
	

	
	
	


Opening Statement
of Minister Jānis REIRS to the Economic and Monetary Affairs Committee of the European Parliament on 

21 January 2015
Honourable Chairman, Honourable Members,

I am delighted to have the opportunity to set out the Latvian Presidency priorities for the first half of 2015.  I am conscious of the central role that your committee will have in helping us meet our common objectives, and I look forward to a constructive partnership - and to benefiting from your expertise - over the coming months.

Before turning to the challenges ahead, let me pay tribute to the hard work undertaken by our Italian predecessors in collaboration with the European Parliament. We highly appreciate the achievements of the past months, and we will work hard to continue improving the cooperation among all institutions of the European Union in this new institutional cycle.

Latvia takes over the Presidency at a decisive and challenging time.  The European Union continues to face both long-term and immediate challenges to meet the needs of its citizens.  We have put in place extremely difficult - but necessary - measures to overcome the financial crisis and its legacy. These measures have required hard work from Member States and Institutions of the European Union, and considerable sacrifice on the part of European citizens, whose resilience has been impressive.
But the reality is that the impact of the financial crisis can still be felt, and sizeable challenges remain.  The recovery is uneven across the EU, growth is too low, and unemployment is too high.  Europe has to act wisely to return to economic growth, facilitate investment and deliver on jobs. 
With this overarching goal in mind, the Latvian Presidency will focus on the three priorities presented last week by my Prime Minister to your plenary: a Competitive Europe, a Digital Europe and an Engaged Europe. Allow me today to focus on competitiveness and the main themes that will mark our collaboration over the next  months. I will particularly refer to competitiveness, investment, economic governance, the Banking Union, financial market regulation and taxation policy.

***
Competitiveness is central. Europe needs to be more competitive in order to grow, and investment must be promoted, particularly in new and competitive products and services. Only by developing competitive industry and service sectors can Europe facilitate job creation, and ultimately ensure social cohesion. Based on Latvia’s own experience we know that this is possible through growth stimulating investment measures, firmly rooted in efficient structural reforms and sound fiscal policy. 
The Latvian Presidency will spare no effort in implementing the Investment Plan for Europe endorsed by the European Council, including the adoption of the respective legislative acts. The Presidency is actively working to ensure that the European Fund for Strategic Investments can start operating in mid-2015. Latvia is committed to respect an ambitious schedule to ensure this. We have set-up a dedicated Working Party to examine this Proposal, which met for the first time on Monday. We are counting on your support and look forward to a good cooperation with European Parliament to ensure a smooth legislative process. 
Our efforts to promote investment are not exhausted in the Strategic Investment Fund. We support the Commission's Investment Plan for Europe in all its strands. This includes the establishment of a pipeline of projects at EU level and the  set-up of an "investment advisory hub", as well as the improvement of  the investment climate through better regulation, taking steps towards a Capital Markets Union and removing barriers to investment in the Single Market. We see the continued development of the Single Market as essential to enhancing  entrepreneurial activity, to allow Europe to truly benefit from the multiplication effects of investment, and to achieve the EU 2020 objectives more broadly.
***

In the field of Economic Governance, The Presidency is fully committed to facilitating a well-coordinated and efficient conduct of the European Semester, based on the goals of the Europe 2020 Strategy.

The  Presidency welcomes the Commission's Annual Growth Survey focus on investment, structural reforms and fiscal responsibility. We support the Commission's push for a more streamlined European Semester process, aimed at enhancing the involvement of all stakeholders in discussing Country Specific Recommendations. The anticipated, expanded, timeline for discussions will be central in this respect. These are interesting proposals to strengthen the semester  which we now need to examine in detail. 
On a related note, the Commission has also presented a review of the economic  governance framework, as required by the Two-Pack and Six-pack legislations. Their report reveals the strengths of the current framework we have put in place and possible areas for improvement, in particular as regards transparency and the complexity of policy making. I understand you have already started work on this issue. We are also preparing to exchange views on the matter, and in due time I trust we will be in a condition to launch a fruitful debate with the Parliament.
I mentioned the Europe 2020 Strategy before. The Council concluded that the Strategy's focus remains appropriate, and particularly that the swift and ambitious implementation of domestic structural reform agendas remains key to increasing growth and productivity levels. In this context, it is clear that our growth objectives need to be hardwired into the relevant EU policy initiatives and instruments, including the European Semester. We are looking forward to the Commission's more detailed proposals on these issues during our Presidency.
***
Turning now to the Banking Union, a number of very crucial steps were taken last year  to definitively break the treacherous link between banks and sovereigns that lay at the heart of the financial crisis: the ECB assumed its full supervisory powers within the Single Supervisory Mechanism (SSM) after a successful and credible Comprehensive Assessment, and Council and Parliament completed important legislative work on the Single Resolution Mechanism (SRM), just to mention two examples. As a result, banks are now better placed to resume lending and contribute more actively to the financing of growth. 

