Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on cohesion policy in mountainous regions of the EU, adopted by the Commission on 20 July 2016
1.

Rapporteur: Iliana IOTOVA (S&D/BG)
2.

EP reference number: A8-0074/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0213
3.

Date of adoption of the resolution: 10 May 2016

4.

Subject: Cohesion policy in mountainous regions of the EU
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Regional Development (REGI)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution stresses the serious challenges mountainous regions are facing in terms of social and economic development, demographic change, connectivity, climate change, etc. The mountain regions are environmentally vulnerable and structurally disadvantaged due to remoteness and extreme conditions, leading to a lower quality of life and often to increased unemployment, exclusion and outmigration. Many of these regions cross national borders. According to the resolution their diversity requires coordination of policies both between mountain regions and within individual mountainous regions, and coordination of instruments.

On the other hand, the resolution underlines the potential of mountain areas, in particular the natural resources, through which they can contribute to the EU targets on cohesion, environment and employment, as well as to new technologies and innovation. Many of the mountain areas are protected within the Natura network and are making a positive contribution to the fight against climate change and protection of nature, which helps promote sustainable forms of economic activity (farming and land management, forestry, tourism and energy in particular). However, there is lack of sufficient infrastructure and connections, including broadband, and services for people and businesses. It is also considered important to secure food production and the multifunctional role of agriculture in order to maintain the added value of mountain areas and secure jobs and income in this field.

With reference to Article 174 TFEU the resolution asks the Commission to start the process of creating a working definition for functional mountainous regions in the context of cohesion policy to complement the EAFRD definition, and to provide a comprehensive definition covering also the volcanic regions in islands and outermost regions. The resolution proposes a specific approach to mountainous regions within EU policies and calls on the Commission to work on an Agenda for EU Mountainous Regions as a future framework contributing to transnational, cross-border and interregional policies.

Increased synergy is requested through coordinating EU policies, strategies and programmes with indirect effect on mountainous areas such as Horizon 2020, COSME, LIFE, Natura 2000, the EU Broadband Strategy, the EU Climate Adaptation Strategy, the EU Environment Action Programme, the Connecting Europe Facility, European Territorial Cooperation, ESI Funds and the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI), macroregional strategy initiatives, and to consider specific application and operation of these programmes in mountain areas. The resolution also stresses the importance of integrated territorial initiatives with a view to integrating migrants, in connection with processes relating to demographic and socio-economic renewal and recovery in mountain areas, and asks the Commission to promote the dissemination of such initiatives.
The resolution asks the Commission to consider creating infrastructure in support of tourism in mountain areas, and for the broadband strategies to take into account the lack of infrastructure and interest on the part of investors due to sparse population and remoteness of these regions. It calls on the Commission to develop specific policies for overcoming the digital divide in these regions. Focus should also be on policies that encourage and facilitate the use of renewables in mountainous regions. Cohesion policy is requested to focus more on sustainable forest management due to the important role forests play in providing primary and secondary materials used in industry, and therefore the impact on job creation in mountainous areas.

The Commission is asked to present a Communication and a White Paper on an "Agenda for EU Mountainous Regions", a regular assessment of the conditions of mountainous regions in the EU, to analyse results of Cohesion Policy implementation and indicators on changes in the quality of life and the demography, and to propose a European Year of Islands and Mountains. In addition, mountainous regions should be mainstreamed in all aspects of EU policies by introducing a territorial impact assessment.
7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
In particular points 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 20, 22, 49, 51, 52, 64, 67

The Commission takes note of the request for a definition for functional mountain regions under EU Cohesion policy to complement the EAFRD. It would nevertheless like to stress that through the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR), the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) promote an integrated use of the Funds.

Cohesion policy funding is available for all European regions for co-financing their key investment in jobs and growth, climate adaptation, energy efficiency and renewable energies, environment, accessibility and social inclusion. Due to the complex and interrelated nature of various challenges, the solutions supported by the Funds should be of an integrated nature, multi-sectoral and multi-dimensional. In this context, and in order to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of the policies, it should be possible for the ESIF to be combined into integrated packages which are tailor-made to fit the specific territorial needs. The concentration requirements were overall respected in the Member States’ programmes. The specific needs (e.g. remoteness, accessibility, digitalisation of services, education, SMEs) were taken into account when the Operational Programmes were adopted, and will be monitored during implementation.

The ESIF have a long tradition in supporting disadvantaged regions with specific geographical features. The ESIF framework currently offers sufficient flexibility to address the specificities and needs of mountain areas (as well as of "volcanic regions in islands and the Outermost Regions", referring to point 1 of the resolution) at the level of Member States and regions instead of one agenda proposed at the EU level. In addition to the national or regional programmes (such as for the French Alps or Friuli Venezia Giulia in Italy), the relevant ESIF programmes and strategies include cross-border cooperation and macro-regional strategies (e.g. the Italian-Austrian cross-border programme and the EU Strategy for the Alpine Region, involving seven EU Member States and 48 regions, and two non-EU countries).

The method for allocating ESI funding in the programming period 2014-2020 makes it possible to take account of the specificities of the local context. The CPR also refers to many different criteria, which do not only comprise GDP per head, but also population, employment and unemployment rates, as well as educational attainment levels (see annex VII of the aforementioned Regulation).

