Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution on the European Commission’s 7th and 8th progress reports, on the EU Cohesion Policy and the Strategic Report 2013 on programme implementation 2007-2013, adopted by the Commission on 28 May 2014
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution is a combined reply by the European Parliament to three reports from the Commission adopted between November 2011 and June 2013. The three reports have different vocations. The 7th and 8th progress reports deal with the analysis of socio-economic trends across the Union with a particular focus on the regional level. The Strategic Report of April 2013, on the other hand, reported specifically on the implementation progress of cohesion policy programming in the period 2007-2013.

The resolution firstly makes a number of points on the general implementation challenges during the 2007-2014 current programming: calls for a prompt ex-post evaluation, increased investment in business and a stronger focus on territorial differentiation; comments on the effects of budgetary consolidation and macroeconomic conditionality.

Secondly, the resolution expresses concerns about the unemployment and social exclusion, which severely undermine cohesion among regions and may put at risk the competitiveness of the Union in the medium and long term. It agrees that policies that ensure access to sustainable, good-quality employment and social inclusion are necessary, and insists on the role played by the European Social Fund (ESF) in parallel and in combination with the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) in fulfilling major priorities of the Union. It goes on to identify a series of propriety areas which it believes could contribute to fighting youth unemployment and the creation of jobs.

Thirdly, the resolution recalls the evidence that cohesion policy implementation has accelerated, and that the programmes have made important contributions in many areas such as research and development, SME support, re-industrialisation, social inclusion, and education and training. It notes the risk of several Member States failing to implement their programmes before the end of the current programming, and urges acceleration and synergies between EU instruments.

Finally, the resolution recalls the role of evaluation in the policy debate and in policy learning while calling for no additional burdens connected with monitoring to be imposed. It asks the Commission and the Member States to strengthen the transparency of reporting and the quality of programming and its implementation.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

(1)
"… calls on the Commission – which is now launching the 2007-2013 ex-post evaluation – … to ensure that the monitoring and evaluation are based on reliable data, to look at the efficiency, effectiveness and impact of operations, and to ensure that the ex-post evaluation is completed by the end of 2015 as stipulated in the former General Regulation, in order for clear lessons to be drawn with a view to the implementation of the new programming period";

The Commission confirms that it has initiated the ex-post evaluation process with a view to evaluating the impact of the 2007-2013 programmes across the Union. In view of the delays in agreeing the 2014 EU budget, the publication and signature of the first contracts were delayed by several months. Nonetheless the Commission continues to work to respect the deadline of 31 December 2015 set in Article 49.3 of Regulation (EC) N° 1083/2006. It will be a particular challenge to deliver the ex-post evaluation as the programmes will be implemented until the end of 2015 and the ex-post evaluation cannot therefore capture all the achievements.

The ex-post evaluation plans for the ERDF, ESF and Cohesion Fund will examine the extent to which the resources were used, the effectiveness and the socio-economic impact. The evaluation shall identify factors contributing to the success or failure of programmes, and identify good practice. This ex post evaluation will deepen the analysis undertaken on the period 2000-2006, exploring in more depth the achievements of the policy and evaluating themes not covered before. Results and interim results of the study will be used to improve programmes in the 2014-2020 programming period and will feed into debate on the future policy on economic social and territorial cohesion after 2020.
(3)
"….. in the context of the programmes 2007-2013 calls on the Commission and the Member States to increase investment in the areas of entrepreneurship, business start-ups and self-employment as a means of creating more jobs ….";

The themes identified in the resolution are already priorities both for European Regional Development Fund and European Social Fund support. Under the ERDF for instance, around EUR 55 billion are foreseen in different forms of enterprise support, predominantly for SMEs. From evaluation work done for the Commission in 2013, support to enterprises accounts, for the bulk of the reported jobs created, in most Member States, directly as a result of EU funded activities.

At this late stage of the implementation of the 2007-2013 programmes, rather than further reprogramming, the Commission encourages full and effective implementation of the planned and selected measures to support SMEs.

For the period 2014-2020, support to SMEs, start-ups and self-employment will again be a priority for the Commission in the discussion of the investment priorities with all Member States. In particular in relation to the ERDF, supporting SMEs is amongst the thematic objectives where Member States are obliged to ensure thematic concentration of EU funding. The EU legislature has also incorporated in the 2014-2020 legislation clearer provisions and possibilities to implement financial instruments in order to better target and ensure greater leverage of EU financing for enterprises in particular.

(4)
"… considers that before taking any decision related to potential macro-economic sanctions, the huge dependence of certain Member States’ development on cohesion funding should be carefully considered";

The Commission is planning to bring forward during 2014 a Communication explaining how it will proceed to the application of the provisions of Article 23 of Regulation (EU) N° 1303/2013.

