Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on Cohesion Policy and Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisation (RIS3), adopted by the Commission on 21 December 2016
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution strongly supports Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisation (RIS3) and considers that they play a central role for the contribution of Cohesion Policy to Europe 2020 goals. The resolution supports also, and at a greater level of detail, its sound methodological approach, its regional approach and focus on priority areas, the in-build review process and its monitoring requirements. It emphasises the key supporting and promotional role of the S3 platform in this process.

It calls however for the underlying methodology and associated ex-ante conditionalities to be fully respected, and identifies bottlenecks which need to be addressed. To counter them, it proposes a number of measures. These include, inter alia: a stronger indicator systems for monitoring RIS3, the simplification and reduction of bottlenecks in the administrative process of selecting, contracting and paying ERDF funded operations, boost synergies between EU funded instruments and take into account the Urban Agenda for the EU.

To a great extent, and as explained under each paragraph, these measures are already being implemented by on-going Commission initiatives.

The resolution also calls for a review of the strategies after 2017, the organisation of a Europe-wide conference prior to the presentation of the 7th Cohesion Report and the development of a policy paper incorporating the main lessons from the already existing experience in this area. Regarding this last aspect, the Commission will present a Communication on Smart Specialisation in 2017.

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

The resolution requests that the new ex ante conditionality provisions for the attribution of European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds be fully respected in order to make smart specialisation strategies work (paragraph 2). The Commission shares the Parliament's view that ex-ante conditionality provisions should be respected to ensure the success of the smart specialisation strategies, and is providing the appropriate support and feedback to Member States on this issue.

As regards the request to align the general block exemption Regulation in order to allow the Seal of Excellence conditions to be offered by the ESI Funds (paragraph 6), the Commission would like to mention that an explanatory note on state aid rules in the context of the Seal of Excellence initiative is under preparation and will address the issue raised. The Commission also offers opportunities for exchanges of good practices and direct discussions on the design of regional and national SME innovation support schemes via a "Community of Practice". This involves currently more than 140 funding bodies who meet regularly to discuss concrete implementation modalities and possible bottlenecks. This will facilitate the ESIF support to Seal of Excellence projects.
Concerning the call to pay particular attention to lagging regions (paragraph 9), the Commission would like to recall that, through its S3 platform, it is already helping lagging regions in defining and implementing their smart specialisation strategies. This includes the work being carried out under the Preparatory Actions approved by the European Parliament and implemented by the Commission.

Regarding the need for a closer dialogue between EU institutions to strengthen RIS3 in the context of the mid-term review of the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) (paragraph 20), the Commission would like to underline that the proposal for an Omnibus regulation aims at making the combination of funding from different sources easier. Explicit provisions allowing for a pro rata attribution of expenditure from an ESI Fund when combined with other EU instruments are therefore proposed for the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) under the heading of increasing synergies between the ESI Funds and other EU instruments. The Commission will duly take account of the views expressed by the Institutions as well as the stakeholders at each stage of the preparation for the post-2020 policy framework. It will also include discussions on RIS3 and further harmonisation between different EU instruments contributing to the same policy objectives.

The resolution also calls for additional assistance to Member States for the implementation of their smart specialisation strategy (paragraph 21). The Commission would like to recall that guidance and feedback are provided to Member States, offering the use of S3 experts for bespoke support to regions. The Commission has also set-up the S3 platform, and as mentioned above, is implementing Preparatory Actions targeting lagging regions.

In addition, and through the Stairway to Excellence project, the Commission is supporting EU13 member states and their regions (shortly to be extended EU-wide) in developing and exploiting the synergies between European Structural and Investment Funds, Horizon 2020 and other EU funding programmes, assist them in closing the innovation gap and stimulate the early and effective implementation of national and regional S3.

Concerning the call on the Commission to come forward with a Communication on the added value of RIS3 (paragraph 24), the Commission would like to indicate its plan to issue a communication on this matter in the course of 2017.

Regarding the request for more coordination between the RIS3 process and Horizon 2020, for regions to engage more in transnational cooperation, and for the development of cluster partnerships (paragraph 26), the Commission would like to confirm its ongoing support to such processes as part of the objectives of the thematic smart specialisation platforms that are being set up, as well as other S3Platform activities and the Stairway to Excellence pilot project.

On Parliament's criticism regarding the lack of synergies across ESI Funds and other EU financing instruments (paragraphs 32 and 37), the Commission first of all would like to recall that guidance was issued in 2014 on "Enabling synergies between European Structural and Investment Funds, Horizon 2020 and other research, innovation and competitiveness-related Union programmes – Guidance for policy-makers and implementing bodies". Moreover, a number of follow-up actions are on-going or foreseen such as setting up the Thematic Smart Specialisation Platforms and the linkages between the Joint Technology Initiatives and ESIF. These and other actions will strengthen the links between Cohesion policy support for RIS3 to other programmes such as Horizon2020, COSME and CEF telecom.

In addition, as mentioned above, the Stairway to Excellence, a pilot project of the European Parliament managed by the Smart Specialisation Platform, is supporting Member States in developing and exploiting.

Lastly, the Commission published in February 2016 and made widely available guidance on "European Structural and Investment Funds and European Fund for Strategic Investments complementarities: Ensuring coordination, synergies and complementarity".

Regarding the call of the European Parliament to take into account RIS3 when developing the Urban Agenda for the EU (paragraph 41), the Commission would like to draw attention to the fact that the Pact of Amsterdam foresees that the Partnerships have to identify existing policies and build on these in order to use existing knowledge, to avoid duplication and ensure synergies. Another element is that the knowledge gained through the projects under the Urban Innovative Actions would feed into the work of the Partnerships and could feature as recommendations under the heading "better knowledge". This would help to inspire cities when developing projects. As concerns the call for more coherence between urban and regional policies (paragraph 45), the Commission is aware of the need to have urban policies which are coherent with other policies such as regional policies. This is why several Directorates-General are involved in the Urban Agenda for the EU. In the case of regional policy, DG Regional and Urban Policy is following all the Partnerships, thereby ensuring the coherence between regional and urban policies (including the urban-rural linkages).
Concerning monitoring and reviewing of the implementation of the strategies (paragraphs 51 and 59), the Commission would like to underline its support to Member States to carry out such actions, mainly via the S3 Platform. Furthermore, Member States are obliged to report on the ESIF programme implementation. A monitoring mechanism is also a compulsory part of each smart specialisation strategy.

The Commission would also like to assure Parliament of its ongoing support to the S3 platform (paragraph 61). As such, this platform will continue to play an important role on the quality of RIS3 implementation in the regions.

As for the request made to DG REGIO and the S3 Platform to have a policy paper on the past RIS3 experience (paragraph 62), the Commission is planning, as previously mentioned, to present a communication on Smart Specialisation in 2017 that will address several issues, such as an assessment of the RIS3 process so far and the main challenges encountered. Other guidance material is available and will be further developed as part of the S3 platform support to RIS3 implementation in the regions and Member States.
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