Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on European Territorial Cooperation – best practices and innovative measures, adopted by the Commission on 21 December 2016
1.
Rapporteur: Iskra MIHAYLOVA (ALDE/BG)

2.
EP reference number: A8-0202/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0321

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 13 September 2016

4.
Subject: European territorial cooperation – best practices and innovative measures
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Regional Development (REGI)
6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution, which predates the presentation of the 2007-2013 ex post evaluation by the Commission but ran parallel to the study commissioned by the European Parliament "Review of adopted European Territorial Cooperation programmes" (2014-2020)
, builds upon a series of positions expressed by the other institutions in the run-up to the preparation of post-2020 EU spending programmes, among which:

· the conclusions regarding Interreg of the General Affairs Council of 17 and 18 November 2015, which call for specific legal provisions for border regions;

· the 2015 Committee of the Regions' declaration "25 years of Interreg: new impetus for Cross-Border Cooperation" and the 2016 Committee of the Regions opinion "Indicators for territorial development – GDP and beyond".

In substance, the resolution stresses:
· the European added value of Interreg and its contribution to Europe 2020 headline targets, insisting on: the transfer of innovation induced, the progress made in tackling ecological challenges, in improving local transport, partnerships built, exchange of best practices promoted, institutional capacity fostered and the very specific examples provided in annex to the report;

· a budget allocation (EUR 10 billion for 2014-2020) deemed not to match with the above added-value and challenges to be addressed;

· the need to discuss the future of Interreg, not as the very last element of the future cohesion package, but early enough, as an essential element of the design of the future policy post-2020, and to drastically simplify implementation;

· the opportunity to call on Member States to speed up implementation, to better align Cross-Border Cooperation and Transnational programmes and to rely more on financial instruments, the European Investment Bank and integrated territorial instruments such as Integrated Territorial Instruments, Community-Led Local Development and European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation, including flexible legal arrangements for border regions as proposed by the Luxembourg Presidency;

· the opportunity to rely on ESPON for territorial scenarios;

· the desirability to rely on cross-border data, underpinned by a common methodology, common definitions and a well-structured monitoring and reporting system, to set out strategies for border areas and to arrive at a fair distribution of funds between Interreg programmes "on the basis not only of population size but also of socio-economic and territorial specificities";
· the need to raise public awareness on European investments across borders and concrete Interreg achievements.

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

Without pre-empting a future Commission proposal on the post-2020 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) (overall envelope for Interreg) or future legislative proposals (including distribution between Interreg programmes and accompanying programming and implementing rules), the Commission welcomes this resolution.

Interreg plays a major role in developing Europe across borders and healing some of the scars of history. With roughly one third of Europeans living in border regions eligible for Interreg, these programmes impact the lives of millions of citizens on a daily basis. The main instrument was and remains Interreg. Interreg investments make a real difference when it comes to better cooperation across borders – from research to transport and environmental protection.

At the same time, the Commission acknowledges that the instrument can be further optimised and needs to evolve in a rapidly changing environment. The Commission also acknowledges that there are limits to what can be achieved with funding and financial incentives.

In that sense, the Commission welcomes this resolution:

· the resolution is very rich and comprehensive and will provide an important source of inspiration;
· the timing is perfect as it can inspire at the same time:

· 2014-2020 funding (Interreg V), notably the on-going simplification exercise;
· the ongoing cross-border review (beyond spending, where our ambition is to ease persisting border obstacles affecting the lives of border citizens and businesses);
· the reflections on proposals on the design of the future Interreg VI funding under the post-2020 MFF.

The position of the Commission on the 17 specific recommendations contained in the resolution (paragraphs 43 to 60) is detailed below.

In relation to preserving European Territorial Cooperation as an important instrument, allocating it a more distinct role within cohesion policy post-2020 and significantly increasing its budget (paragraph 43), the Commission definitely recognizes the key role of Interreg in helping to build a Europe of peace and prosperity throughout the EU territory and in alleviating the negative effect of internal borders on all spheres of life. This role should be fully taken into account when designing the future of cohesion policy post-2020.