(7)
"Believes that … further action must be taken to reinforce the territorial dimension of the governance system of cohesion policy, the Europe 2020 strategy and the European Semester, by ensuring real dialogue and complementarity among the different levels of governance, on the one hand, and consistency of the priorities established at those levels with the needs and specificities identified at national, regional and local levels, on the other; stresses in this regard the importance of ensuring that municipalities and regions are duly involved in establishing national strategies and defining their specific problems and challenges, while avoiding any increase in the administrative burden";
The Commission adopted on 5 March the Communication COM(2014) 130 on "Taking stock of the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth", which also addresses the European Semester process since 2010.

The stocktaking Communication raises the issue of the "widening gap between regions inside and across Member States" and states that "the active engagement and participation of regions and cities – which are responsible for delivering many EU policies – has been crucial in pursuit of Europe 2020 objectives". Following the endorsement by the European Council of March 2014, the Commission plans to launch a public consultation in May 2014 to run for several months. The Commission looks forward to receiving the views of a broad range of stakeholders on how the delivery of the Unions' growth and jobs strategy can be more effectively achieved across the entire territory of the Union.

Under the legal provisions on the implementation of the European Structural Investment Funds 2014-2020, there are extensive opportunities for the Member States and sub national public agencies and other stakeholders to define relevant needs, choose specific objectives and related result indicators that are specific to their socio-economic and territorial situations.

The Commission also draws attention to the EU "Code of Conduct on partnership in the framework of the European Structural and Investment Funds" which for the first time provides an EU framework for partnership, in accordance with Member States’ institutional and legal frameworks, taking account of national and regional competences.

(11)
"Insists … that there is a need to reinforce the principle of sound financial management, in particular as regards the efficiency and effectiveness of ESF operations, and calls on the Commission to fully analyse the overall effect and real impact of the ESF on the unemployment rate and on job creation";

The European Commission's Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, responsible for the management of the ESF and its ex post evaluation, has so far planned three thematic evaluation studies in the context of the 2007-2013 ESF ex post evaluation as well as a final synthesis report, which will include country reports in addition to a horizontal synthesis of findings. Each of the thematic studies will assess the achievements of ESF programmes in a certain area, more specifically in relation to: a) supporting the integration of disadvantaged groups into the labour market and society, b) investing in human capital, and c) facilitating access to employment and sustainable inclusion into the labour market. The ex post evaluation will address all evaluation criteria required by Regulation 1083/2006 (Art. 49.3), with a main focus on effectiveness. It will also assess the European added value of the ESF supported interventions in each area. It is foreseen that each evaluation should identify the factors contributing to the success or failure of the implementation of operational programmes and identify good practice. Each study will contain an overview, covering all Member States, of how ESF programmes have been used in relation to each thematic area, with information on budget and outputs and with a commentary on the intervention strategies and implementation approaches. Furthermore, each study will include an in-depth assessment of a sample of interventions in selected Member States, analysing their effectiveness and results, and identifying good practices.

This ex post evaluation presents a special challenge mainly due to the shared management of the ESF which allows for a regionally adapted implementation and a diversity of national evaluations in terms of scope, topic, timing and methods used. The complexity of the task is increased by the deadline for finalizing the ex post evaluation which is earlier than the real end of the implementation of operations and therefore too early for final conclusions on effectiveness and impact. To address these constraints, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion carried out a preparatory study which assessed the availability of Member States data and provided recommendations in relation to areas, level of analysis and type of data to be used in the context of the ex post evaluation, in order to ensure the quality of evaluation results.

Moreover, the ESF ex post evaluation will aim to draw lessons on the most appropriate methods for impact evaluation during 2014-2020, for estimating net effects in relation to job creation and other types of results. This will be done on the basis of an assessment of existing studies that applied data intensive methodologies such as the use of control groups and further exploration of the appropriateness, feasibility and value added of using such methods more widely for evaluating future interventions.

(14) 
"… takes the view (in relation to unemployment amongst young people) that the Commission could therefore align any future policy proposals in this area with the "Youth on the Move" and "Youth Opportunities" initiatives";

The 2007-2013 ESF ex post evaluation has been designed to include thematic studies on "investing in human capital", "access to employment" and "supporting the integration of disadvantaged groups into the labour market and society", all of which will pay particular attention to assessing the extent to which specific youth-related challenges have been adequately addressed. These evaluations will assess the adequacy, efficiency and effectiveness of active and preventive measures addressing youth unemployment and social exclusion, including specific interventions aimed at supporting young people in their move from education to professional life. The evaluation will draw lessons for improving support and, where relevant, on how to ensure alignment with the "Youth on the Move" and "Youth Opportunities" initiatives.
(20)
"…. while there is strong evidence that implementation of cohesion policy has accelerated, … a number of Member States are at risk of failing to implement their programmes before the end of the current programming period; urges the Commission, in this regard, to analyse in depth the causes of the low absorption rates …";

The Commission underlines that while absorption is a necessary requirement for performance, it is also concerned with the effectiveness and efficiency of the investments made. The Commission in partnership with the Member States and programme authorities keeps programme implementation – spending and achievements of outputs and results – under constant scrutiny through the Monitoring Committees and ongoing contacts.

