Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on: Are tools in place to monitor the effectiveness of European Social Fund spending on older workers? (Court of Auditors Special Report 25/2012), adopted by the Commission on 15 July 2014
1.
Rapporteur: Zigmantas BALČYTIS (S&D/LT)

2.
EP reference number: A7-0151/2014 / P7_TA-PROV(2014)0256

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 2 April 2014

4.
Subject: "Are tools in place to monitor the effectiveness of European Social Fund spending on older workers?" (Court of Auditors Special Report 25/2012)

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Budgetary Control (CONT)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and of requests made in it:
The resolution is based on the homonymous Special Report of the Court of Auditors 25/2012.

The recommendations of the resolution are mostly taken from the Court's report.

They concern mainly the definition of older workers, the monitoring and evaluation of ESF expenditures, the performance assessment and indicators to be set up to better assess the effectiveness of ESF spending.

Most of the recommendations are addressed in the new Structural Funds regulations for 2014-2020.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
§1 "… for the period 2007-2013, the definition of ‘older workers’ is not used consistently … is of the opinion that the definition of 'older workers' should be adapted to the maximum legal pension age in the respective Member States";

Concerning the definition of "older workers", the different approaches chosen by the Member States reflect the different situations of older workers in the regions/ countries concerned. Indeed older people in need of support could belong to various age groups (45+/50+/60+). Furthermore, the ESF regulatory framework does not provide a legal basis for harmonization, largely because of the varying policy approaches and legislative frameworks in the different Member States; the Commission does not have the competence to impose a uniform selection criterion for older workers. Moreover, the ESIF are implemented on the basis of shared management with the Member States, where the latter identify the national challenges and policy priorities and set up national eligibility rules, including as regards the eligible target groups. Lastly, the Commission underlines that what matters is that Member States use the tools available within their own institutional context to address the issues at stake.

§2 "…. takes the view that the use of ESF appropriations must be transparent; stresses that the information on funded programmes, achievement of their objectives and the amount budgeted should be available to citizens in an easily accessible manner on public websites";

Article 115 (2) of the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR; Regulation No 1303/2013) sets out extensive requirements to Member States/ managing authorities in that respect: they are required to publish on the internet, in a user-friendly way, up-to-date information regarding all ESIF-funded operations, including summaries, lists of beneficiaries, etc.

§12 "Calls on the Commission to put more emphasis on the fight against age discrimination of older workers and to use its prerogatives under existing legal instruments to tackle blatant forms of age discrimination in certain Member States and in certain sectors of the economy";

The new regulatory framework for the programming period 2014-2020 requires Member States to comply with horizontal principles regarding inter alia non-discrimination and equal opportunities. In their Operational Programmes 2014-20 the Member States should elaborate specific actions (in addition to the mainstreaming approach) with regard to these principles. The Commission is closely monitoring this.

Moreover, participants aged above 54 years remain a compulsory reporting category for 2014-2020 (they are captured by ESF common indicators).

§13 "Calls for measures to assess not just employability but also progress in terms of skills (including ‘soft’ skills), higher self-esteem and greater motivation; notes that imparting life skills and providing informal training can make a major contribution in this respect";

The Fund-specific Regulations contain a list of common output and result indicators which all Member States and operational programmes shall use. These indicators refer to employability, qualifications, involvement of disadvantaged participants, etc. These indicators are complemented, where necessary, by programme-specific result and/ or output indicators. Indicators are based on measurable outputs and results. Life skills are not easily measurable in the context of ESF funded measures.

§14 "Calls for all barriers that hamper active ageing to be monitored and removed and for lifelong learning to be supported, particularly with regard to the acquisition of new qualifications and technical skills, such as computer and foreign language skills; stresses that active ageing and life-long learning among older men and women should become regular features of working life and that these policies should be constantly monitored, evaluated and improved";

The ESF Regulation 2014-20 contains a dedicated investment priority related to lifelong learning with regard to enhancing access and improving the overall skills levels of the workforce.

The Common indicators set out in Annex I of the ESF Regulation include age related indicators as well as result indicators. The common output indicator on participants "above 54 years of age" will provide data for all operational programmes on participants in that age bracket. A common result indicator is set out for "participants gaining a qualification". All operational programmes will provide data for all common indicators broken down by investment priority. All common indicators are to be broken down by gender.

Overall results and impacts of the actions funded by ESF can be measured by evaluations. An example of this is the evaluation of the ESF support to Lifelong Learning, finalised in July 2012, which focuses inter alia on older workers.

