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Visa reciprocity
Issue
While American citizens can travel throughout the EU without visa, the United States imposes a visa obligation on nationals of 10 EU Member States: Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, Greece, Malta and Cyprus. The US declares that those countries do not satisfy all the criteria necessary for a country's acceptance into the US Visa Waiver Programme (main criteria are visa refusal rate and overstay – fluctuations of the first one are in the hands of the US and most statistical data on calculating the overstay rate are imperfect).
EU policy aims
The aim of the EU is to establish reciprocal visa-free travel rights for all EU citizens to the US as part of our efforts to promote the economic and social benefits of increased travel.To reach this goal, there is a need to establish clear, detailed and verifiable criteria for participation in the Visa Waiver Programme through a transparent process and detailed implementation plans in order to ensure visa exemption for all EU citizens in the medium term. While working towards this goal the US could consider interim facilitation measures such as visa fee exemption or streamlining some aspects of the visa application process.
EU strategy
The issue of visa reciprocity has been put by the EU side on the agenda of EU-US meetings at all levels up to and including the Summit. The EU believes that the Visa Waiver Programme roadmap process could be an acceptable tool that however needs to be strengthened considerably and used in a more result oriented way with clear benchmarks in the process. The Commission prepared a first progress report (dated 10 January 2006) on the non-reciprocity issue to the Council. The Council, after deliberations at various levels, has adopted conclusions on 21 February 2006 on the report which endorse the Commission’s appreciation: no measures to be taken now; the dialogue has to be pursued focusing on concrete results. The Commission will have to prepare a second report by July 2006. That report will need to show tangible progress for the citizens of the Member States concerned as a result of the dialogue.
US position
The US is committed at the highest political level to the Visa Waiver Programme roadmap process – President Bush proposed this roadmap framework in February 2005 to focus and guide joint efforts toward the goal of potential future participation in the Visa Waiver Programme by the 10 Member States. Nine of the 10 new EU Member States concerned (Cyprus is the exception) now have such roadmaps. Joint consular working groups have been established in all of the new EU Member States and these groups are meeting regularly. The US has however acknowledged that the current roadmaps are not comprehensive and that in some cases criteria are essentially subjective. However, since the first report, the US did not render these roadmaps more precise. Moreover, the US has so far shown no willingness to consider interim facilitation measures.

The wider context
The need to ensure that the transatlantic economy remains competitive and a driver of global growth is of paramount importance. In this context the visa reciprocity plays an important role and it can be considered as one of the indicators of the EU-US relations.

Facts and figures
As many as 14 million jobs on both side of the Atlantic depend on transatlantic commercial ties, meaning that not only Europe but also the US has much to loose if protectionism rises and globalisation's wings are clipped. The new Member States' citizens might also become significant sources of international tourism to the US if they are added to the Visa Waiver Programme. 
For more information go to:
Implementation of the Economic Initiative of the June 2005 EU-US Summit: Joint EU-US Work Programme (Chapter 5: Enhancing trade, travel and security): http://ec.europa.eu/comm/external_relations/us/economic_relations/joint_eu-us_work_prog.pdf
Report from the Commission to the Council on visa waiver reciprocity with certain third countries in accordance with Article 2 of Council Regulation (EC) No 851/2005 of 2 June 2005 amending Council Regulation (EC) No 539/2001 listing the third countries whose nationals must be in possession of visas when crossing the external borders and those whose nationals are exempt from that requirement as regards the reciprocity mechanism (COM (2006) 3 final, 10/01/2006): http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/en/com/2006/com2006_0003en01.pdf
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