Regarding the possible development of a set of harmonised criteria on the basis of population, socio-economic and territorial specificities (paragraph 44), the Commission takes note of the positive assessment of the cooperation philosophy and current structure of Interreg (strand A: cross-border cooperation; strand B: transnational cooperation and strand C interregional cooperation).

Preparing and agreeing on 2014-2020 Interreg programmes in line with the new result orientation and performance framework based upon output and result indicators has evidenced the lack of homogeneous statistics across borders at NUTS 3 level.

To enrich the evidence base for future public spending, the Commission contracted in 2015 a study to be finalised by the end of October 2016 aiming at establishing – using currently available data – solid evidence of the needs (obstacles to be overcome and potentials to be exploited) on each internal EU border.

Furthermore, DG REGIO and EUROSTAT launched on 30 September 2016 a call for proposals for National Statistical Offices to expand "Border Region Data Collection" (2016.CE.16.BGT.003). In addition, in-house analysis by DG REGIO and DG JRC will provide further information about the strength and weaknesses of each internal EU border.

Regarding the reduction of the administrative burden for beneficiaries of Interreg programmes (paragraph 45), the Commission is convinced of the importance and European added value of the cross-border cooperation at its external borders, supported by either the European Regional Development Fund and the European Neighbourhood Instrument or the Instrument for Pre-Accession funds. The Commission is continuously engaged in reducing the administrative burden for the ESIF programmes and looking for best practices in simplification, including for the European Territorial Cooperation ones; it has, for example, set up the High Level Group of Independent Experts on Monitoring Simplification for Beneficiaries of the European Structural and Investment Funds. Since cross-border cooperation programmes between Member States and the candidate countries simulate to a large extent the environment of cross-border cooperation between Member States, the IPA CBC programmes follow the same rules and may enjoy the same measures reducing the administrative burden for beneficiaries, e.g. through e-cohesion or simplified costs options. The Commission will keep asking the Member States to further reduce the administrative burden, to the extent that the existing rules for external cooperation allow (Procedures and Practical Guide rules).

The Commission also encourages the IPA CBC programmes to make use of the INTERACT programme, providing overall technical and advisory support to the implementation of these programmes to their authorities.

The Technical Assistance project supporting the implementation and management of ENI CBC programmes, the so-called "TESIM project", is working in close collaboration with the INTERACT programme to make sure that good practices of the INTERREG programmes – including in the area of administrative burden reduction for beneficiaries – are shared with ENI CBC programmes. This is achieved thanks to the participation of ENI programmes to relevant events organised by INTERACT and the sharing of relevant INTERACT guidelines, products and other materials with ENI programmes. INTERACT is indeed rather active in developing new tools towards an enhanced harmonisation and simplification of the management and implementation of INTERREG programmes. Thanks to the close coordination of activities between TESIM and INTERACT, ENI CBC programmes can also benefit from these tools.

Regarding the "small projects fund"
 (paragraph 46), the term is not referred to explicitly in applicable regulatory provisions. It is therefore necessary that their implementation complies with the applicable regulatory framework. These small projects, nevertheless, have existed for many years under cross-border cooperation programmes in the follow-up of past PHARE and TACIS programmes and are considered to have been successful, in particular in terms of building trust by facilitating exchanges between people and local organisations in border regions.

The Commission recognises the positive contribution of a small projects fund to the delivery of European Territorial Cooperation. At the same time, we must ensure that:

· the small projects fund serves a true cross-border strategy, with indicators and quantified targets to be achieved in line with the content of the programme and its priorities;

· the selection of projects within each Small Project Fund operation is carried out through the launch of open calls, with transparent selection criteria and their subsequent application;

· the set-up of Small Project Funds complies with the framework set up for management verifications,

· whilst management costs form a necessary part of a Small Project Fund operation, we must ensure that the latter do not exhaust a disproportionate part of the Small Project Fund, who should first and foremost benefit individual small projects;

· finally, full use is made of simplified cost options, in particular lump sum payments, in line with the administrative capacity of the beneficiaries and the limited operations and small amounts at stake.