§15 "Calls, in the new OPs, for a more uniform approach to the choice of target groups and the use of labour market data at national level, in order to set ambitious but realistic targets; notes, given the future importance of the growing cohort of older workers, that preparations for the OPs should also include a dialogue on the prioritisation of target groups";

Regarding a uniform approach, see reply to paragraph 1 above.

In October-November 2012, at the start of the informal discussions with Member States on the future programming documents, the Commission sent to each Member State a Commission services' Position Paper, identifying the country's challenges and funding priorities. The Commission is currently assessing the draft partnership agreements and operational programmes on the basis of these Papers and the relevant country-specific recommendations 2013.

The general ex ante conditionality on statistical systems and result indicators require Member States to demonstrate the existence of a statistical basis necessary to undertake evaluations to assess the effectiveness and impact of the programmes. It also requires Member States to set up arrangements for timely collection and aggregation of statistical data and to set up an effective system of result indicators.

§19 "Strongly believes that the Commission should reinforce the way OP performance is assessed; strongly encourages the introduction of a clearly stated set of standardised performance data (which is reliable, verifiable and timely) for future programmes, which could be, when appropriate, aggregated at EU level for the programming period 2014-2020";

The Fund-specific Regulations contain a list of common indicators which all Member States and operational programmes shall use. In the case of the ESF, Annex I of the ESF Regulation sets out common output, immediate and longer-term result indicators. Annex II sets out specific indicators which are to be reported by those Member States and regions which benefit from the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI). The Regulations require Member States to report on all Annex I and – where applicable – all annex II indicators, broken down by investment priority and by gender. The indicators are supported by definitions set out in the ESF guidance on monitoring and evaluation. Member States will submit the data for these indicators as part of the Annual Implementation Report in 2016 or in 2015 for the YEI. For the first time, a coherent set of data on results achieved with ESF support collected through the monitoring systems of the Member States will be available at EU level.

§22 "Believes it necessary for the indicators used under the new OPs to include alerts in respect of financial and physical factors, and welcomes the fact that these are subject to special monitoring so that the reasons for any deviation from a given threshold in respect of the programmed objectives is analysed by the evaluation unit in cooperation with the intermediary bodies for the programmes, with a view to determining whether the deviations are caused by temporary situations or structural problems requiring more in-depth analysis or, where necessary, modifications to the programme";

Article 96(2)(b) of the Common Provision Regulation requires Member States to set targets linked to both result and output indicators. These indicators can be chosen from the common indicators set out in Annex I or can be programme-specific indicators. For the YEI, all result indicators set out in Annex II of the ESF Regulation are to be linked with a quantified cumulative target value.

In the context of the performance framework Member States are to set milestones for each priority, with the exception of priorities dedicated to technical assistance and programmes dedicated to financial instruments in accordance with Article 39 CPR for the year 2018 and targets established for 2023. Milestones are intermediate targets, directly linked to the achievement of the specific objective of a priority. Milestones established for 2018 shall include financial indicators, output indicators, and, where appropriate, result indictors which are closely linked to the supported policy intervention. Milestones may also be established for key implementation steps. In 2019, the Commission, in cooperation with the Member States, shall undertake a review of the performance of the programme in each Member State. This performance review shall examine the achievement of milestones of the programmes at the level of priorities on the basis of the information and the assessments presented in the annual implementation report submitted by the Member States in the year 2019.

Evaluations shall be carried out to improve the quality of the design and implementation of programmes, as well as to assess their effectiveness, efficiency and impact. Member States shall provide the resources necessary for carrying out evaluations, and shall ensure that procedures are in place to produce and collect the data necessary for evaluations. The Commission may carry out, at its own initiative, evaluations of programmes. The Commission shall carry out ex post evaluations in close cooperation with the Member States and managing authorities.

§23 "Believes it also necessary to monitor whether or not changes occur in the socio-economic context and in the national and/or Union priorities, and whether problems arise when the OPs are being implemented which require a programme to be evaluated and substantially modified";

2014-2020 Operational Programmes will be more performance and result-oriented (including a performance framework, in particular a mid-term performance review of the implementation of the operational programmes). Following these reviews, modifications in the OPs may have to be carried out.

Further to Article 50(7) CPR the Commission will examine the annual and final implementation report and inform the Member State of its observations. The Commission may make observations to the managing authority concerning issues which significantly affect the implementation of the programme. Where such observations are made, the managing authority shall provide all necessary information with regard to those observations and, where appropriate, inform the Commission of measures taken (Article 50(8) CPR).

