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 European and External Affairs Committee 
 

2nd Meeting, 2016 (Session 4), Thursday 21 January 2016 
 

Alternatives to European Union Membership for the United Kingdom 
 

Briefing by Michael Keating 
Director, Centre on Constitutional Change and Senior Fellow,  

ESRC UK in a Changing Europe Programme 
 
1. The United Kingdom has the right, under the Lisbon Treaty, to leave the 

European Union, as explained in Sionaidh Douglas-Scott’s paper for the 
Committee. Yet it remains unclear what the consequences of a vote to leave 
would be, given the uncertainty about the alternatives. Few of the 
protagonists in the debate favour isolation or protectionism and there is 
broad support for free trade. There are differences among supporters of 
‘leave’ as to whether, and what form of, transnational institutions should be 
retained. Neither the main ‘leave’ campaigns nor the UK Government has yet 
outlined alternatives to membership. This may play to the advantage of the 
‘remain’ campaign, which will be able to play on the risks and uncertainties 
about leaving. This was a critical factor in the Scottish independence 
referendum. There are several alternatives to UK membership of the 
European Union but choosing among them would depend on what one 
dislikes about the EU and what the reasons for leaving are.  

 
2. The European Union is, at its most basic, a free trade area, with no tariffs on 

goods. Yet it is more than this. It is a single market, in which there is free 
movement of goods, but also of services, capital and labour. Product 
standards are harmonized or subject to mutual recognition, under which if a 
product is recognized in one state it can be marketed in all the others. There 
is a common external tariff and the EU negotiates international trade 
agreements on behalf of all its members. The EU has also expanded its 
competences into other areas such as environmental and labour market 
policy, which expand on and support the single market; these are called 
‘flanking policies’. Competition policy, enforced by the European Commission 
and the European Court of Justice, sustains market conditions.  

 
3. The EU has also extended its competences into security cooperation, justice 

and home affairs, research and territorial cohesion. There are programmes 
for cooperation in social policy matters, providing a ‘social dimension’ 
alongside the market vision of Europe. Some countries have adopted the 
Euro, which entails the loss of control over monetary and exchange rate 
policy. All except the UK and Ireland are committed to the Schengen area of 
free travel.  

 
4. The EU is also a political union, with common institutions, whose laws are 

binding within member states, thus constraining national sovereignty. 
Members have to accept the acquis communautaire, the existing body of law 
and policies, although the UK secured some opt-outs from new policies. 
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5. Opponents of membership object to different aspects of this, and their 
objectives include: 

a. Restoring sovereignty to the United Kingdom, giving it freedom to 
make its own laws; 

b. Economic advantage, in eliminating EU financial contributions and 
freeing the UK from what is seen as a declining economic bloc; 

c. Avoiding European regulation in matters where the UK might prefer 
a different approach. This particularly affects the ‘social dimension’ 
of Europe, notably in and employment and labour market regulation; 

d. Limiting immigration and, in particular, eliminating the free 
movement of labour. 

 
6. Alternatives to EU membership are of two types, each of which offers 

different possibilities for achieving these aims:  
a. The first entails the end of any privileged partnership with the EU 

and the insertion of the UK as an independent actor in the global 
trading order (going it alone); 

b. The second seeks to retain the present trading arrangement based 
on the European single market but without the political framework, 
infringements on national sovereignty or the non-trading aspects of 
the EU. 

 
Going it Alone 
7. Some advocates of EU withdrawal call for the end of a privileged relationship 

with Europe. They point to the rise of new economic powers and the shift of 
economic gravity away from Europe 

  
8. One version of this thesis argues that the World Trade Organization (WTO) 

provides sufficient rules for world trade, preventing unfair competition or 
protection. The UK could work to strengthen global free trade by expanding 
and deepening the WTO, in accordance with its free trade traditions. 

  
9. This would restore national sovereignty and free the UK from EU regulations.  
 
10. The WTO option would entail the end of completely free trade with the EU 

and the imposition of tariff and non-tariff barriers. While EU tariffs overall are 
rather low, in some sectors such as motor vehicles they are quite high, which 
is why some non-European manufacturers have invested in EU states, 
including the UK. There would also be no free trade in services; so financial 
services providers might opt to set up subsidiaries in EU countries (or even 
move entirely) in order to remain in the single market. The UK would also 
face non-tariff barriers, such as European product standards. 

