Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on acceleration of implementation of cohesion policy, adopted by the Commission on 20 July 2016
1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rules 128(5) and 123(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure by the Committee on Regional Development (REGI)
2.
EP reference number: B8-0562/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0217

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 11 May 2016

4.
Subject: Acceleration of implementation of cohesion policy

5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution refers to a number of elements of the reformed cohesion policy, and calls on the Commission to assist Member States in their implementation including links to Europe 2020 strategies, ex-ante conditionalities, administrative capacity building, simplification, financial instruments, European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) complementarities with the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI), and territorial and urban instruments (paragraphs 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9 and 11). The resolution supports a number of measures and initiatives undertaken by the Commission in the context of cohesion policy and explicitly mentions the Task Force for Better Implementation, the High Level Group for Simplification, and the Lagging Regions (paragraphs 5-7) initiatives to be continued and implemented taking account of the lessons learnt and recommendations as appropriate. The resolution refers to a number of implementation difficulties Member States had in 2007-2013 and continue facing (paragraphs 3, 8, 14 and 15), and calls on the Commission to step up efforts to provide flexibility including through simplification and guidance to improve the pace of implementation.

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

The Commission shares a number of concerns put forward and agrees with the conclusions and recommendations linked to the implementation of the ESIF based on the lessons learnt in 2007-2013, the Task Force for Better Implementation (TFBI) initiative and administrative capacity building measures (paragraphs 2, 3, 4 and 5). Nevertheless, the Commission notes the responsibility of Member States in this context under the shared management principle applicable to the implementation concerns raised in general and in particular on designations (paragraph 10). While action continues following the TFBI approach and assistance is provided in 2014-2020 it will focus on Member States with implementation issues and be provided on demand (paragraph 4). This does not enable the Commission to provide the European Parliament with an action plan in advance. There has not been any separate reporting foreseen to the European Parliament on the TFBI achievements, apart from punctually, in the framework of the discharge procedures encompassing the closure of the 2007-2013 programmes (paragraph 4).

The Commission monitors closely the amounts still to be paid for meeting the n+3 targets for each Member State (paragraph 1) – per programme and Fund. The Commission is of the opinion that for 2017, it is not possible to indicate at this stage specific amounts at risk. However, overall – based on the legal framework – the decommitment risk for programmes is considered to be very limited for 2017 and in the coming years, given that the n+3 rule is applied to all Member States and the pre-financings (initial and annual) paid are fully counted for the achievement of the n+3 target. This should facilitate the compliance with the n+3 rule, and a corresponding analysis currently is not necessary.

The Commission has urged Member States to notify designations, submit major project applications and implement actions to make progress in fulfilling ex-ante conditionalities to accelerate project implementation and payments. The Commission will report on progress made in terms of implementation and achievement of objectives to the European Parliament, the Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions from 2016 onwards every year based on Member States annual implementation reports (paragraph 3); the strategic progress report in 2017 and 2019 will provide further complementary information. These reports will make reference on progress in implementing administrative capacity building actions based on actions and measures identified in adopted programmes (paragraph 5). The impact of ex-ante conditionalities on implementation of the policy will be assessed as part of the ex-post evaluations on the 2014-2020 period (paragraph 4).

Regarding the lagging regions initiative and the High Level Group for Simplification (paragraphs 6 and 7), the Commission agrees with the recommendations of the resolution but will assess the best way on communicating the experience gained through the lagging regions initiative. The Commission also agrees on the recommendations included in the resolution concerning financial instruments and investment tools in the framework of EFSI (paragraphs 8 and 9) where the Commission is undertaking a detailed examination of simplification possibilities and opportunities for realising complementarities.

The Commission puts increasing emphasis on providing fora for exchange of good practices, guidance and training to Member States. This includes among others the REGIO TAIEX Peer2Peer tool (paragraph 11) and the extensive Public Procurement Guidance for Practitioners on the avoidance of the most common errors in projects funded by the ESIF (publically available) along with corresponding trainings (paragraphs 11 and 14). Furthermore, the Joint Assistance to Support Projects in European Regions (JASPERS) is also available to provide sectorial support for project development and regarding broadband development; for example, the Commission has launched the Broadband Competence Offices initiative aimed at reinforcing capacity to plan and implement EU funds in this field. The Commission, on the other hand, stresses the national competences and responsibility in terms of standard procurement procedures and sees no scope for providing standard documentation or further guidance at this stage (paragraph 14). The legal framework clarifies the requirements in terms of effective communication policy, and the Commission does not see grounds for going beyond those requirements (paragraph 15). In terms of preparing the future of ESI Funds post-2020 (paragraph 13), the European Parliament will be involved in the corresponding discussions whenever appropriate and based on the Commission’s proposal when elaborated.

The Commission’s Payment Plan (paragraph 12), i.e. both the budget for 2016 and the Draft Budget 2017, will include the necessary payment credits to honour the legal obligations for both programming periods. The backlog of outstanding payment claims for 2007-2013 cohesion programmes will be phased out by the end of 2016 in line with the payment plan agreed with the Budgetary Authority.
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