially, this well-known phenomenon represents a serious danger for the rural economy and for the environment. 

Will the direct payments and compensatory allowances be sufficient to compensate for this increased competition ?

c- The CAP is going to apply, upon enlargement, to much more distinctive agricultural systems, with more unequal levels of productivity than in the current Union, and this is another challenge. It seems to us however extremely prejudicial that the CAP should be questioned because of these disparities. The support organised and coordinated within the framework of the CAP related to the will to maintain the European model of agriculture and multifunctionnality is favourable and indispensable for mountain farming. This support is characterised by an objective approach to the situation of mountain farms which takes into account the level of their predicament. The CAP, thanks to the extent of its funding transfers, has a major importance for mountain areas which have a low population density and the economy of which is based mainly on agriculture. This model would be questioned by, for example, a nationalisation of the CAP which is powerful precisely because it is a policy with strong community added value.

d- The enlargement of the Union also influences the 2003-reform of the CAP. Even though it is difficult to identify to what extend it does, we wish to point out a few aspects of this reform which should be looked at carefully in regard to mountain agriculture. For example, will the raising of livestock to the point of maturity and slaughter be discouraged by the Single Income Payment system – so depriving mountain areas of the opportunity of producing a finished product and of the prospect of creating associated added value? The new accompanying measure for 'quality products' should be a strong tool to support existing quality products as well as encouraging new quality products. The accompanying measure for 'meeting standards' should be flexible enough to include support to mountain farmers to adapt their structure to a wide range of standards related to EU-legislations. 

There are of course other concerns about the CAP - from the perspective of mountain farming -  which come from the pressures of the international trade and the WTO issues rather than the enlargement. 

3- Quality products

With the enlargement, the internal market is going to expand in a substantial way, thus offering new opportunities but reinforcing competition. It will become even more imperative for mountain areas to "play the card" of quality for their products (agricultural ones and others) and to be supported in this direction. 

But more importantly and more deeply, there will have to be an increased awareness among Member States - and decision-markers at various levels - of the value of mountain products, and other quality niche products. Because again, the enlargement may result, especially in the new Member States, in a development targeting mass production and already well-developed regions, and therefore may jeopardise the very existence of these small products. They represent diversity and this is a major asset of the European production which cannot be recreated once it has disappeared.

4- In the field of environment, the implementation of community legislation on the one hand should be rather positive in the mountain areas of the CEECs – to be checked measure per measure and according to the state of the environment in these zones. 

Moreover, in the mountain areas of the current EU, measures should permit reinforcement of the link between biodiversity and human activity in order to define a coherent and cross-sectoral form of management between agriculture, forestry and tourism.

In this respect, it appears that, in looking after the land, agriculture contributes to the prevention of natural risks and to the maintenance of biodiversity, which is particularly rich in mountain areas. This biodiversity depends therefore on an balanced acknowledgement of the economic, social and environmental dimensions of agriculture. It also has a cost that society has to take on. The classification under "Natura 2000" sites of many mountain territories rewards the quality of the management practises. It should however not lead to the sterilisation of broad areas and the transformation of mountain areas in natural reserves.

In short, it is essential to facilitate/encourage the accommodation of the environmental approach through the application of environmental management in agriculture production linked with research into quality, particularly within micro-enterprises. 

The protection of the environment can constitute the basis for development projects or projects for diversification, especially in sparsely populated mountain areas which otherwise do not have the capacity to be "territories of projects". Thus, it is appropriate that, for each type of mountain area – depending on its level of isolation – adapted tools should be designed accordingly.

5- Transport, borders and cooperation

 Enlargement is going to result in the development of transnational transport infrastructures. It will be necessary to ensure that peripheral mountain areas (among others) are not excluded and means should be found to better integrate new infrastructures in those areas which will be crossed by them (i.e. some alpine mountain areas have suffered from being the place of heavy traffic with all the disadvantages this implies without a real integration of the local communities and local environments.) 

Co-operation should be strongly encouraged after the enlargement, and mountain areas, in this regard, can be extremely interesting pilot territories. Mountain massifs are often transnational, and border areas, with a tradition of exchanges. There are also a similarity of problems and potentials between the massifs and almost a cultural thematic which would justify particular attention to the cooperation between mountain areas. This cooperation should be organised at appropriate geographical levels, while taking into account existing partnerships and already established links. 

II- if the European Commission were to define a mountain policy, should it be applied homogenously across all mountain areas, or targeted at specific mountain regions; if so, which mountain regions? 

We wish to respond to this question with 3 observations :

1- Subsidiarity.

