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I BACKGROUND 
 
1. The EFTA Consultative Committee (CSC) has given great attention to the 
forthcoming enlargement of the EU and the EEA, as shown by the opinion 
“Enlargement – implications for the EEA” (C/00/R/001) adopted on 5 March 1999, 
when discussions on EEA enlargement were in their initial phase. The opinion 
welcomed enlargement, as it would provide overall benefits for citizens and 
businesses in both new and current Member States. At the same time, it stressed 
the general need for information and involvement of EEA EFTA actors in the 
enlargement process, and in particular it emphasised the contributions that social 
partners could make. These concerns were also reflected by the EEA Consultative 
Committee (EEA CC) in its resolution “Priorities and challenges in preparations of 
the Enlargement of the European Union” (C/20/R/003), also of March 1999.  
 
2. Following the settlement of various negotiation chapters, the EEA CC 
issued in November 2001 another resolution on the “Free movement of workers in 
the context of enlargement”.  There, the EEA CC underlined that free movement of 
workers would lead to a mutual enrichment in Europe, particularly from a cultural 
point of view.  
 
3. It seems an opportune moment for the CSC to provide an opinion 
specifically on the enlargement of the EEA at the beginning of the year 2002, as 
the conclusion of negotiations with the most advanced candidates is approaching, 
as well as the settlement of the tools and procedures for EEA enlargement. 
 
 
II INTRODUCTION 
 
4. As EU enlargement negotiations are reaching their final stage, this opinion 
focuses less on the substance of these negotiations than on the procedures for EEA 
enlargement and ways of ensuring that it takes place for the mutual benefit of 
citizens and businesses throughout the EEA. 
 
5. The CSC regrets (cf. the above-mentioned opinion “Enlargement – 
implications for the EEA”) that it was not possible to initiate real discussions with 
the EU on enlargement before last year. It is however reassuring that rapid 
progress has been made over the last few months and that there seems to be a 
common understanding that the EU and the EEA should be enlarged 
simultaneously. Hence, the CSC hopes that agreement on the tools for 
simultaneous enlargement will be established before July 2002. In this context, 
establishing routines for the information and consultation of social partners has 
become even more urgent, with regard to the negotiations on both the legal 
instrument and the subsequent adaptations to the EEA acquis. 
 
6. However, because of the necessary ratification of EEA enlargement by all 
contracting parties, this could provide an opportunity for an update of the 
Agreement. Enlargement as such and an update must therefore be seen as 
intimately linked. Hence, this opinion from the CSC addresses both issues.  
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III SUBSTANTIVE COMMENTS 
 
7. Both the size of the acceding countries and their need for economic catch-
up are different from all previous EC enlargements. Enlargement as such 
represents an unprecedented challenge to the legal homogeneity of the EEA, and is 
therefore a matter of great concern to the EFTA social partners. To ensure a level 
playing field for businesses throughout Europe, in order to maintain 
competitiveness, is paramount in this context.  
 
EEA Enlargement 
 
8. So far, the EEA EFTA States have elaborated comments on only one 
negotiation chapter, namely the free movement of persons. In its work programme, 
the Icelandic Chair has announced that it will provide further common positions on 
aspects of the enlargement process that are “of special interest”. Nonetheless, the 
CSC notes that such commitments have been made before, resulting merely in the 
above-mentioned comments where – moreover – the EEA EFTA States simply 
expressed their lack of concern.  
 
9. Although the CSC welcomes the EEA EFTA States’ position on this 
specific chapter (cf. the resolution by the EEA Consultative Committee on the 
“Free movement of workers in the context of enlargement” of November 2001), it 
laments the fact that the EEA EFTA States have not given higher priority to 
identifying specific concerns. With EU common positions finalised on all chapters 
of EEA relevance with the most advanced candidates, the CSC fears that the path 
has been laid down and that possible future EEA EFTA comments will have no 
impact. 
 
10. Concerned with creating a level playing field throughout the enlarged EEA, 
the CSC reiterates its previous opinion and the need for strict application of the 
acquis in the new Member States, particularly in order to avoid social or 
environmental “dumping”. Sustainable development and a functioning welfare 
system are indeed prerequisites for strong long-term economic growth. The CSC 
therefore welcomes the increased focus by the EU on the actual application of the 
acquis in the candidate countries. The readiness of the EEA EFTA States to 
participate in peer reviews of applicant states is also a very positive example of 
how to get involved in the EU enlargement process. It will accelerate the catching 
up of the future Member States and provide valuable experience to the EEA EFTA 
States about conditions in these countries. 
 
11. On the other hand, the candidates will need assistance in order to be able to 
apply the acquis without putting at stake their public finances. Hence, it is to be 
expected that the EEA EFTA States will be asked to make funds available to the 
new Member States. As such funding must be part of a broader picture, the CSC 
urges the EEA EFTA States to make concrete proposals in this field, including on 
their own interests. The experience from the management of the EEA Financial 
Mechanism and the EEA Financial Instrument will be useful in this respect. 
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Making concrete proposals up front of an expected demand, can increase the 
ability of directing these funds to also benefit EEA EFTA interests in an enlarged 
EU.  
 
Update of the Agreement 
 
12. Indeed, an update of the Agreement will be seen in relation to EEA 
enlargement. A number of amendments would be beneficial to citizens and 
businesses of the EEA EFTA States. The extension of EC competence through 
treaty changes made in Maastricht, Amsterdam and Nice, have led or will lead to a 
more levelled playing field among the EU Member States. The CSC underlines 
that the dynamic character of the Agreement was meant by its founding fathers to 
guarantee such a level playing field in the entire EEA. Hence, the changes to the 
basic EC Treaty imply that the EEA Agreement should also live up to its promise 
and provide a malleable instrument to the EEA partners in areas of mutual benefit.  
 
