Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on Towards simplification and performance orientation in cohesion policy 2014-2020, adopted by the Commission on 24 February 2016
1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rule 128(5) and 123(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure by the Committee on Regional Development (REGI)
2.
EP reference number: B8-1231/2015 / P8_TA-PROV(2015)0419

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 26 November 2015

4.
Subject: Simplification in cohesion policy

5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

In this resolution, Parliament recognises the importance of significant steps undertaken by the EU institutions towards simplification in the reformed cohesion policy for the 2014-2020 programming period (Common Provision Regulation (CPR), High-Level Group of Independent Experts on Monitoring Simplification for Beneficiaries of the European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds), as well as beyond cohesion policy (e.g. a designated Commission Vice-President responsible for better regulation, or the overhauled Financial Regulation). However, it stresses that complicated procedures and "gold-plating" render application, management, reporting and control still cumbersome both for managing authorities and beneficiaries, in particular those with fewer administrative and financial capacities (SMEs, NGOs, municipalities). It nevertheless underlines the need to ensure a proper balance between simplification on the one hand, and the detection and prevention of irregularities, including fraud, on the other.

The resolution asks the Commission to provide the Member States and their regions with detailed guidelines on simplification in order to make them aware of national and local "gold-plating" (paragraph 1), and with a roadmap for streamlining and simplifying control, monitoring and reporting activities (paragraph 2).

The resolution also calls on the Commission and the Member States to switch to e-cohesion at the planned regulatory date of 31December 2015 (paragraph 3), to establish and implement a "light-touch approach" to data and information requirements for beneficiaries in the process of application and reporting related to EU funding under shared management, to share good practices (paragraph 4), to promote simplification of the rules governing financial instruments within ESI Funds (paragraph 5), and to increase the use of the multi-fund approach (paragraph 6).

Finally, it invites the Commission to enter into a structured and permanent dialogue with Parliament, the Committee of the Regions and other stakeholders on all aspects of this simplification process.

6.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

On paragraphs 1, 2, 4 and 7 of the resolution: The Commission shares many of the concerns about the need to increase the effort at all levels to ensure the effective and efficient management of European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds without adding to the burden on the beneficiaries. The issue of simplification of ESI Funds is part of the Commission's plans on better regulation and better results.

The Commission takes note of the request to provide a roadmap for streamlining and simplifying control, monitoring and reporting activities, including for beneficiaries (paragraph 2). The ESI Funds regulations for 2014-2020 already offer a broad range of opportunities for simplification and reduced administrative burden. These include a set of common rules for all ESI Funds, the extended use of simplified costs options, simplified rules for revenue-generating projects and financial instruments, and e-cohesion for beneficiaries. However, at this point in the programming period, there is a need for stability of the rules and time for the new provisions to embed and start to deliver their potential simplification benefits. The Commission has launched a series of studies to understand better the take-up of the new provisions by the Member States and their concrete impact.

Member States and regions have also to play their role, to take action or reduce the administrative burden on beneficiaries, make use of the simplification measures available for 2014-2020 and avoid "gold-plating" at national, regional or local levels. The Commission services have launched a study to assess how the new simplification possibilities in the new regulatory framework have been taken up by Member States during the early implementation phase. The study will also determine and compare among Member States the degree of and the reasons behind additional national or regional rules which go beyond what is strictly required by Union legislation (“gold-plating”). The final results of this study are expected in early autumn 2016.

The Commission has also set up a High Level Group on Simplification for beneficiaries exactly to assist in identifying the obstacles and barriers to simplification and to find a way to address them. Many of the issues raised by the European Parliament are themes on which the Commission has asked the High Level Group to provide advice and recommendations for concrete actions that can maximise the potential for simplification in the current period (2014-2020). The work programme for the High Level Group provides an indication of how this work will be taken forward for 2014-2020 and for the future period. The Commission intends to share these with all bodies concerned in the implementation of the Funds. More information is available on the public interactive site http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/how/improving-investment/high-level-group-simplification/.
The Commission takes note of the option of a "one-stop shop" approach and underlines that the more co-ordinated nature of the ESI Funds already lends itself to a more integrated approach, not least through the possibility of multi-fund programmes. While the regulatory framework does not require "single interfaces" for the delivery of the Funds, Member States have the possibility to put in place such an option.

Switching to e-cohesion (paragraph 3) will reduce the administrative burden of beneficiaries. However, Article 122(3) CPR relates to exchanges of information between authorities in Member States implementing cohesion policy and "beneficiaries" (i.e., applicants whose application for funding has been accepted and a grant agreement signed), not applicants. Therefore there is no direct link between Article 122(3) CPR and a cut in the application-to-grant time. It is only if Member States have created a module dedicated to applicants that application-to-grant time could be reduced. The limitation of Article 122(3) CPR to beneficiaries was intended to reduce the implementation time of e-cohesion module so that the implementation deadline can be realistic (technical constraints in terms of security, types of information and documents to exchange via the portal).

Regarding streamlining of reporting activities (paragraphs 2, 4), to address the issue of the reporting burden, more efficient delivery and lighter reporting have been important elements of the new Regulations. For example, the reporting requirements for the Investment for Growth and Jobs Goal focus in particular on core common indicators, which will facilitate aggregation of data and reporting on achievements at EU level. The annual implementation reports are lighter than in previous periods, with more in depth reporting only required in 2017 and 2019. These provisions coupled with the e-cohesion requirements should make a difference to beneficiaries in 2014-2020.

The right balance needs to be found between the necessity under shared management to have reporting requirements in place, so that the Commission can exercise its supervisory function on implementation and provide reliable information to its stakeholders, and the need to ensure an appropriate and affordable administrative burden on beneficiaries. This was the purpose of the new Regulation.

The possibilities for using financial instruments have been extended to cover all thematic objectives under the ESI Fund and additional implementation options are available, including "off-the-shelf" instruments, ready-made sets of standard terms and conditions for establishment of financial instruments, including with regard to state aid rules. The need for evidence-based allocations and strategy for using financial instruments has been enhanced with the obligatory ex-ante assessment to be carried out before programme contributions are made to financial instruments. In addition, in 2015 the Commission launched a dedicated advisory platform (fi-compass) to help Member States by providing practical know-how and learning tools on financial instruments (such as "how-to" manuals, factsheets, e-learning modules, face-to-face training seminars and networking events) and provide EU funding for multi-region assistance to assess their possible use in Member States.

Regarding the multi-fund approach (paragraph 6), the Commission shares the view that building synergies between the ESI Funds for the 2014-2020 period is a priority. The Common Strategic Framework, annexed to the Common Provisions Regulation, provides strategic guiding principles for an integrated approach and better coordination between the ESI Funds and between ESI Funds and other EU policies and instruments. On this basis the Commission services prepared guidance for beneficiaries which gives an overview of complementary instruments available at EU level for each thematic objective identified in the ESIF regulation, with detailed sources of information and examples of good practices. Guidance for policy-makers and implementing bodies is also available.
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