 
11. WTO rules are negotiated in regular rounds, which tend to be dominated by 

the big trading powers, of which the EU is one. It is not clear that, on its own, 
the UK would have weight in these negotiations and so be able to press its 
free-trading priorities. 

  
12. There has been a tendency in recent years, given the difficulties in 

progressing WTO rounds after the breakdown of the Doha round in 2008, 
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towards regional trading blocks such as the EU, the North Atlantic Free 
Trade Agreements (NAFTA) and Mercosur (in South America).  

 
13. Another version of going it alone involves negotiating bilateral free trade 

agreements with other countries. Again, the UK would be in a weaker 
position to negotiate agreements and it is likely that third countries would 
prefer just to extend their agreements with the EU to the United Kingdom. 

 
A Free Trade Agreement with the EU 
14. The UK could sign a free trade agreement with the EU allowing free access 

to European markets. Such an agreement exists with Turkey. It includes the 
customs union and free trade in goods. It excludes free trade in agriculture 
and services (a particular concern for the UK) and does not provide for free 
movement of labour. There are no common institutions or policies and under 
a free trade agreement the UK would be free to make its own laws in most 
fields. A free trade agreement would not remove non-tariff barriers to trade, 
such as product standards and public procurement rules. EU countries would 
have a strong incentive to sign a free trade agreement with the UK, as it is an 
important export market, but would not want the UK to undermine their 
competitiveness. So it is likely that they would insist on the social and 
environmental regulations that currently exist. Indeed they might insist on 
something like the EEA arrangement. Turkey is not necessarily a relevant 
case to compare as it is a candidate for EU membership and is slowly 
adopting the acquis communautaire.  

 
15. A free trade agreement would not provide the full provisions of the single 

market, which is something to which successive UK governments have been 
committed. Yet it is not possible to adopt the single market provisions 
selectively, where it suits a non-member state; this would amount to free-
riding. Rather, entering it entails duties and paying the price. This suggests a 
closer association with Europe. There are two practical examples of this:  the 
European Economic Area (EEA) and the Swiss model. 

 
The EEA or Norwegian Option 
16. The European Economic Area (EEA), based on the European Free Trade 

Area (EFTA). EFTA was founded by the UK in 1960 as an alternative to the 
European Economic Community (EEC, now the EU) and included countries 
not willing to join the EEC. Within two years, the UK itself had decided to join 
the EEC and was eventually followed by all EFTA states except Norway, 
Iceland, Switzerland and Lichtenstein. The EEA was set up in 1994, with 
Norway, Iceland, Lichtenstein and the EU. The EEA is a free trade area but it 
does include much of the single market provision. It excludes external 
relations, agriculture, fisheries, transport, budget contributions, regional 
policy and monetary policy.  

 
17. Norway is the principal country concerned with EFTA, hence the ‘Norwegian 

option’. Norway’s agreement with the EEA does not allow for EU law to be 
directly applicable, in contrast to the situation in EU member states. This 
formal sovereignty is, however, constrained in practice. 
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18. EEA countries on accession have to accept the whole body of relevant EU 
law, accounting for much of the acquis communautaire. Technically, they are 
not obliged to accept future EU laws but the scope for opting out is limited 
and they then risk exclusion from the whole relevant field. So opt-out is 
regarded as highly exceptional. There is provision for consultation with EEA 
before EU laws are adopted, there is some participation in working groups 
and there is an EEA Joint Committee. Non-EU states, however have no vote 
on the adoption of EU laws, which are the basis for agreement. An EFTA 
Surveillance Authority polices EEA rules and the arrangement is updated 
annually to take account of new EU laws. There is an EFTA Court but it 
tends to follow the decisions of the European Court of Justice (ECJ) and 
national courts follow in turn. EU regulatory agencies interpret the rules and 
apply them across the EEA, which has caused problems and delays in EEA 
countries, for example in relation to financial services. The EFTA Council 
does, however, have to formally adopt the laws, which can take additional 
time. 

 
19. It is estimated that some three quarters of EU regulations are applicable to 

Norway. EEA countries must accept EU rules on the free movement of labour. 
 
20. Norway has also chosen to join the Schengen free travel area, which allowed 

it to keep its free travel area with the other Nordic countries. It also 
participates in European foreign and security policy and the Dublin 
agreements on police and asylum, again without a say in the making of 
policy. As part of its association with the EU it pays for EU policies, and 
contributes to programmes for social and economic cohesion across the EU.  