Concerning the harmonisation of administrative procedures and legal provisions across borders (paragraph 47), the Commission agrees with the recommendations of the report encouraging the joint establishment of integrated and sustainable territorial development strategies for border areas. A single, common strategy is essential for the meaningful use of integrated territorial investments (ITI) and community-led local development (CLLD). This requires close collaboration at technical level across the border. Only a limited number of border regions have so far chosen to make full use of the potential of these instruments.

Regarding the European Parliament's call to pay greater attention to cross-border cooperation between mountainous border areas, with rural areas prioritised (point 48), the Commission expects the above-mentioned study – commissioned in 2015 and about to be finalised by the end of October 2016 – to provide, based on currently available data, more evidence of the needs on each internal EU border, duly taking account of their respective geographic handicaps/ assets.

Concerning cultural and educational cooperation (paragraph 49), the Commission recognizes that cultural heritage is a very powerful asset for territorial cooperation and growth in many European regions. In line with the results of the recent public consultation on border obstacles, the Commission would be favourable to using Interreg as an incentive to not only promote a common linguistic heritage but also the wider development of multi-lingualism.

On the role of regional and local bodies in proposing, managing and evaluating ETC (paragraph 50), the Commission would like to underline that in many Member States, regional and local bodies are indeed the key partners implementing Interreg programmes, in line with the overall objective of a local-based regional development tool. Capacity-building is still needed along certain borders to further develop the involvement and ownership of regional and local bodies which should however rely more systematically on civil society throughout programme implementation in full respect of the partnership principle.

Regarding the role of financial instruments in complementing grants and the call to make them more coherent with the objectives of territorial cooperation (paragraph 51), the Commission recognizes the full potential of financial instruments to complement the currently limited budget for grants under Interreg programmes. At the same time, attention needs to be drawn to the limited capacity of most Interreg beneficiaries to enter into such new financial set-ups.

On the Luxembourg Presidency's proposal to create a new legal instrument for cohesion policy post-2020 (paragraph 52), the Commission is aware that there are persistent legal and administrative obstacles which hinder interaction between Member States. Therefore the Commission started in 2015 to make a full inventory of existing legal and administrative obstacles – with 250 such documented obstacles collected to date. Obstacles encountered in this "cross-border review" cover most EU policy areas. They reach from incompatible national regulations for health services to a mismatch in procedures for maintaining road infrastructure. in mid-2017, the Commission intends to draw first conclusions from this on-going process and to come up with concrete proposals to improve the situation in border regions and overcome unnecessary burdens. The potential of the Luxembourg initiative (to adopt an EU Regulation facilitating voluntary place-based time-bound extraterritoriality arrangements) should also be examined in this context.

It is clear that not everything is linked to EU competences and that border obstacles can only be addressed in a multigovernance approach, through mechanisms that increase dialogue between Member States, regions and municipalities. Border regions are "minilabs" or "test-cases" of European integration that can show what the EU has achieved. Moreover, at times when the temporary reintroduction of border controls also increases the difficulties for these regions, concrete actions to promote their prosperity is a political imperative.

Regarding the call for a structured debate at EU level on the future of ETC (paragraph 53), the Commission is planning a Cohesion Forum at the end of June 2017. During this event, stakeholders will have an opportunity to share their views on the future of European Territorial Cooperation.

Concerning the proposal for a territorial vision for the EU (paragraph 54), the Commission, which does not have any competence in spatial planning, considers however that the 5th Cohesion Report should be seen as the follow up to the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion. The 5th Cohesion Report provides in particular a summary of the issues specifically linked to territorial cohesion. Since this report, the Commission has published several others analysing territorial changes such as the State of European Cities Report in 2016 and the 6th Cohesion Report in 2014.