It is for us a priority to ensure the smooth functioning of the newly operational Banking Union mechanisms. The Presidency will accordingly make sure that progress with the implementation of the Banking Union is monitored, and will facilitate further work where needed to make it fully and rapidly operational.  We need a Banking Union to ensure the necessary oversight exists to preserve the financial stability which is essential for businesses to prosper and for deposits to be kept safe.  We have already made huge progress, and I hope we can continue working closely together until we cross the finish line.

***

Let me now turn to the strengthening of financial market regulation that remains necessary to facilitate credit flows to the real economy.  
The Latvian Presidency will further the discussion on the reform of the banking structures. Structural measures to reduce the level of interdependency between large banking groups are central in fostering financial stability while ensuring that banks continue to finance economic activities and growth. Reducing the risk of the European tax payer bearing the cost any potential future resolutions remains a pressing issue.  Measures aimed at improving the reporting and transparency of securities financing transactions also need to be urgently addressed, and will also facilitate oversight on transactions involving the shadow banking system. We will strive to reach an agreement with the Parliament on the relevant Regulation before the end of our Presidency.
The Presidency also aims to finalise discussions on the revised Payments Services Directive. Having reached a  negotiating mandate last December, the Council is now looking forward to starting Trilogue negotiations. We are committed to reaching a political agreement with the European Parliament before the end of our Presidency. 

Maintaining the integrity of our financial markets, including the prevention of the misuse of the financial system for illicit purposes is vital if we are to restore trust in the financial system.  We therefore look forward to finalizing, with you, the discussions on the Benchmarks regulation, thereby restoring confidence in the integrity of benchmarks that are such an essential point of reference in contracts and financial instruments. In the area of insurance, the Presidency will take forward the work on the Insurance Mediation Directive, aiming to reach an agreement with the European Parliament before the end of our Presidency. 
Moreover, anticipating the submission of a contribution from the Commission towards the Capital Market Union later in the year, the Presidency is ready to ensure a broad exchange of views on the issue. 

***

Let me finish with a few words on taxation policy - an area that has recently attracted much interest in the media and in the public opinion. This is also a matter of great interest to ECOFIN and to the European Council.

You will note that political attention has recently moved from tax fraud and evasion - i.e. illegal methods to avoid paying taxes - , to 'tax avoidance' or 'aggressive tax planning' - i.e. the legal use of possibilities to pay less tax -. Over  the past 6 months, substantial results have been achieved. I could highlight the adoption of the revised Directive on Administrative Cooperation, putting an effective end to bank secrecy in the EU by 2017/2018, or the conclusion of the work on amending the Parent Subsidiary Directive that closed major loopholes (double non-taxation) in company taxation - for formal adoption next week. 
Some new legislative work in this field is also forthcoming, notably with regard to the automatic exchange of information on cross-border tax rulings. The Presidency intends to continue the work done under the Italian Presidency on the elaboration of a roadmap on Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) in the EU. The Presidency will also continue to follow actively the work undertaken by the Code of Conduct Group on harmful business taxation regimes, notably with regard to "patent box" regimes and negotiations with third countries.

On the Financial Transaction Tax legislative proposal, negotiations are ongoing in the Council. Latvia, as Presidency of the Council, will attribute the necessary political attention to this file. It is clear that the eleven Member States participating in the enhanced cooperation procedure on FTT will have to continue their work towards reaching an agreement on the substance of this future tax. The Presidency will therefore work to accommodate such a possible agreement and facilitate the dialogue between the participating and non-participating Member States. It will be important to ensure that such a FTT is operational while avoiding business relocation and market distortion.

***

Honourable Members, Honourable Chair.

The European Parliament plays a central role in pushing the EU agenda forward, and I am convinced that it will be a close partner of the Council and the Commission. Only via our joint efforts will we  be able to respond to the needs of our citizens. 
I look forward to working with you and benefiting from your input over the coming months.

Thank you for you attention and I look forward to your questions.