 
21. Norway also has a set of bilateral agreements with the EU. 
 
22. It is not clear that the UK would be allowed to join EFTA and thereby get into 

the EEA. In negotiations with the EU, EFTA has to speak with a single voice. 
At present, Norway is the dominant member, since it is so much larger than 
the other two. The UK, however, would be many times larger than the other 
three together and could overwhelm them. UK membership of EFTA/ EEA 
could also cause problems for the EU, as the UK would be a more significant 
player. It could also set a precedent for other EU member states seeking a 
looser relationship without all the obligation of membership. Membership of 
EEA would require the agreement of all EEA member states, including the 
remaining 27 EU members.  

 
The Swiss Option 
23. Switzerland decided, by referendum, not to join the EEA but has a bilateral 

relationship allowing it access to EU markets. Two sets of bilateral 
agreements were negotiated, in 2000 and 2004; altogether there are some 
120 bilateral treaties. Further agreements have not followed as the EU is 
very reluctant to extend the arrangement, which it sees as cumbersome and 
time-consuming, and has declared its preference for over-arching 
arrangements like the EEA.  
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24. The agreements include free trade in goods but not services (which the EU 
refused) or agriculture and are less extensive than the EEA on ‘flanking 
policies’ such as social provisions, environmental and consumer and 
employment matters. There are no requirements for a financial contribution 
to cohesion.  

 
25. The Swiss arrangement lacks the common structures of EEA and 

consultation on the development of EU policies is less intense. There are 
joint committees but their functions are more limited than in the case of the 
EEA. The agreements apply only to existing EU policies so that, unlike 
Norway, Switzerland is not bound to future EU decisions. The various Swiss 
agreements are linked so that, if one side reneges on one agreement, the 
other side can suspend others (the ‘guillotine’ provision). Switzerland, unlike 
Norway, does not have to transpose EU laws but does have to have its own 
legislation to the same effect. The easiest way to do this has often proved to 
be to transpose EU law anyway. Switzerland is not formally bound by 
decisions of the European Court of Justice and there is uncertainty about the 
application of case law. In practice, the Joint Committee with the EU 
incorporates ECJ rulings. 

 
26. Like Norway, Switzerland has to accept free movement of labour. This in turn 

obliges it to adopt policies on labour regulation such as the Working Time 
Directive. 

 
27. A referendum in 2014 narrowly decided to restrict free movement, which 

triggered a crisis in Switzerland’s relationship with the EU as the latter 
refused its request to change the law. The immediate effect was 
Switzerland’s suspension from the EU research programme (Horizon 2020). 
Switzerland was later partially re-admitted but the issue remains unresolved. 

  
28. The influence of the EU over Norway and Switzerland is perhaps even 

stronger than the formal arrangements suggest, as there is a big incentive to 
voluntary adoption of single market measures in order to compete effectively 
in Europe. 

 
Balancing the Options 
29. There have been attempts to quantify the economic loss or gain of the 

various options. Concern has been expressed that any outcome that leaves 
the UK out of the single European market would harm trade and investment. 
Others have argued that, freed from a preferential relationship with Europe, 
the UK could more successfully compete in global markets. It is very difficult 
to quantify the costs over the long term. Much would depend on the precise 
terms of any new arrangement and the decisions that governments, given 
their degrees of autonomy, would take. Some have argued that, free of the 
EU, the UK could pursue a market-based strategy of competition founded on 
low taxes and less regulation, but that is essentially a political choice.  

 
30. The Norway/ EEA and Swiss options would partially restore UK sovereignty 

but would leave it subject to European decisions over which it has no say. It 
would not be subject to the common agriculture or fisheries policies but 
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would be obliged to accept free movement of labour. The EEA would provide 
for free trade in services, which is a priority for the UK, while the Swiss 
option would not.  

 
31. The Go it Alone options would restore more of UK sovereignty but it would 

lose access to the single European market and would have to negotiate 
international trade agreements on its own. 

 
32. None of the options would leave the UK as a completely free actor, since it 

will always be subject to international trading rules of one sort or another.  
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2nd Meeting, 2016 (Session 4), Thursday 21 January 2016 

Brussels Bulletin 

Introduction  

1. The latest Brussels Bulletin – Issue 2016/1 - is attached in annexe.  
 
Recommendation  

 

2. The Committee is invited to indicate whether it would like any follow-up 

actions for any of the items contained in the Brussels Bulletin and to agree to 

forward it on to relevant committees for their consideration. 