The reasons for slow absorption and implementation vary from Member State to Member State and even between programmes and priority sectors within Member States. The main causes were summarised in the 2010 and 2013 Strategic report and to varying degrees have been dealt with by the Member in the national Strategic reports.

In summary, for those Member States showing slow implementation, many factors have been identified: co-financing difficulties caused where public budgets were badly affected by the economic, social and financial crisis; the late start of the programmes in certain Member States due to the extension of the previous period; an underlying lack (or even decline) in regional or national administrative capacity; difficulties in preparing major infrastructure projects and securing Commission approval (planning weaknesses, state aid, environmental and procurement compliance); changes in legislation and the effects of national sectoral reforms; and inconsistent political ownership (changes in national and regional government, changes to institutions). Depending on the specific Member State, region or sector experiencing delays in implementation, the combination of factors at play varies.

In 2013 the Commission has presented, through the European Semester process (the annual country staff working documents and country-specific recommendations), its analysis of the socio-economic challenges faced by each Member State. In that exercise, the Commission specifically proposed analysis and recommendations in relation to delayed implementation of the cohesion funds programmes in five Member States: Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Italy (Southern programmes), Romania and Slovakia.

(24)
"Asks the Commission … in order to strengthen the transparency of reporting and the quality of programming and its implementation to make full use of the monitoring and evaluation tools available in the context of the current legislative framework (stronger result orientation, use of common output indicators, choice of programme-specific result indicators and a clear performance framework);

The legislation approved in late 2013 for 2014-2020 programmes contains more detailed obligations for Member States in relation to result orientation, monitoring, evaluation of impacts, reporting and the performance framework, which should, combined, greatly improve transparency on programme performance and incentives to more effective programming.

The Commission is committed to implementing these provisions through the negotiation of quality programmes and working in partnership with the Member States to report on progress in implementation during the period.

(25)
"…. calls on the Commission to further improve Member States’ reporting systems by introducing and utilising indicators so as to make it possible to assess the support provided under cohesion policy for genuine progress on gender equality and to what extent this is being achieved";

The Commission is committed to working in partnership with the Member States to improve the gender sensitivity of their monitoring systems during the 2014-2020 programming period. The thematic studies undertaken in the context of the 2007-2013 ESF ex post evaluation will also assess the gender sensitivity of interventions and explore facilitating and inhibiting factors, in order to draw lessons that can be useful to the implementation of operations in the programming period 2014-2020.

(26)
"Urges the Commission to check whether Managing Authorities apply the Late Payment Directive in relation with beneficiaries of projects and take adequate measures to decrease the payments’ delays";

The Late Payment Directive addresses transactions between undertakings or between undertakings and public authorities which lead to the delivery of goods or the provision of services for remuneration. As such, it addresses the delays of payments for invoices between beneficiaries and contractors. The Commission will reimburse expenditures only if they are incurred and paid, thus where the beneficiary has actually paid for the incurred services. As such, the Common Provisions Regulation for the programming period 2014-2020 and the General Regulation for the programming period 2007-2013 provide a strong incentive for the beneficiary to comply with the Late Payment Directive.

(27) 
"Calls on the Commission’s Internal Audit Service and the European Court of Auditors to increase their performance audits on Cohesion and Structural Funds, and in particular on the ESF";

The Internal Auditor of the Commission is independent in the conduct of his or her audits and adopts his or her work programme (Art. 116 and 118 of the Rules of Application of the Financial Regulation). In line with international standards on internal auditing, this work programme is established on a risk basis. In practice, a three-year Strategic Audit Plan is drawn up following an in-depth risk assessment which is updated on a yearly basis.

Having said this, the current Strategic Audit Plan covers the years 2013-2015 and, indeed, places a greater focus on performance audits, in general, but also in the Cohesion and Structural Funds area. For example, the Internal Audit Service carried out an audit of the performance measurement system of DG REGIO in 2013. As a response to any audit, the DGs establish action plans to mitigate the risks identified and to implement the recommendations made.

The Parliament is informed about the results of the audits of the Internal Audit Service through the Annual Report to the Discharge Authority on Internal Audits carried out as required by Art. 99.5 of the Financial Regulation. The report on the audits of 2013 is expected to be sent to the Parliament in the second half of 2014.
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