§24 "Calls for the systematic use of relevant performance indicators such as operational goals, result targets and specific impact targets to be included from the project condition stage so that the 2014-2020 ESF programmes can improve not only the amount and quality of the data collected on ‘older workers’ in the labour market but also the decision-making process";

The Member States are tasked to designate for each operational programme the authorities required under the Regulation (Article 123 CPR). The managing authority shall draw up and, once approved by the monitoring committee, apply appropriate procedures and criteria that ensure the contribution of operations to the achievement of the specific objectives and results of the relevant priority.

As for the programme indicators and targets, they will be subject to the negotiations of the operational programmes between the Commission and the Member State.

§28 "Invites the Commission to verify the submission and quality of the data supplied by the OPs more thoroughly and to produce a guide containing operational advice which is made available to the Member States";

In case of a serious deficiency in the quality and reliability of the monitoring system or of the data on common and specific indicators, the Commission may suspend all or part of the interim payment at the level of priorities or operational programmes (Article 142 CPR). The auditors of DG EMPL are in the process of developing a methodology for auditing the reliability of performance data.

§31 "Calls for more precise regulatory requirements regarding the evaluations requested from the MAs, and for OPs a minimum set of topics, to be covered in the evaluation process to be defined; calls for efforts to be made to ensure that lessons learned from programme management are duly taken into account in future decision making";

The CPR requires Member States to carry out an ex ante evaluation (Article 55 CPR) and evaluations during the programming period. As for the latter, an evaluation plan shall be drawn up by the managing authority or the Member State. Member States shall ensure that appropriate evaluation capacity is available. Managing authorities shall ensure that evaluations, including evaluations to assess effectiveness, efficiency and impact, are carried out for each programme on the basis of the evaluation plan and that each evaluation is subject to appropriate follow-up. At least once during the programming period, an evaluation shall assess how support from the ESI Funds has contributed to the objectives for each priority.

As for the YEI, Article 19(6) of the ESF Regulation requires Member States at least twice during the programming period to undertake an evaluation assessing the effectiveness, efficiency and impact of joint support from the ESF and the specific allocation for YEI including for the implementation of the youth Guarantee.

§32 "Calls on the Commission gradually to rebalance and enhance its management tools so as to move from simply monitoring compliance – on the basis of legality/regularity principles – towards measuring the progress in achieving the target values and the performance of the use of ESF in the forthcoming period 2014-2020; recalls that successfully establishing a robust performance framework, with clear and measurable aims and targets which provide accountability and results, is key to maximising the impact on growth and jobs and requires common and equivalent efforts from the Commission and the Member States";

The Regulations for the 2014-2020 programming period contain provisions to improve the performance assessment of operational programmes. A performance review will be carried out in 2019. This will provide an important basis for the allocation of the performance reserve, i.e. of the additional ESF funding until the end of the programming period. The review will be based entirely on the achievement of the milestones, and only well-performing priority axes will be able to benefit from the additional allocations. The Commission may furthermore suspend payments in case of serious failure by the Member State to achieve the milestones set for the end of 2018.

Article 50(6) CPR reflects the enhanced importance of performance data in comparison to the programming period 2007-2013. During the programming period 2014-2020, an annual implementation report will not be admissible if the performance data for all indicators, common and programme-specific alike, is missing in the submitted annual implementation report. Starting with the first annual implementation report submitted in May 2016 or the YEI report submitted in April 2015, the Commission will be in the position to assess and comment on the annual implementation report based on a comprehensive set of performance data.

This is a separate exercise from the assessment by the Commission services of management and control systems, which essentially aims at checking the legality and regularity of the national management and control systems.

§34 "Encourages the Commission, in this regard, to step up its collaboration with other international institutions, such as the OECD, on the basis of specific assessments for disadvantaged groups or vulnerable workers categories and by identifying concrete measures to help Member States better define key priorities, strategies and sustainable projects eligible for ESF funding in the forthcoming 2014-2020 period";

The Commission elaborated a Guidance document on the Social Investment Package implementation and guidance on effective investments in health which are used by Commission services in the context of the preparation of Partnership Agreements and Operational Programmes. Concrete examples, including measures to encourage active and healthy ageing, are provided to Member States through the Mutual Learning Programme (including Peer Reviews) and the expert networks.
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