 

 Katy Orr 
Clerk 
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This issue includes news from 10 December 2015 to 14 January 2016. 
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General, Cross-cutting & Institutional Affairs 

Dutch Presidency  
On 1 January 2016, the Netherlands took over the rotating Presidency of the Council of the 
European Union. The Netherlands is a founding Member State, and this marks the twelfth time the 
Netherlands will take charge of the Council, the last being in 2004. 
 
Until 30 June, Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte and his government will drive forward the 
European agenda for the first half of what is likely to be another challenging year for the European 
Union, with issues such as migration, the United Kingdom’s EU membership renegotiations and 
the fight against terrorism being major concerns. The Dutch themselves will hold a referendum on 
an EU agreement for closer relations with Ukraine in 2016. Dutch Ministers will chair all 
configurations of the Council of Ministers (with the exception of the Foreign Affairs Council, which 
is chaired by the European Commission’s High Representative for Foreign Affairs, Federica 
Mogherini). 
 
The Cabinet of the Netherlands is currently formed of a coalition of liberal-conservative and social-
democratic parliamentarians from the People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy and the Labour 
Party. It is composed of 13 Ministers and seven State Secretaries.   
 
Although the Netherlands has authority to pursue its own priorities, the country will work in a ‘trio’ 
with the Member States who will hold the Presidency for the subsequent two six-month periods: 
Slovakia and Malta. Each Presidency trio creates a joint work programme that each of the three 
Presidencies will address. Furthermore, the Netherlands will also operate within the context of the 
European Commission’s policy objectives and the Strategic Agenda for the Union in Times of 
Change, agreed by Head of State or Government at the European Council summit held in June 
2014.   This Strategic Agenda has five priorities; a Union of jobs, growth and competitiveness; a 
Union that empowers and protects all its citizens; working towards an Energy Union with a 
forward-looking climate policy; a Union of freedom, security and justice; and the Union as a strong 
global actor. 
 
As expected, one of the top priorities in the trio’s work programme is migration. With over one 
million migrants and refugees entering the EU in 2015, it is likely that this will remain high on the 
agenda until the end of the Maltese Presidency in June 2017. Receiving attention in this area will 
be steps to secure the EU’s external borders, development of the Common European Asylum 
System and efforts to combat human trafficking. The work programme will follow three other main 
pillars; Jobs, growth and protecting all citizens; Energy market; and security.  
 
The Dutch priorities can be grouped under four main headings; migration and international 
security; Europe as an innovator and job creator; sound finances and a robust Eurozone; and 
finally, forward-looking climate and energy policy. These priorities are guided by certain principles 
that the Dutch would like the EU to aspire to. They hope for a European Union that focuses on the 
essentials, that focuses on growth and jobs through innovation and one that connects with civil 
society.  With this in mind, the Presidency have emphasised a willingness to implement the 
principle of subsidiary, meaning the Union ought to focus on areas only where it is better placed to 
act than individual member states.   
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European Council Summit  
The European Union’s 28 Heads of State or Government, met in Brussels on 17-18 December for 
the final European Council Summit of 2015.  
 
At the December meeting, the Council discussed and adopted Conclusions on seven key issues, 
namely; migration, terrorism, the Economic and Monetary Union, the Internal Market, the Energy 
Union, the UK, and the EU’s external relations. 
 
Migration was once again at top of the agenda. Discussions at the Summit centred on improving 
the implementation of measures agreed at previous Councils, and on actions which can be taken 
by both the EU institutions and Member States to achieve this. Meeting in the wake of the attacks 
in Paris and amidst a subdued atmosphere in Brussels, the fight against terrorism was also an 
area of focus. 
 
Mario Draghi, President of the European Central Bank, joined the Council 18 December for a 
discussion on the Economic and Monetary Union. Stressing the need for progress, President Tusk 
called for reform of the Eurozone to be made without ‘complacency’, and noted that he expected 
difficult decisions on the banking union and economic governance to be made. European Finance 
Ministers are expected to report back on progress at the summit scheduled in June. 
 
