Message from the President of the European Commission, José Manuel Barroso, to the 23d general assembly of the Council of European Municipalities and Regions

(Innsbruck 10 May 2006)
Note: the second half of the message is an unofficial translation from French
In the 55 years since the Council was set up, you have effectively and usefully represented the interests of your municipalities and regions in contacts with the

European institutions. In doing so, you have helped to carry the process of European integration forward.

While our cooperation has been fruitful in the past, it is vital for the present and the future. Today, more than ever before, Europe faces challenges on all sides: rapid

globalisation, stronger international competition and slower population growth, to name just a few key issues.

We are well aware of these challenges, and my Commission is ready to meet them. Europe cannot just sit back - inaction is not a solution. If we in Europe do not move forward, others will do so in our place, elsewhere in the world. If we do not act, the world will continue to progress without us. But if we act, we can influence its progression in accordance with our interests and values.

To my mind, there is only one option. While we must adopt a European response to these

global challenges, we in Brussels cannot find the solutions on our own. We have to step out of the Brussels microcosm and talk to those involved on the ground in order to familiarise ourselves with their concerns. European integration is not a top-down process. You in Europe's municipalities and regions playa key role insofar as you are closest to Europe's citizens.

I am very committed to the principle of subsidiarity: I strongly believe that decisions should be taken by the level that is closest to the citizens who are concerned by them. Therefore, I am convinced that regions and municipalities have a particular role to play. The national governments are rightfully asking the European institutions to respect the principle of subsidiarity. I hope that in the Member States, they do respect this principle as well - and give the competences to the most appropriate decision-making level: local, regional, or national.

Being close to the citizens helps you consult and inform them on European institutions’ policies, and therefore helps strengthen the legitimacy of these policies.

I congratulate you on the choice of the main topic of the meeting: the future of services of general interest deserves a deep debate and a good analysis of its fundamental aspects. These services are the part of the foundations of our society pact, a key of citizens’ solidarity, as well as a source of jobs and investments. Quality and affordable services of general interest are also a crucial factor to improve our competitiveness.
This issue does not concern the European level only. Of course, we intervene to ensure the Treaties are respected and to regulate services that spread beyond national borders or that require cooperation between national states. But on this issue, the principle of subsidiarity plays a key role: most services are the responsibility of local and regional governments. The proximity link between these authorities and the citizens is a guarantee of efficiency and social usefulness.
At various levels, we share a responsibility: to ensure that the relevant authorities be the guardian of the public interest, and that operators be able to fully fill their public service mission.
We will protect the interests of the users of these services, and we will ensure that the solutions we put forward have a positive impact on the economic situation, growth, employment, and therefore on the well-being of our citizens in every region of Europe.

Let us work together on this ambition!

