Regional leaders call to avoid
competition between cohesion policy
and over-centralised EU Recovery Plan
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OOThe CoR’s President invited the EU Ministers responsible for cohesion
policy to create real partnership among EU, national, regional and local
actors to deliver the recovery that our citizens need

The President of the European Committee of the Regions Apostolos Tzitzikostas
intervened today at the informal meeting of Ministers responsible for
cohesion policy. The debate focused on how to ensure synergies between
cohesion policy and the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), the

EUR 672.5 billion instrument that is the cornerstone of the recovery
instrument Next Generation EU, known also as the Recovery Plan for Europe.

During his intervention, Apostolos Tzitzikostas, President of the European
Committee of the Regions and Governor of the region of Central Macedonia,
said: “Cohesion is by far more than a policy, it is one of the fundamental
values on which we have built our Union and the driving compass for the EU’s
most powerful investment tools. The pandemic has a differentiated socio-
economic impact and all recovery measures need to take this reality into
account. We must absolutely avoid any competition between structural funds
and the RRF, where key investments are channelled through a strongly
centralised facility, simply because the rules are easier and there is no
need for national co-financing. Only a true partnership among EU, national,
regional and local actors can deliver the recovery that our citizens

need. This is why I have used today’s opportunity to ask ministers to help us
strengthen this partnership in every country.“

In October 2020, the CoR adopted its opinion on the RRF, and repeatedly
warned against the risks of overlap or even competition among funding

tools. Christophe Rouillon (FR/PES), Mayor of Coulaines and the CoR’s
rapporteur-general on the RRF, highlighted that: “we must welcome the
Portuguese Presidency’s aspiration to maximize synergies between cohesion
policy and national recovery and resilience plans at the operational level.
In our view, these synergies would a priori be best guaranteed if the
national plans also applied the principle of partnership with local and
regional authorities, which is the DNA of cohesion policy. As national plans
come in, we must ensure that these plans do not harm cohesion through the so-
called structural reforms. To avoid this, the Commission and the Council must
share their analyses of the national plans not only with the European
Parliament but also with the European Committee of the Regions.”

Based on the results of an ad hoc study, the CoR is now preparing an own-
initiative opinion on engaging local and regional authorities in the
preparation of partnership agreements and operational programmes during the
2021-2027 period. Juraj Droba (SK/ECR), President of the Bratislava Self-
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Governing Region and rapporteur on the opinion, stated: “The principles of
partnership and multilevel governance are prerequisites for the preparation
of quality strategic documents that will reflect the real needs of our
territories. Therefore, we want to have our voices heard and be fully-fledged
partners for our governments and EU institutions."

President’s Spokesperson:
Michele Cercone
Tel. +32 (0)498 98 23 49

Michele.Cercone@cor.europa.eu

Cyber-attacks: Council prolongs
framework for sanctions for another

vyear
[«

The Council today decided to prolong the framework for restrictive measures
against cyber-attacks threatening the EU or its member states for another
year, until 18 May 2022.

This framework allows the EU to impose targeted restrictive measures on
persons or entities involved in cyber-attacks which cause a significant
impact, and constitute an external threat to the EU or its member states.
Restrictive measures can also be imposed in response to cyber-attacks against
third states or international organisations where such measures are
considered necessary to achieve the objectives of the Common Foreign and
Security Policy (CFSP).

Sanctions currently apply to eight individuals and four entities, and include
an asset freeze and a travel ban. Additionally, EU persons and entities are
forbidden from making funds available to those listed.

Background

This latest prolongation is part of the EU’s scale up of its resilience and
its ability to prevent, discourage, deter and respond to cyber threats and
malicious cyber activities in order to safeguard European security and
interests.

In June 2017, the EU stepped up its response by establishing a Framework for
a Joint EU Diplomatic Response to Malicious Cyber Activities (the “cyber
diplomacy toolbox“). The framework allows the EU and its Member States to use
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all CFSP measures, including restrictive measures if necessary, to prevent,
discourage, deter and respond to malicious cyber activities targeting the
integrity and security of the EU and its member states.

The EU remains committed to a global, open, stable, peaceful and secure
cyberspace and therefore reiterates the need to strengthen international
cooperation in order to promote the rules-based order in this area.

Legal migration: Council presidency
and European Parliament reach
provisional agreement on scheme to
attract highly qualified workers

(]

The Council presidency and European Parliament representatives reached a
provisional agreement on a draft directive establishing the entry and
residence conditions for highly qualified non-EU nationals coming to live and
work in the EU (the blue card directive). This EU-wide admission system aims
to attract and retain highly qualified workers, particularly in sectors
facing skills shortages.

The green and digital transformation of our economies will only
succeed if we have a workforce with the necessary skills to lead
it. Education and lifelong training will play a key part in this,
but we must also make sure that we are equipped to compete in the
global search for talent. The revised rules for the EU blue card
provide an EU-level scheme that allows more flexibility, improved
conditions and simplified mobility, placing the EU firmly among the
top destinations for highly qualified workers.