As was the case with a number of meetings beforehand, only a small part of the agenda was 
dedicated to the UK’s negotiations for EU reform; with EU Leaders’ simply holding a political 
exchange of views on the impending referendum. This was perhaps due to the relatively short time 
between the publication of David Cameron’s proposed reforms (released in November) and the 
gathering of EU Leaders in Brussels.    
 
Following the conclusion of the COP21 Climate Change Conference held in Paris at the beginning 
of December, the European Heads of State or Government acknowledged the historic outcome of 
a legally-binding climate agreement (which aims to continue to limit global warming to well below 
2°C compared to pre-industrial levels), and building on this, they also considered the state of play 
of the implementation of the EU’s Energy Union.  
 
The next European Council will be held 18-19 February. 
 
Economy, Energy and Enterprise  

Energy research 
The European Commission announced its upcoming Research, Innovation and Competitiveness 
Strategy of the Energy Union throughout the COP21 discussions in Paris. The new strategy, to be 
revealed in the New Year, follows up on the action which was identified in the EU’s Energy Union 
Strategy to develop a comprehensive strategy and global technology leadership initiative for low 
carbon technology in energy and transport. The strategy will follow on from the current Strategic 
Energy Technology Plan, which has been in place since 2009. It will aim to increase public support 
for low-carbon technologies and create a policy environment that’s conducive to innovation in this 
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area. Also included is an "open science – open innovation" initiative on pathways for 
decarbonisation by 2050. This will be steered by a High Level Panel chaired by Commissioner 
Moedas, in conjunction with academia, business and society. The strategy is intended to ensure 
the EU takes the lead in the transition to decarbonisation and kick-starts a low-carbon innovation 
race. It will rely closely on the Horizon 2020 programme which is expected to invest at least 35% 
of its €77 billion budget in climate-related actions. 
 

Transport and Infrastructure 

Aviation 
December saw the European Commission announce a new Aviation Strategy for Europe, central 
to which is safeguarding European competitiveness in a sector worth €110 billion to Europe's 
economy and which employs 2 million people in the EU. The strategy notes that European air 
traffic is expected to increase by 50% by 2035. The strategy aims to: 
 
 Place the EU as a leading player in international aviation, whilst guaranteeing a level playing 

field, including through external aviation agreements 
 Address capacity, efficiency and connectivity constraints, including by completing the Single 

European Sky  
 Maintain high EU standards, including an update of the EU’s safety rules and a pursuing robust 

global measure to achieve carbon neutral growth from 2020 
 Make progress on innovation, digital technologies and investments; including a legal 

framework for drone development and an investment of €430 million each year until 2020 in 
the Single European Sky ATM Research (SESAR) project – a Joint Undertaking funded 
through Horizon 2020 focusing on at air traffic management. 

 
The strategy also makes reference to finalising reform of slot regulation towards making more 
effective, fair and just use of available facilities at airports. The proposed slot regulation reform 
follows a Commission proposal from 2011, which would allow airlines to transparently trade slots 
with each other at airports within the EU, tighten rules requiring airlines to illustrate they have used 
their slots appropriately, and reform the rules designed to help new market entrants access the 
market.  
 
The aviation strategy is expected to be central to discussions at the upcoming Aviation Summit, 
organised under the Dutch Presidency of the Council of the EU, taking place 20-21 January 2016. 
 
On 16 December the Commission also announced its adoption of new rules on aircraft tracking, 
covering flight recorders, underwater locating devices and aircraft tracking systems. 
 
Environment, Climate, Rural and Fisheries 

Air Quality 
The European Environment Agency (EEA) has published a report on the state of air quality in 
Europe. The report summarises the Agency’s latest findings and studies the effects of air pollution 
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on health and ecosystems. It recommends, amongst others, upgrading the EU’s air pollution 
standards to match those of the World Health Organisation (WHO). Not only would this reduce 
PM2.5 concentrations (fine particular matter) by a third, the EEA believe it could subsequently 
prevent over 140,000 premature deaths. The report also suggests that Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2) 
emissions cause approximately 75,000 premature deaths across Europe each year. 
 
COP21 
The 21st Conference of the Parties (COP21) to the UN Convention on Climate Change in Paris 
came to a close on 12 December 2015. For the first time in the COP’s history, the Summit resulted 
in 195 countries agreeing to a long-term goal of keeping the increase in global average 
temperature to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and to aim to limit the increase to 1.5°C. 
The agreement made in Paris includes nearly all countries from around the globe – each of which 
has submitted national pledges and plans to reduce emissions.  
 
