Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the opening of negotiations for an EU-Tunisia Free Trade Agreement, adopted by the Commission on 27 April 2016
1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rule 123(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure by the Committee on International Trade (INTA)
2.
EP reference number: B8-0255/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0061

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 25 February 2016

4.
Subject: Opening of negotiations for an EU-Tunisia Free Trade Agreement (FTA)
5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The European Parliament's resolution on the opening of negotiations for an EU-Tunisia FTA follows the launch of the negotiations on the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA) in October 2015 and provides the European Parliament's views on them.
The resolution is in general supportive of the DCFTA negotiations but at the same time it underlines a strong need for asymmetry and progressivity in favour of Tunisia in recognition of the major challenges Tunisia is facing, and not just in the economic sphere. The resolution highlights the fact that the agreement has more than just a trade dimension: it should seek to contribute to the stability of Tunisia and to the consolidation of its democracy. The agreement must benefit the economies and societies of Tunisia and the EU while taking proper account of the specific differences and sensitivities, and socioeconomic and cultural contexts of both parties.

The resolution contains several specific requests from the European Parliament to the Commission:

· to provide substantial financial and technical assistance to Tunisia to accompany the negotiation and the implementation of the agreement;

· to closely involve Tunisian and European civil society in the negotiations;

· to carry out impact assessments and sectoral evaluations of the impact of the agreement in various areas and fund those carried out by the Tunisian side.

With respect to different issues and sectors relevant for the negotiations, the European Parliament requests the Commission to:

· accord proper importance to the services sector;

· facilitate the granting of short-term visas for performing "Mode 4"-type services;

· not prevent the EU and its Member States from applying measures to regulate the entry of natural persons into, or their temporary stay on, its territory;

· incorporate provisions on public procurement into the agreement;

· include a chapter on investment and to speed up the implementation of the Euro-Mediterranean trade and investment facilitation mechanism;

· take into account the fact that there are several sensitive agricultural products on both sides;

· negotiate rigorous, stringent standards in the fields of health and plant health and the resolution of veterinary problems and problems relating to checks on meat and fruit and vegetables in Tunisia;

· define stringent standards in the area of sustainable development, particularly with regard to social standards and labour standards;

· include an ambitious chapter on intellectual property rights, including geographical indications both on agricultural and non-agricultural products;

· include an ambitious chapter on energy and raw materials.

In addition, the resolution stresses the importance of the global dimension and insists that the 10th Conference of Trade Ministers of the Union for the Mediterranean takes place soon.

Finally, the European Parliament calls on the Commission to include in the agreement the human rights clause, on the strength of which the EU may suspend the agreement.

6.
Response to the requests and outlook regarding the action, that the Commission has taken, or intends to take:

The Commission stresses that the DCFTA will address most of the issues raised in the resolution. It is noteworthy that a number of initiatives have already been launched in some areas referred to in the resolution. This includes the assistance to Tunisia as referred to in paragraph 14, where a first support to the DCFTA negotiations has already been provided and further assistance is under preparation. A first project valued at EUR 300,000 was launched in January 2016, to assist the Tunisian authorities during the first stages of negotiations, specifically with respect to regulatory convergence and communication activities. Additional DCFTA-related assistance has been earmarked as a priority under the Programme d'appui à l'accord d'association et à l’intégration (P3AI) adopted in 2015 with a budget of EUR 12.8 million. This programme can be mobilized to support the Tunisian administration and public institutions during the negotiation and implementation of the DCFTA, notably in the areas of regulatory convergence, institutional capacity building, economic reforms, and involvement of civil society.

The Commission underlines that the EU is ready to support the negotiations and implementation of the future agreement with Tunisia with an important package of measures without which Tunisia is unlikely to be able to commit to and implement the ambitious content of the DCFTA. The EU, together with individual Member States and European financial institutions, such as the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), is ready to accommodate Tunisia's requests for technical assistance and also to provide support to the private sector to implement the DCFTA.

The Commission is well aware of the importance of the involvement of the European and Tunisian civil society (paragraph 23). The Commission is committed to promoting transparency vis-à-vis European and Tunisian civil society and proposes to ensure transparent information about the state of play of on-going DCFTA negotiations and provide regular debriefings of civil society throughout the negotiations. The Commission will also be happy to contribute to the information exchange and dialogue between European and Tunisian parliamentarians (paragraph 26).

As for the need to carry out impact assessments and sectoral evaluations (paragraphs 29 and 30), in line with its practice in trade negotiations, the Commission asked an external consultant to conduct a sustainability impact assessment (SIA) of the future Agreement. This SIA was published in November 2013 and provides a macroeconomic analysis of the potential impact of the DCFTA as well as an assessment of its potential implications in respect of human rights, environmental and social issues. The Tunisian government has also commissioned several studies on the DCFTA in order to establish its negotiating positions and better assess the possible impact of the agreement. The Commission is ready to consider funding such studies as part of the accompanying support to negotiations if this is requested by Tunisia.

As for the sectoral approach to the negotiations, the Commission underlines that the objective of the Agreement is to provide for substantial rules on the following issues: services (paragraph 34), investment (paragraph 42), public procurement (paragraph 43); Sanitary and Phytosanitary market access (SPS) (paragraph 47); sustainable development, including labour and environmental standards (paragraph 47 and 56); intellectual property rights (paragraph 50) and energy (paragraph 53). However, the DCFTA is not foreseen to include provisions on scientific cooperation (paragraph 55) or cooperation on tax matters (paragraph 58), which will continue to be governed by the existing provisions of the Association Agreement.

Given that non-agricultural Geographical Indications (GIs) are not harmonized at the EU level, the Commission considers that it is unlikely to be possible to extend GIs protection to non-agricultural GIs (paragraph 51).

The Commission stresses that visa facilitation issues as mentioned in the resolution (paragraph 41) will not be covered by the DCFTA as such but would be tackled within the framework of the negotiations of the Agreement on visa facilitation and readmission. These negotiations should run in parallel to the DCFTA negotiations. The Commission will pursue a meaningful and balanced agreement, which will contribute to an efficient implementation of the DCFTA while respecting competencies of the EU Member States in this field.

The Commission shares the view that the negotiations should not harm the economy of either of the parties (paragraph 46). Therefore, during the negotiations, the sensitivities of both sides, notably on agriculture and on services, will be carefully considered. These might notably be taken into account through the application of the principles of asymmetry and progressivity.

Regarding the reference to human rights clause (paragraph 57), the Commission considers that such clause is already provided for under the EU-Tunisia Association Agreement of 1995, Article 2.

The Commission expects the Euro-Mediterranean Trade and Investment Facilitation Mechanism (TIFM), referred to in paragraph 42, to become operational during the first half of 2016. This tool will facilitate closer economic ties between the EU, Tunisia and other Southern Mediterranean countries by providing improved access to market information and a HelpDesk service for economic operators.

The Commission will also continue to consult with Southern Mediterranean partners with a view to holding a Trade Ministerial Conference in the Union for the Mediterranean context (paragraph 33).
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