13. Likewise, the fundamental treaty changes to EC decision-making 
procedures over the last decade have modified the value of current EEA EFTA 
involvement in EC decision-shaping. In this regard, the CSC would nevertheless 
draw the attention to the success it has had in informally linking up to its EU 
counterpart, the European Economic and Social Committee, notably through the 
so-called “osmosis procedure”. The CSC urges other EFTA bodies to explore ways 
of undertaking similar exercises, before the EEA EFTA States embark on formal 
negotiations. In this context, the CSC notes the lack of a body on the EFTA side 
representing regions and local authorities in the EFTA States. Without such a 
body, a linkage to the EU’s Committee of the Region is made more difficult. 
 
14. Last but not least, we must not forget the “leftovers” from the EEA 
negotiations. On the EFTA side, this concerns first and foremost trade in fish and 
other marine products, but also tuition fees for students. EEA enlargement will put 
at risk the fast-growing free trade in fish with the candidate countries, as these will 
become EEA partners. This field represents the only exception from the general 
positive impact on EEA EFTA businesses expected from enlargement. It is 
therefore even more necessary to focus efforts on reaching a suitable solution for 
EEA enlargement in this field.    
 
15. Against this background, the CSC appreciates the moves towards 
establishing a common EFTA position on an update of the Agreement. The above-
mentioned possible areas for updating the Agreement do not entail any concessions 
from the EFTA side. Before initiating negotiations, one should however have a 
clear mind of what one is willing to yield. Legally speaking, the EU has no 
obligation to agree on updating the Agreement according to the wishes of EFTA, 
and the EEA EFTA States have no more of an obligation to participate in financing 
the enlargement. Hence, these issues must be addressed as one.  
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IV INVOLVEMENT OF THE SOCIAL PARTNERS 
 
16. With the possibility of the first EU accession negotiations reaching their 
conclusion this year, not much time is left for reaching an agreement on 
enlargement and update of the EEA if the goal of simultaneous enlargement is to 
be achieved.  
 
EEA enlargement 
 
17. The CSC understands that EEA enlargement will, most likely, not require 
extensive additional negotiations. However, the CSC deplores that the social 
partners so far have not been informed or consulted by the EEA EFTA States to a 
satisfactory degree, neither on the procedure nor on the substance of discussions. 
As enlargement will affect citizens and businesses alike, the CSC reiterates the 
need to remedy this situation. Joint meetings between Subcommittee V and 
representatives of the CSC should be considered during the finalisation of the legal 
instrument for EEA enlargement. Once the instrument has been finalised, similar 
meetings should be arranged with the other subcommittees, which will deal with 
the substantive amendments. In this respect, it is encouraging that the first such 
joint meeting with Subcommittee IV will be held on 21 March 2002.  
 
18. In parallel, the CSC takes on the shared responsibility to disseminate 
information about the EEA Agreement among social partners in the candidate 
countries. For this purpose a CSC conference on the EEA and enlargement, which 
was held in Vaduz in 1999, will be followed up this year. Nonetheless, it is crucial 
for the EFTA side to have a coordinated approach to such dissemination of 
information, and the CSC therefore calls for full consultation between the EEA 
EFTA States and the CSC in this respect. Bilateral approaches would be 
inefficient. 
 
Update of the Agreement 
 
19. More importantly, it is becoming urgent to involve the social partners in the 
elaboration of an EFTA position for the update of the Agreement. Despite the 
comprehensible sensitivity of the issues at stake, it must be possible to ensure in 
the future that the CSC is not informed about ongoing discussions through the 
press. 
 
 
V CONCLUSIONS 
 
20. Three years after its first opinion on the enlargement of the EEA, the EFTA 
Consultative Committee appreciates the considerable progress made on the EU 
side and the prospect of concluding negotiations with the most advanced EU 
candidates in the near future. Enlargement of the EU and the EEA has the CSC’s 
fervent support as it will benefit citizens and consumers both in current and in 
acceding Member States.  
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21. The CSC notes that discussions on EEA enlargement started somewhat later 
than expected, but that progress has been made and that simultaneous enlargement 
is the common goal of all parties.  
 
22. The CSC appreciates the strict line adopted by the EU for the granting of 
transitional derogations from the acquis communautaire and the increased focus on 
the actual application of legislation. The CSC presumes that transitional periods 
negotiated for EU accession will be mirrored in the EEA acquis. 
 
23. Notwithstanding this positive overall situation, the CSC calls for: 
 

• The EEA EFTA States to finalise by June 2002 a common position on what 
they want to achieve and what they are willing to give in an overall package 
on enlargement of the EEA, which will secure the best possible market 
access for fish and lead to an update of the Agreement. Such an update 
should fill in some legal gaps between the EC Treaty and the EEA 
Agreement, as well as securing the best possible market access for fish, 
should be given particular emphasis.  

 
• Moreover, there is an urgent need for the EEA EFTA States to frame a 

strategy for joint contributions and assistance to the candidate countries in 
the context of EEA enlargement. This strategy must include private 
businesses and the social partner organisations as partners in assisting the 
candidate countries, distributing information and building networks across 
what will be the enlarged EEA area.  

 
• Joint meetings to be held, first with Subcommittee V, and later with the 

other subcommittees for information and consultation of Social Partners.  
 

• A co-ordinated information strategy for the EEA to be elaborated, jointly by 
the EEA EFTA States, the EFTA Parliamentary Committee and the EFTA 
Consultative Committee. Awareness of the EEA is lacking in the candidate 
countries. An unknown Agreement is worthless for citizens and businesses. 
In order to prepare such a co-ordinated strategy, a meeting between the 
relevant bodies and authorities should be organised in 2002. 

 
 
 

____________ 
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