Eduardo Cabrita, Minister for Home Affairs of Portugal

The new rules, which will replace the existing ones, further harmonise the
conditions of entry and residence for highly qualified workers and increase
the attractiveness of the EU blue card, in particular by:

e establishing more inclusive admission criteria, including by reducing
the salary threshold for admission, allowing for lower salary thresholds
for recent graduates or professions in need of workers, reducing the
minimum length of the work contract to six months, and extending the
scope to include highly skilled workers from the information and
communication technology (ICT) sector;
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o facilitating intra-EU mobility, including by reducing the minimum period
of residence in the first member state, simplifying and speeding up the
procedure for exercising mobility and allowing for the accumulation of
periods of residence under different schemes to acquire long-term
resident status;

e facilitating family reunification and giving the spouse or partner of
the blue card holder unrestricted access to the labour market;

e simplifying procedures for recognised employers;

e granting a very high level of access to the labour market, in particular
by establishing that member states may allow EU blue card holders to
engage in self-employed activities or other subsidiary professional
activities, as well as offering protection, particularly in the case of
unemployment;

e extending the scope to include non-EU family members of EU citizens and
beneficiaries of international protection.

EU member states will be able to maintain national schemes aimed at highly
qualified workers in parallel with the EU blue card scheme. However, the new
rules will introduce a number of provisions to ensure a level playing field
so that EU blue card holders and their families are not at a disadvantage
compared to holders of national permits.

The provisional political agreement is subject to approval by the Council and
the European Parliament before going through the formal adoption procedure.

Media advisory — Informal video
conference of foreign affairs
ministers of 18 May 2021
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Indicative programme

+/- 14.00
Beginning of the informal video conference of foreign affairs ministers

— Developments in the Middle East
— Other business

At the end of the meeting (+/- 16.30) press conference in live streaming.

Arrangements for the press conference

Please note that there will be no physical press conference. EU accredited
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journalists will be able to ask questions remotely using this link.

Journalists who already registered for previous Foreign Affairs Council press
conferences do not need to register again.

— Deadline for registration: Tuesday, 18 May 2021, 15.30

Further instructions will be sent to all registered participants
approximately half an hour after the deadline.

Visit the meeting page

European Universities initiative:
Council conclusions pave the way for
new dimension in European higher
education

Today, the Council adopted conclusions on the European Universities
initiative — Bridging higher education, research, innovation and society:
paving the way for a new dimension in European higher education. The
initiative, launched by EU leaders in 2017, will be fully rolled out during
the EU’s 2021-2027 financing period. Within the European Universities
alliances, students, staff and researchers should be able to move seamlessly
between partner institutions to train, teach and do research.

With their conclusions, ministers encourage member states and the Commission
to make sure that the initiative remains central to building a European
Education Area by 2025, inspiring the transformation of higher education in
the EU and helping to achieve the ambitious vision of an innovative, globally
competitive and attractive European Education Area and European Research
Area. To that end, the Council invites member states to take advantage of all
available funding possibilities, including the Recovery and Resilience
Facility (the EU's post-crisis budgetary instrument), to support the
development of ‘European Universities’.

Ministers also recommend more cooperation between education authorities,
higher education institutions and stakeholders to remove obstacles to
European level cooperation. In this context, they suggest exploring the need
for and feasibility of joint European degrees within the alliance of
‘European Universities’. A stepwise approach to joint recruitment schemes for
teachers and researchers should be promoted by ‘European Universities’, aimed
at effective “multidirectional” and “balanced” brain circulation across
Europe, associated with strengthened responsible research and teaching
careers, particularly for young researchers.
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In order to allow member states to monitor the development of the European
Universities initiative, they asked the Commission to report back, by the end
of 2021, on the main outcomes of the mid-term review of the first alliances.
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We all must guarantee that ‘European Universities’ are made
operational as ‘test beds’ for student-centred approaches,
addressing societal challenges and skills needs in Europe. They
should also act as ‘test beds’ for responsible research and
teaching and the recruitment of young researchers, including
improved tenure track systems, and to strengthen career management
and diversification. ‘European Universities’ should foster the
adoption of open science principles, including the guarantee that
career development can be associated with research publications
freely available on journal websites, or through public
repositories, as well as other open science practices, such as open
access publishing, knowledge and data sharing, and open
collaboration.

Manuel Heitor, Minister of Science and Higher Education of Portugal

Ministers also stressed that the initiative is showing its first results as —
according to a recent survey — members of the first 17 ‘European
Universities’ perceived that being in an alliance helped them to navigate the
COVID-crisis and would allow them to recover faster by pooling resources and
strengths.

Background and next steps

In its December 2017 European Council Conclusions, EU leaders called on
Member States, the Council and the Commission to strengthen “strategic
partnerships across the EU higher education institutions and [encourage] the
emergence by 2024 of some twenty ‘European Universities'”. The European
Universities initiative responds to this call.

Higher education needs to provide students, staff and researchers with the
skills to find their way in a changing labour market — where a demand for
highly skilled people is rising — and to navigate the green and digital
transitions. This requires an increased level of cooperation between higher
education institutions.

Following two calls in 2019 and 2020, financed by the Erasmus+ programme, 41
European University alliances — involving more than 280 higher education
institutions — are being established. ‘European Universities’ comprise at
least three higher education institutions from three EU member states or
other Erasmus programme countries.

Visit the meeting page
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