"Homogenous" is undoubtedly a word with a certain negative connotation when it relates to implementation of policy over a territory as big as Europe, for it seems to exclude subsidiarity. 

Should any "perfect" community policy for mountain areas be set up, this policy should give place for the application of the principle of subsidiarity, and allow as much as possible a bottom-up approach. 

2- Targeted policy or economic development policy ?

If by "Community policy for mountains", one should understand a targeted strategy which would only address specific and common aspects of mountain areas, then an horizontal implementation for this policy could be envisaged. But if one should understand a full economic development policy for mountain areas, then certainly, it cannot be the same for all European mountain areas. 

For example, 

· yes, mountain agriculture needs everywhere a structural support because it suffers, almost by definition, handicaps for the conduct of moto-mechanised agricultural systems. 

· yes, the prevention of natural risks, the value of biodiversity, the management of water resources are always an issue in a mountain environment, 

· yes, accessibility is an issue in all mountain areas, even if it can be considered from a different perspective (integration and impact of big infrastructures of transport / isolation and local isolation / remoteness from economic poles, trade centres, universities etc...)

· Quality products and quality services comprise a strategy common for all mountain areas

On the other hand, it is clear that the economic development is not only related to the mountainous environments. There are mountain areas lagging behind, others not. [But still, it is important to note that the wealth of a region (NUTS II for example) and the state of development of its mountain area should not be mixed up. The richness of a region only reflects its potential capacity to better address problems in mountain areas]

3- "community strategy for mountains" or "financial support for mountain areas"?

As we have just explained above, in term of economic development, mountain areas do not all have the same needs, and therefore an homogeneous Community policy to support economic development in mountain areas would not be fair. 

But economic objectives or orientations which would be dictated at the community level for mountain area, which the Member States and/or the regions would have to respect, would certainly be interesting for all mountain areas throughout Europe and could easily be coordinated with the existing instruments for structural supports. This would notably avoid the exclusion of mountain areas from programmes applying to broad territories including them. These objectives should reflect the necessary solidarity towards mountain areas, at all levels (regional, national and community).

III- what is the optimal scale for policy implementation for the mountains of Europe? 

1- Preliminary need : a mountain definition at European level

EUROMONTANA recognises that it is necessary to have a common definition of mountain areas at the European level, as an indispensable reference for the design of community measures tailored for them . The adoption of such a definition should of course be subject to preliminary consultations at several levels. Moreover, the precise mapping for the implementation of these policy instruments should be adaptable in each Member State, at the appropriate level, in order to coincide with a "functional" mountain area corresponding to socio-economic, cultural and environmental realities. This adaptation could be allowed up to a certain interval / gap / distance (in percentage of surface or population) from the EU mapping definition.

2- Administrative policy implementation : the appropriate scale ?

On this question, one would be tempted to respond spontaneously "relatively homogeneous large mountain areas, such as the level of the massif". This level of intervention would be indeed efficient for the joint use of means available and for the programming of investments, and it would have a true community added value for example within the framework of Interreg co-operation programmes between the countries sharing the same massif.

But this is a very geographical approach, which does not correspond generally to an administrative framework, while when looking at the implementation of policies, it is impossible to ignore administrative structures. 

· Is the creation of strong administrative structures per massif (or other mountain "units") an option ? When these exist, are they appropriate for the implementation of community policies ? 

We would like to go thoroughly into this debate but for the moment, our message can be the following :

· At community level, clear orientations and provisions specifically for mountains are necessary, and they should not be optional for Member States or regions

· From these orientations , national or regional levels (existing administrations) should have the capacity to implement them in an appropriate way

· Sublevels seem to us less appropriate when regarding the implementation of community policies, but should be fully involved by the regions or the Member States in the design and the delivery of the measures in order to ensure their adaptation to local needs. 

3- Actions, measures or initiatives in mountain massifs

Whether or not the creation of administrative structures in each massif is considered for the implementation of mainstream policies, the design of measures, programmes or initiatives targeting the massif level is of course still very relevant. Paradoxically, because the administrative structures are generally not matching the massif area, programmes addressing the massif create an added-value related to the exchanges between the administrative areas concerned. 

IV- what are the appropriate mechanisms for applying policies directed at mountain areas?

As we have already explained in the previous question :

· the indispensable starting point seems to us non-optional guidelines and targeted supports at the community level, 

· the implementation by Member States and/or regions, while setting up a bottom-up approach permitting adaptation to take into accounts local needs.

In addition to this, we feel that any mountain programme should have provisions for a form of "animation" of the programmes at the level of the massif, thus encouraging the cross-border or interregional cooperation. 

PAGE  
1