While this is a political agreement, some aspects of the agreement are also legally binding, such 
as the obligation on individual countries to set and regularly review their emissions reduction 
targets. Governments also agreed to return to the discussion table every five years, in order to set 
more ambitious targets as required by scientific evidence and to review performance towards the 
goals. States also accepted to report to each other and the public on their effectiveness in 
implementing national targets. 
 
Although the agreement came two days later than scheduled, it was met with relief and genuine 
optimism in the venue, as well as from the majority of stakeholders and the media.  
 
The agreement made in Paris on 12 December concerns four main outcomes: 
 
 Achieving climate neutrality by limiting the amount of greenhouse gases emitted by human 

activity to the same levels which trees, soil and oceans can absorb naturally; beginning at some 
point between 2050 and 2100.  

 Keeping the global temperature increase to "well below" 2°C of pre-industrial levels. The 
main mechanisms to ensure compliance have been agreed as Intended Nationally Determined 
Contributions (INDCs) – national pledges by signatory countries to cut emissions, and 
submitted by national governments to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in 
advance of the talks. The European Commission has noted that if the implementation of these 
INDCs were fulfilled, renewables would constitute 78% of new power generation investments in 
the world’s major economies. These emissions targets are, however, not legally-binding. This 
was expected, as the United States – the world’s largest emitter behind on China – might 
otherwise not ratify the treaty, as occurred with Kyoto, due to a climate change-wary Republican 
Congress at home.   

 The introduction of a review mechanism, in order to assess progress towards targets every 
five years. This insertion into the agreement acknowledges the limitations of some aspects of 
the treaty, including the non-binding emissions reductions for each country.  

 Committing the developed world to providing $100 billion (£67bn) in climate financing 
(much of which was agreed to in advance of the talks) to help developing countries deal with 
the impact of climate change. The Paris Accords formally commit the developed world 
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to provide financing every year from 2020, along with a political pledge to scale up that money 
in 2025. Developing countries are then expected to use the money to finance and implement 
policies which contribute to the goal of reducing global temperature increase.  
 

The EU delegation is seen to have been broadly successful in securing agreement on many 
aspects of its negotiating position, and the EU’s role in guiding discussions, particularly in 
negotiations with China, also won a lot of political praise. However, a considerable sticking point 
for the EU may continue to be issues covering international aviation and shipping, which were not 
eventually included in the final deal.  
 
Reaction from the EU institutions was optimistic. Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker 
noted on the day of the agreement that “the world gets a lifeline, a last chance to hand over to 
future generations a world that is more stable, a healthier planet, fairer societies and more 
prosperous economies.” Juncker has emphasised the agreement’s importance in steering the 
world towards a global clean energy transition, as well as for maintaining the EU’s role as a global 
leader in climate action.   
 
The European Parliament, whilst generally positive, has however argued that there is still much 
work to be done. The Parliament President Martin Schulz, acknowledged the “tough work starts 
now” and that the “responsible parties must now implement and finance this agreement ensuring 
the highest degree of ownership at the state level, but also by sub-national actors, civil society, 
investors, workers, citizens and parliaments.” Ian Duncan MEP was part of the EU delegation 
present in Paris, where he was blogging as events unfolded. 
 
Reaction has been mixed from environmental organisations, however. The European 
Environmental Bureau (EEB) largely welcomed the deal, emphasising importance of the review 
mechanism in place to ratchet up ambition in the future, and step up climate efforts. Non-
governmental organisation Birdlife International, for instance, however noted that whilst 
temperature and carbon reduction goals are strong, the agreement does not contain enough 
concrete details on how work towards these targets will be implemented; noting that “there is 
neither a set date for a peak in emissions, nor for the achievement of carbon neutrality.”  
 
The COP21 verdict is expected to be a central subject of discussion in the upcoming World 
Economic Forum which meets 18-19 February, at which point economic interpretations of the 
verdict will be analysed. The next Conference of the Parties (COP22) will take place 7-18 
November 2016, in Morocco.  
 
Agriculture and Fisheries 
On 14-15 December Agriculture and Fisheries Ministers convened in Brussels for a meeting of the 
Agriculture and Fisheries Council. 
 
