Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on the impact of devolution of the Commission's management of external assistance from its headquarters to its delegations on aid delivery, adopted by the Commission on 25 July 2012
1.
Rapporteur: Filip KACZMAREK (EPP/PL)

2.
EP reference number: A7-0056/2012 / P7_TA-PROV(2012)0144

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 20 April 2012
4.
Subject: Management of external assistance: devolution of responsibilities from European Commission Headquarters to EU Delegations

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Development (DEVE)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The Resolution welcomes the general conclusions of the report of the Court of Auditors, namely, that the Commission has indeed delivered aid more speedily and of better quality since devolution, while steadily introducing important improvements to its financial management (paragraphs 1 and 2). The resolution also invites the Commission to explore the option of devolving further aid management responsibilities to Delegations (paragraph 22).

The Resolution makes policy recommendations to the Commission: the European Parliament considers that the relevant financial instruments need to be more poverty-focused and flexible (paragraph 17). It also calls on the Commission to identify possibilities for leveraging the aid programmes with the involvement of the EIB and other international institutions (paragraph 21). The Parliament calls on the Commission to reduce the number of its areas of intervention (paragraph 16). Finally, to get a more coherent and effective EU development policy, Delegations should also contribute to development aid policy-making (paragraph 11).

Regarding the management of aid per se, the Resolution requests the Commission to further improve how it evaluates the quality and the results of its interventions, and encourages it to strengthen quality assessment procedures (paragraphs 4 and 5). It also encourages systematic monitoring visits to projects by Delegations (paragraph 20). The Resolution calls on the Commission to promote local consultation when deciding on aid projects and monitoring their progress (paragraphs 10 and 12) and to strengthen links between Delegations, bilateral agencies, partner governments and other development stakeholders to maximise the advantages of devolution (paragraph 26). The Resolution also expects the Commission to take all necessary measures to overcome the weaknesses of the supervisory and control systems, notably at Delegation level, and asks the Commission to inform Parliament by the end of 2012 on the measures taken (paragraph 18). It asks the Commission to lower the percentage of commitments not contracted and lost under the D+3 rule, requesting figures for 2010 and 2011 (paragraph 8). The Resolution also calls for the review and simplification of work processes between Headquarters and Delegations for the management of external aid, and for a report on the action taken to be submitted to Parliament (paragraph 19).

The Resolution also addresses the issue of human resources. In this respect, it calls on the Commission to ensure that Headquarters have sufficient capacity to provide adequate support to Delegations, to address the Delegation workloads and staffing levels and the balance of Delegations' staffing between aid management and political- and trade-oriented functions. It considers the high turnover rate of contract agent staff in Delegations to be unacceptable (paragraphs 3, 6, 7 and 9).

Finally, the Resolution touches upon the EEAS-Commission relationships, by calling on the Commission, and the Council, to resolve the lack of clarity of the mandate and competence of the EEAS in development cooperation (paragraphs 14, 15).

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission overall welcomes the resolution and reiterates its conviction of the value of devolution, as it ensures that aid is delivered better, faster and closer to recipients. Further devolution to Delegations is, however, not foreseen for inter-institutional reasons; the Parliament's right of scrutiny, the comitology procedures and the Commission principle of collegiality would indeed be put into question by such a devolution or would even have to be abandoned (paragraph 22).

With regard to policy recommendations, and in line with the 2011 Agenda for Change Communication, the Commission already reflected in the Commission proposals for instruments for the next multiannual financial framework the principles of concentration, the Treaty-based focus on poverty-eradication of its instruments and the possibilities to leverage aid with the involvement of the EIB and other international financing institutions (paragraphs 16, 17 and 21). The programming process of aid for the 2014-2020 cycle, which the Commission has already started, will further put these policy principles into practice. As highlighted in the Agenda for Change Communication, the Commission will promote more country based dialogues on Policy Coherence for Development (PCD) issues and the EU Delegations will play an important role in this effort, through its respective thematic departments (paragraph 11).

With regard to the European Parliament recommendations on the aid management, the Commission accepts the Court's conclusion that more can be done on measuring the results of its aid interventions. In this regard the Commission is currently working on a new planning, monitoring and reporting architecture, including by strengthening its information management systems and by enhancing project field visits, aimed at creating a more results-oriented culture (paragraphs 4, 5 and 20). However, the Commission's ability to carry out technical and financial monitoring of projects at field level depends on the level of credits granted by the budgetary authorities to the Commission. The Commission therefore calls for the Parliament's support in this respect in the negotiation of Headings IV and V of the 2014-2020 Multi-annual Financial Framework.

