
State aid control in the growing European Union 
 
State aid control in four questions 
 
What is State aid control? 
 
State aid control aims at preventing that the use of public resources distorts intra-Community competition 
between firms. Only when the positive effects of aid outweigh the negative ones, may the European 
Commission allow State aid. For instance, the Commission may approve aid for research and 
development or for environmental purposes in view of their positive effects.  
 
Why does the Commission deal with some State aid which seems to benefit consumers (e.g. 
Ryanair) or employees whose job is at stake (e.g. Alstom)? 
 
The Commission’s guiding principle is the consumer’s overall interest. This requires assessing both the 
direct and indirect effects of the aid, as well as those immediately apparent and the long-term ones. Often 
the benefits for consumers are only deceptive or temporary, while harm to EU industry competitiveness 
and to long-run job creation is permanent, though not always immediately visible. Aid to a company in 
difficulties may allow it to stay in business, but often at the expenses of competitors who do not benefit 
from aid and their workers, while the jobs maintained through State aid are often precarious. That is why 
the Commission will only accept this kind of aid when the long-term viability can be restored. On the other 
hand, the Commission is very open to aid to help the employees (for example aid for retraining of 
employees). Aid to develop regional airports and develop new routes can be allowed if it is not excessive 
so as to hurt other airports and carriers and is applied in a transparent way and is available to all.  
 
Can I as consumer, employee, environmentalist or entrepreneur make my voice heard? 
 
Yes. You can lodge a complaint with the European Commission if you believe that competition is distorted 
through a State aid measure. A special form and further guidance are available on the website 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/secretariat_general/sgb/droit_com/index_en.htm#aides . You can also make 
your voice heard when the Commission opens a formal investigation procedure. The Commission must 
always take this procedural step where it has doubts that a State aid can be accepted. A letter will be 
published in the Official Journal of the European Union, explaining the difficulties the Commission has to 
approve the aid and inviting interested parties to provide comments. The published letters can also be 
found on the Competition DG website: http://europa.eu.int/comm/competition/state_aid/oj/  
 
My competitor just over the border has to pay a corporate tax which is much lower than what I 
have to pay. This distorts competition. Can the Commission do something about this? 
 
There are areas where the Commission cannot do anything under State aid rules. For example, 
differences in the environmental or social requirements across Member States are not considered as 
State aid — there is no public money involved. The State aid rules are not suited either to address 
problems of lack of harmonisation at the EU level, such as differences in the corporate tax rates between 
Member States, if they apply to all enterprises. Sometimes, there may be other possibilities to address 
this, for example if minimum levels of taxation or environmental standards have been agreed upon at 
European level, and if that minimum is not respected, the Commission can start an infringement 
procedure to force the Member State to respect the agreed minimum.  
 
 
More value for taxpayers’ euro 
 
To stimulate less but better targeted State aid, the Commission has introduced new instruments: 
 
• procedural instruments to streamline procedures and simplify the notification process and complaint 
filing; 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/secretariat_general/sgb/droit_com/index_en.htm#aides
http://europa.eu.int/comm/competition/state_aid/oj/


 
• block exemption regulations for employment, training, small and medium-sized enterprises (these greatly 
reduce the formalities for aid which generally does not pose problems so that more resources can be 
dedicated to harmful aid measures); 
 
• a scoreboard (this will increase transparency and comparability and you can check how your country is 
doing): http://europa.eu.int/comm/competition/state_aid/scoreboard/analytical_section.html 
 
Other new or revised instruments in the pipeline comprise a significant impact test for a fast-track 
assessment of aid measures of lesser concern, a framework on services of general economic interest, the 
guidelines on rescue and restructuring aid to ailing companies, and the guidelines on regional aid. 
 
Organisational changes have also taken place, to enhance: 
 
• economic analysis, with the appointment of a chief competition economist; 
 
• enforcement of Commission decisions, with the creation of a new specialised 
unit; 
 
• the role of consumers, with the appointment of a consumer liaison officer (for contact details, please see 
the box ‘Where can I get more information?’). 
 
 
Getting ready for enlargement 
 
The drive for less and better aid also contributes to the preparations for enlargement. In parallel with this 
drive, the Commission has already taken other steps to get ready for 1 May. 
 
• Special arrangements with the acceding countries have been put in place so that State aid measures are 
already scrutinised before enlargement (so-called ‘existing aid mechanism’). 
 
• The Competition DG has also recruited several talented people from the acceding countries to help with 
the increased workload. 
 
A review of the State aid situation in the new Member States is foreseen for the autumn 2004 edition of 
the scoreboard. 
 
In order to prevent incompatible aid from being ‘imported’ into the EU on the date of accession, a system 
was set up for examining measures which were put into effect in the acceding countries before 1 May 
2004 and are still applicable after that date. The mechanism is also aimed at providing the acceding 
countries with guidance and the economic operators with legal certainty as regards State aid measures 
that are applicable after the date of accession. If a measure is qualified as ‘existing aid’, it benefits from a 
special protection against actions from the Commission.  
 
In a first phase until 2002, 222 measures (representing about 70 % of those submitted) have been 
accepted by the Commission and the present Member States for inclusion in the Accession Treaty. From 
the beginning of 2003 until the end of February 2004, the Competition DG received a further 288 
measures from the acceding countries. Almost 40 % of them were approved by the Commission, and 
about 60 % are still under assessment, given their recent submission or because of being modified by the 
acceding countries. For those measures that will remain incompatible with the EU standards, the 
Commission will start formal proceedings with a view to deciding whether they need to be halted. 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/competition/state_aid/scoreboard/analytical_section.html
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