The most significant feature of the meeting was the annual negotiations for fish quotas, attended 
by Cabinet Secretary Richard Lochhead. The fishing opportunities are established under the form 
of yearly total allowable catches (TACs) by fish stocks in the different fishing zones. Those TACs 
are sub-divided into individual fishing quotas for each Member State. Speaking after the meeting, 
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Mr Lochhead said that the agreed package includes gains for the Scottish industry worth around 
£25 million to the whitefish fleet. The overall package includes increased fish quota in 16 out of 23 
key Scottish stocks, including cod and haddock.  
 
Ministers were also briefed on a tentative agreement reached between the Council and the 
European Parliament on school milk, fruit and vegetable schemes. The school fruit and vegetables 
scheme and the school milk scheme are currently separate programmes. Under these schemes 
EU aid is allocated to Member States for the supply of fruit and vegetables and milk in educational 
establishments. In January 2014, the Commission adopted proposals to merge the schemes and 
make some amendments. Among the points agreed, many Ministers highlighted the level and the 
flexibility of transfers between allocations for the two groups of products. Some noted that the list 
of products is not limited to fresh products and includes processed products. The Council 
Presidency also pointed out that the school scheme is an element of the € 500 million aid package 
aimed at stabilising the EU market (notably in the dairy sector) and alleviating the difficult situation 
of EU farmers. 
 
Ministers also discussed sustainable agriculture, forestry and fisheries in the bio-economy, in the 
context of the preparation of a long-term EU strategy for agricultural research and innovation. 
 
Employment, Skills and Education 

Digital Skills  
Digital Champions, Ambassadors for the European Union’s Digital Agenda, have called on 
Member State Ministers to tackle the digital skills gap in Europe. In an open letter to Ministers, 
they write that today around 100 million EU citizens have insufficient digital skills and are excluded 
from the digital society as a result. Recognising that most competences in this field lie with 
Member States (shared across multiple government departments for telecommunications, 
industry, education, and employment), the digital champions advocate the necessity for Europe to 
close the skills gap and capitalise on the benefits of a digital society for all. The champions support 
the creation of high-speed digital infrastructure for all citizens and business, greater levels of 
digital education including mandatory levels of attainment in schools, and greater cooperation 
between industry and other stakeholders to make ICT training more responsive to labour market 
needs. 
 
Equal Opportunities 

Disability and Accessibility 
The European Commission has proposed a Directive on Accessibility. Once adopted, the law will 
define common accessibility requirements for products and services, including (but not limited to): 
 
 ATMs and banking services 
 PCs 
 Phones and TV equipment 
 Telephony and audiovisual services, 
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 Transport 
 E-commerce 
 
It will also clearly define the obligation of accessibility in existing EU law, for example in the areas 
of public procurement and the European Structural and Investment Funds. 
 
MEPs and Member State governments must now approve the proposal. 
 
The European Commission has also launched a public consultation on the review of the European 
Disability Strategy. The strategy aims to empower people with disabilities so that they can fully 
enjoy their rights and participate in society and the economy on an equal basis with others. All 
citizens, organisations and public authorities are welcome to contribute. The consultation will close 
18 March.  
 
Health and Sport 

Alcohol  
On 23 December, the European Court of Justice (ECJ) ruled that introducing Minimum Unit 
Pricing, such as that proposed in Scotland, would restrict the Single Market. The ECJ suggested 
that instead taxes could be introduced which increase the cost of alcohol, but the decision should 
be left to the Scottish courts to decide.  
 
European Week of Sport 
The 2016 European Week of Sport will begin on 10 September. Funded through the Erasmus+ 
programme for education, training, youth and sport, it will be officially opened by European 
Commissioner for Education, Culture and Sport, Tibor Navracsics. Themes of the Week will 
include communication in national languages, further outreach to sport at the local level and new 
partners and national ambassadors.  
 
The 2015 European Week of Sport involved more than 7,000 events all over Europe. 
 

Justice and Home Affairs 

Data protection  
On 15 December 2015, the European Parliament and Member State Governments reached 
agreement on new data protection rules, vastly updating the previous regulation which has been in 
place since 1995.  The main benefit for citizens is increased control over personal data. 
Businesses also benefit from increased clarity and consistency of rules with a single Pan-
European law for data protection, estimated to be worth €2.3 billion per year. Companies will also 
now have to deal with only one single supervisory authority. 
 