Regarding visibility and awareness-raising (paragraph 55), each programme already includes the obligation to set-up a website and any other appropriate information, including social media, to raise maximum awareness, ex ante, on Interreg objectives and possibilities and, ex post, on the achievements of co-financed projects. At EU level, the ESIF OPEN DATA platform already provides expected outputs per programme, and the latter will be enriched by 2017 with the progress towards these targets. Interact has set up a database (named "KEEP") which already contains over 85% of 2007-2013 projects and will expand to cover the achievement of the 2014-2020 programming period.

It is true, however, that more and better communication needs to be ensured, particularly vis-à-vis young people, as evidenced by the Eurobarometer survey published in September 2015 and relying on a representative sample of citizens living in border regions (youth awareness < 31% average border people awareness of European Territorial Cooperation programmes (Interreg)).

On the call to promote the role of European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC) (paragraph 56), according to the EGTC register managed by the Committee of the Regions (CoR), as of 1 July 2016, 54 EGTCs have been established, involving 20 Member States, along with Ukraine and Switzerland. However, less than half of the Member States have informed the Commission about the adoption of amended national implementing rules in order to take account of the 2013 modifications to the EGTC Regulation. In the first Joint Statement of the European Parliament, the Council and the Commission relating to awareness raising attached to the amending Regulation
, the three Institutions invited Member States to undertake appropriate actions of coordination and communication among national authorities and between authorities of different Member States in order to ensure clear, efficient and transparent procedures of authorisation of new EGTCs within the time limits fixed. The Commission is doing its best to promote the (voluntary) EGTC tool in the appropriate fora (European Week of Regions and Cities, EGTC platform of the CoR, annual conference of the EGTC approval authorities in Budapest).

On reinforcing promotional instruments for project preparation (paragraph 57), the Commission fully supports any initiative aimed at a better promotion of Interreg possibilities and achievements. It would for example make sense that each and every promoter presents systematically, ex ante, its project application as well as, ex post, its results and that full publicity be given to the latter, including through the local press.

Regarding the need to intensify the exchange of experience and knowledge between the European Commission and the European Investment Bank, on the one hand, and local and regional authorities on the other (paragraph 58), given the limited capacity of most Interreg beneficiaries to enter into new financial set-ups, pedagogy and exchange of best practices (under the auspices of the existing interregional programmes Interact and Interreg Europe) will be important factors to ensure the take-up of financial instruments alongside Interreg grants.

Concerning animation and information dissemination on the ground (paragraph 59), most programmes already resort to programme "facilitators", but this facility is obviously limited to the current percentage of technical assistance that can be mobilised from each programme – a constraint that will need to be reviewed and rediscussed for the next programming period in the light of past experience and feed-back.

Regarding the call for better coordination between the Commission, managing authorities and all stakeholders with a view to providing a critical analysis of projects’ thematic achievements (paragraph 60), the Commission would like to recall that annual review meetings with programmes already serve as a basis to draw lessons from past positive and less positive experiences, and so will the ESIF OPEN DATA platform already mentioned.

As mentioned in response to point 55 above, the interregional programme Interact has set up a database (named "KEEP") which already contains over 85% of 2007-2013 projects. It will expand to cover the achievement of the 2014-2020 programming period and is exploring the possibility to set up a single entry point or platform for all Interreg programmes to better structure and improve the accessibility of information.

In addition, the Commission is pursing the publicity of best projects via dedicated project databases by policy area on the Europa site and has set up the Budget Focused on Results database and related map-based application to promote concrete achievements across EU policies.

Finally the Commission is also exploring how to promote more interaction with young people on Interreg on the ground.
--------------

� http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585878/IPOL_STU(2016)585878_EN.pdf


� "Small project funds" (SPF) are operations carried out in practice, which are selected under European Territorial Cooperation programmes (commonly referred to as Interreg programmes) with the key purpose of implementing high numbers of people-to-people actions through cooperation on both sides of the border typically through very small projects. Their selection is based on applications detailing the planned types of actions without ex ante identification of concrete individual actions and final recipients, which it is the task of SPF to mobilise and pre-identify.


� OJ L 347, 20.11.2013, p. 317.
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