The Commission is committed to a continuous process of enhancing its internal control architecture, mainly through preventative measures such as training and guidance, and simplification and streamlining of the legislative environment. It informs the Parliament regularly and especially within the context of the annual discharge exercise on measures taken on supervisory and control systems (paragraph 18).

In the same way, Commission services are in the process of revisiting the entire quality assessment chain with a view to further strengthen the quality assessment processes and tools introduced and consolidated over the past five to ten years of devolution. This goes from ex ante evaluation of projects and programmes, through internal and external monitoring of implementation, to independent final and ex post evaluation. The work undertaken includes also a reflection on a results' reporting framework which the Commission services have initiated with the involvement of Member States with a view to identify common results' reporting approaches (paragraphs 4, 5 and 18). The whole quality assessment, monitoring and evaluation chain should moreover be supported by progressive strengthening of related information management systems towards a comprehensive Project Cycle Management Platform, parts of which are currently under development.

In order to reinforce local consultation (paragraphs 10 and 26), the Commission is currently drafting guidance for Delegations on how to conduct a strategic policy dialogue with national partners and local Non-State Actors throughout the project and programme cycle. Moreover, the Technical Cooperation Reform of 2009 has set local ownership and demand (and therefore local consultation) as one of its key quality criteria for technical assistance. This reform also provided indications on how to improve the use of local expertise in development cooperation (paragraph 12).
On the D+3 rule (paragraph 8), the Commission informs the Parliament that the amounts of funds decommitted already decreased in 2010 and 2011 to 4% of the commitments. In addition, the Commission reminds that the D+3 rule does not apply to audit and evaluation contracts as well as to contingencies. Generally an amount corresponding to 4-5% of the budget of the commitment is foreseen for these types of expenditure.

On the call of the Parliament to review and simplify the working relationship between the Commission’s Headquarters and its Delegations for the management of external aid (paragraph 19), the Commission has already taken a number of measures to improve working relationships between Headquarters and Delegations, such as the reinforcement of its geographical directorates, as the primary interlocutors of Delegations as part the 2011's reorganisation of EuropeAid, the harmonisation and simplification of procedures (new guides: the ePrag and the Companion), and the clarification of the reporting of Delegations on external assistance. The Commission is committed to constantly improve these working relationships. The Commission is ready to report to the EP on measures taken to simplify and review working relationships between Headquarters and the Delegations.

Regarding the staffing in Delegations, following the completion of the Workload Assessment of Delegations, the Commission is introducing a number of measures to ensure optimum use of human resources: (i) the rebalancing of staff, notably to reinforce delegations in Africa and the Neighbourhood, and (ii) the establishment of budget support and thematic regional hubs.

Regarding the high turnover of contract agents, the Commission favours important changes in the Staff Regulations such as the introduction of a six-year contract for Contract agents at Headquarters instead of the current three-year contract. This will allow striking a good balance between keeping in-house expertise while leaving the possibility to adapting required staff profiles. In addition, EuropeAid is promoting the possibility for contract agents having served their term in Headquarters to move to a Delegation, thereby leveraging further their acquired expertise and knowledge.

The Commission is ready to report to the European Parliament on these measures (paragraphs 3, 6, 7, 9, 13, and 23). Nonetheless the Commission wishes to stress that its ability to ensure sufficient capacity and human resources for the devolution also depends on the level of credits which will be granted by the budgetary authorities to the Commission in the negotiations of the 2014-2020 MFF (in particular on Headings IV and V). The Commission also calls for the Parliament support on the introduction of a six-year contract for contract agents.
The Commission enjoys a relationship of close cooperation with the EEAS – the agreed working arrangements between the Commission and the EEAS (early 2012) clarify the role of each in development cooperation by providing specific instructions on the division of work throughout the project cycle (paragraph 14). In addition, Heads of Delegation have been instructed to ensure flexibility in the management of staff in Delegations.

On 28 March 2012 the Commission and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy have adopted a joint decision on setting up the collaborative arrangements between the EEAS and the Commission Services for the management of EU Delegations, including the creation of a Steering Committee (EUDEL) where the EEAS, DG DEVCO and the Central Services of the Commission are represented.
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