Both institutions will now formally approve the new rules. 
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Regional Policy  

European Structural and Investment Funds 
On 14 December, the European Commission adopted a Communication on how European 
Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) can contribute to the EU’s Growth Strategy, Investment 
Plan and the Juncker Commission’s ten major priorities. ESIF will see the investment of €121 
billion in research & innovation, ICT and support to SMEs throughout the EU between 2014 and 
2020. In addition, two million companies will be directly supported by the funds, to boost their 
competitiveness and increase their research and innovation capacity. European Commissioner for 
Regional Policy, Corina Crețu, has said that ESIF have a ‘huge potential’ and made reference to 
an expected set of guidelines on the complementarities of ESIF and the European Fund for 
Strategic Investments due to be published by the Commission in 2016. The Commission has also 
developed an Open Data Platform for ESIF, which provides information on financing and expected 
achievements of the different funds.  
 
Urban innovation 
The European Commission’s Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy has launched a 
new type of funding instrument – entitled the Urban Innovative Actions (UIA) initiative – to help 
local authorities test innovative and unproven ideas across a number of topics, including energy 
transition, urban poverty (with a focus on deprived urban neighbourhoods), the inclusion of 
migrants and refugees and jobs and skills in the local economy.  
 
Successful applications will be chosen based on proposals which can provide new approaches to 
the challenges faced by urban authorities, and which are truly innovative. Projects should have a 
maximum duration of 3 years, with a European Regional Development Fund contribution which 
does not exceed €5 million.  
 
Research and Innovation  

Research funding for societal challenges 
In early December 2015 a high-level conference took place in Lund, southern Sweden, with the 
aim of taking stock of efforts to coordinate and open up research and innovation in Europe. The 
conference primarily saw the adoption of the 2015 Lund Declaration (following on from a previous 
declaration signed in the Swedish town in 2009), which sets out the pressing need for continued 
EU funding for excellent cutting-edge research in order to solve global challenges. The Declaration 
also notes that well-resourced funding schemes must remain in place to support excellent 
research across Horizon 2020 – not just within the Excellent Science part of the programme.  
 
There was general agreement at the conference in Lund that, since 2009, there has been in EU-
funded research a significant and successful shift away from narrow thematic funding to multi-
disciplinary ‘challenge’ approaches.  
 
The Declaration however notes that it is a continued challenge to properly involve the appropriate 
end-users and businesses in EU-funded research, and hence a key priority going forward has to 
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be to incentivise and reinforce the links between academic/non-academic partners in tackling 
societal challenges.  
 
Aligning EU countries’ research and innovation strategies is a part of this, and the updated 2015 
Lund Declaration calls on countries to increase their efforts to align national strategies and agree a 
joint approach for ‘smart alignment’ so as to identify and address common challenges in a more 
coordinated way. Commissioner for Research and Innovation, Carlos Moedas, has underlined that 
the new Lund Declaration could have a strong impact on EU research and innovation policy 
priorities over the medium term, linking closely with the Commission’s current major priorities of 
open science, open innovation and openness to the world. 
 
Women Innovators 2016 
The European Commission announced a shortlist of nine finalists for the EU Prize for Women 
Innovators 2016 competition, which recognises female entrepreneurs who have succeeded in 
bringing breakthrough ideas to the market. The prize is intended to raise public awareness to the 
existing lack of women entrepreneurs and the need for greater innovation, both of which are seen 
as underdeveloped assets towards European competitiveness.  
 
The 2016 shortlist of finalists was announced by the European Commission 17 December, with 
the winner due to be revealed in March 2016. Finalists’ research areas cover a variety of sectors, 
with life sciences and ICT featuring most prominently. The annual competition is open to all 
women who have founded or co-founded their company and who have at some point in their 
careers benefited from the EU research support. The contestant must also reside in an EU 
Member State or a country associated to Horizon 2020. 
 
Upcoming Events and Meetings  

January  February   
18 Foreign Affairs Council 1 Informal Foreign Affairs Council 

(Development) 
18 General Affairs Council 2 Informal Foreign Affairs Council (Trade) 
25 Informal Meeting of Justice and Home 

Affairs Ministers 
4 Informal Foreign Affairs Council (Defence) 

27 Informal Meeting of Competitiveness 
Ministers 

12 Economic and Financial Affairs Council  

  15  Agriculture and Fisheries Council 
  16 General Affairs Council 
  18-19 European Council 
  24 Education, Youth, Culture and Sport 

Council 
  29 Competitiveness Council  
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