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Outermost regions: a challenge to the balanced and sustainable development of European territory – 

Recommendation 175 (2005) of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe
(Reply adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 11 January 2006 at the 952nd meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies)

——————————————

1. 
The Committee of Ministers has considered Congress Recommendation 175 (2005) on outermost regions: a challenge to the balanced and sustainable development of European territory and forwarded it to the governments of its member states. 

2. 
The Congress’ recommendation deals with several issues, namely sustainable development, demography, transborder co-operation and local and regional government, as well as questions of “financial, social and territorial cohesion”. Among the areas mentioned, in some the Council of Europe excels; in others – it has no competence. The latter are questions of territorial and financial cohesion. It should also be stressed that the Council of Europe is focusing its work on its core values and tasks in an attempt to avoid unnecessary duplication of effort with other international bodies, such as the European Union. This approach was strongly upheld at the recent Third Summit of Heads of State and Government in Warsaw on 16 and 17 May 2005.

3.
The Committee of Ministers if fully aware of the difficult situation of the outermost regions deriving mainly from their remoteness, relatively small size in the case of islands, higher costs of infrastructures, transport of persons and goods and public services, all of which are an obstacle to their development and may lead to a loss of economic competitiveness and depopulation. This is the very reason why the Committee of Ministers adopted its Recommendation R (87) 10 to member states having sovereignty over large maritime islands “on the development of islands or archipelagos as extreme examples of peripheral regions”. This recommendation is largely based on a 1986 report of the CDLR on “The development of maritime islands as extreme examples of peripheral regions” and is currently part of the Council of Europe acquis.

4.
Recommendation R (87) 10 addresses concerns legitimately expressed by the Congress in its Recommendation 175 (2005). The Committee of Ministers, therefore, invites the Congress to examine Recommendation R (87) 10 with a view to assessing whether it needs updating, and if so, to indicate the changes which, in its opinion, should be included in any updated recommendation.
5. 
Concerning sustainable development, the Action Plan adopted at the Third Summit states: “We [Heads of State and Government] are committed to improving the quality of life for citizens. The Council of Europe shall therefore, on the basis of the existing instruments, further develop and support integrated policies in the fields of environment, landscape, spatial planning and prevention and management of natural disasters, in a sustainable development perspective.” The Committee of Ministers has transmitted the recommendation to the Committee for the activities of the Council of Europe in the field of biological and landscape diversity (CO-DBP) and the European Conference of Ministers reponsible for Regional Planning (CEMAT) for information.
6. 
The Council of Europe will continue to be committed to these questions, using, inter alia, the “Guiding Principles for sustainable spatial development” which it adopted in January 2001. The “Guiding Principles” Chapter II, Section 3 “Large European regions as a basis for mutual support and co-operation” mentions transnational co-operation within large European regions. This Chapter deals precisely with the questions raised by Congress’ Recommendation 175, saying, for example in its paragraph 21, that “the growth in trade between areas that are geographically remote from each other makes a review of the organisation of transport systems necessary. When all the options are considered from a continental point of view, alternative routes, particularly in conjunction with currently less-used modes of transport, could turn out to be competitive over long distances.” The “Guiding Principles” have been addressed to governments in a form of a recommendation of the Committee of Ministers to member states. Thus, the latter are expected to use the “Guiding Principles” as best suits their country and take appropriate action.
7. 
Concerning local and regional government, the Council of Europe is committed to achieving the best possible quality in member states through the sharing of information, the identification of good practice, the adoption of legal standards and assistance in their implementation. Faced with the new challenges of transparency, accountability, efficiency and effectiveness in the provision of quality public services, local and regional authorities must forge new institutional relationships with central state administration, develop partnerships and co-operation with neighbouring authorities across borders, modernise their working methods, respect ethical behaviour, engage in sustained dialogue with their citizens and promote their participation in local public life. Following the Third Summit, the identification and sharing of good practice and the promotion of common standards and obtaining of assistance in giving effect to them is foreseen through the to-be-created Centre of Expertise on Local Government Reform. Moreover, a draft European Convention containing Uniform Law on Transfrontier Groupings of Territorial Co-operation is being prepared. 

8. 
As regards the field of demography, one of the 2005 population studies of the European Population Committee (CAHP) concerns “Depopulation and its consequences for the regions of Europe”. The study, which was finalised in December 2005, deals primarily with low-density rural and peripheral regions in southern and northern Europe, addressing the economic and social impacts of depopulation and its challenges to policies on the local and regional levels. The European Population Conference “Demographic challenges for social cohesion”, organised on 7 and 8 April 2005 by the CAHP, together with the Parliamentary Assembly and the Congress considered the issues of depopulation and social cohesion and provided an analytical framework for possible future policy work of the Council of Europe and its member states in this area. The outputs, proceedings and recommendations of the Conference were presented to the Congress at the end of 2005. 
9. 
Also, the Council of Europe Development Bank (CEB) provides loans for social projects throughout the territories of its member states, including disadvantaged regions. In the remote regions of Finland, Norway and Sweden, the Bank has part-financed municipal projects in the fields of health, education, social housing, rural modernisation and the creation/preservation of jobs. In island regions of Croatia and in remote areas of Turkey, the CEB has also part-financed projects in the fields of health, education and rural modernisation, aimed at improving local living conditions and reducing migration towards large cities.

10. 
In conclusion, the Committee of Ministers would like to refer to the Action Plan adopted by the Third Summit, one of the main Chapters of which is Chapter III – Building a more humane and inclusive Europe. Social cohesion is an essential factor for effective implementation of Council of Europe core values. The Council of Europe will step up its work in the social policy field on the basis of the European Social Charter and other relevant instruments. The central task is to jointly define remedies and solutions which could be effective in fighting poverty and exclusion, ensuring equitable access to social rights and protecting vulnerable groups. The Council of Europe will work out recommendations and promote exchange of best practices in these areas as well as reinforce assistance to member states. It will also work on the appointment of a high-level task force to review the Council of Europe strategy to promote social cohesion in the 21st century, in the light of the Organisation's achievements in this field. Policies to promote social cohesion must take account of the challenges posed by ageing and other social and economic developments.
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