The Commission monitors the situation of both NUTS-2 and NUTS-3 regions regarding many aspects related to social, economic and environmental trends, collects information on Cohesion policy and ESIF implementation, and regularly reports on the situation and trends in the Cohesion Report. GDP is not the only indicator used in this process when other data is available.
Areas facing specific geographical or demographic handicaps form a very heterogeneous group, which calls for a case by case approach. Some mountainous areas also are at the same time islands or sparsely populated remote regions, and need to take account of several challenges in their development strategies. Cohesion policy investments can therefore be tailored to the need in the varying national and regional contexts. This is reflected in the current ESI Funds Regulations which require Member States, where appropriate, to set out in their Partnership Agreements an integrated approach to address the specific needs of geographical areas suffering from severe and permanent handicaps, and present concrete actions under the Operational Programmes.

Also EU co-financing rates in ESIF programmes can be modulated to take account of the situation of mountain regions. The ESIF do have a common strategic framework, and it links the Funds also with other EU policies, strategies and programmes. Cohesion policy also delivers several other EU policies on the ground. Both grants and financial instruments can be used. The Commission encourages increasing the use of financial instruments (loans, guarantees) and combinations of them.

The 2014-2020 Regulations have introduced tools (Integrated Territorial Investment and Community-led local development) to support integrated territorial development strategies. The Commission will discuss with Member States how these tools can best be used to support mountain areas and other specific local needs. The Commission is currently studying the territorial strategies launched in the Member States and will share information when results are available in 2017.

On point 5

The Commission takes note of the request to establish a specific programme to protect those European glaciers which are predicted to disappear by 2050.

On point 17
The Commission takes note of the call for a specific mountain dimension in the future ETC.

On points 18, 19

The Commission takes note of the request to present a Communication on Agenda for EU Mountain Regions and subsequently a White Paper.

In implementing Article 174 of the TFEU, the Common Provisions Regulation (EU) No. 1303/2013 (CPR) stipulates (Article 10 and Annex I on the Common Strategic Framework) that Member States shall take account of geographic or demographic features and take steps to address the specific territorial challenges of each region to unlock their specific development potential, thereby also helping them to achieve smart, sustainable and inclusive growth in the most efficient way. This was already taken into account during the negotiations with all the Member States. The Commission envisages no further action on this point.

The Commission continues to invest in data collection and projections to better understand the challenges faced by regions, including mountain regions. The next Cohesion Report will analyse the demographic projections at NUTS-3 level, which has never been done before. In addition, in the monitoring and annual review meetings the Commission will ask Member States what they do to address the specific situation of mountainous areas and how the possibilities offered by the Regulation have been taken up.

On point 24

The Commission takes note of the Parliament's request to establish a European Year of Islands and Mountains. However, the Commission intends to focus its communication activities on the ten priorities presented in President Juncker's Political Guidelines. Although EU institutions have in the past decided to organise European years on topical issues, no decision has been taken on possible future European years.

On point 25

The Commission takes note of the request to pay specific attention to the development of SMEs in mountainous regions, in particular areas affected by natural disasters.

On point 51

The Commission takes note of the call on the Commission to facilitate and promote the dissemination of integrated initiatives with a view to integrating migrants, in connection with processes relating to demographic and socio-economic renewal and recovery in mountain areas. The Commission encourages Member States to take initiative in this area and promotes sharing knowledge (such as through the Urban Development Network, the Urban Agenda for the EU Partnership on inclusion of refugees and migrants, Urban Innovative Actions, workshops on the Week of the European Regions and Cities, CLLD/ LEADER networks, etc.).
The Commission will continue to ensure the synergies between the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) and ESI Funds, and encourage ESI Funds support to effective integration policies covering education, employment, housing and non-discrimination policies. While competence lies primarily with the Member States, EU funding can support Member States, local authorities and civil society organisations to deal with pressing issues.

On points 13, 27, 29, 30, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41

The Commission takes note of the call on the Commission to integrate mountain issues under different aspects of the CAP.

Rural Development policy has a variety of options to support mountain areas. For example: investments, advisory services and knowledge transfer, support for the setting-up of young farmers, agri-environmental measures, cooperation in relation to the European Innovation Partnerships, setting-up of producer groups, establishment of short supply chains and local markets and forestry measures.

Particularly important in this respect is the role of Payments to areas facing natural or other specific constraints (ANCs) in terms of providing support to farmers and promoting the sustainable management of those areas.

As noted in the resolution, Member States have also a possibility to introduce thematic sub-programmes for mountain areas composed of measures, such as knowledge transfer, advisory services or area related agri-environmental-climate measures.

On point 26

Optional quality term "mountain product" was established by Regulation (EU) No 1151/2012 of the Council and of the European Parliament on quality schemes for agricultural products and foodstuffs
. Its aim is to provide mountain producers with an effective tool to better market their product and to reduce the actual risks of consumer confusion as to the mountain provenance of products in the market place.

The term "mountain product" may only be used to describe products intended for human consumption listed in Annex I to the Treaty in respect of which: 

(a) both the raw materials and the feedstuffs for farm animals come essentially from mountain areas;

(b) in the case of processed products, the processing also takes place in mountain areas.

The Commission provided in a delegated act for the conditions of use of the term "mountain product"
.
-------------
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