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

The resolution evaluates the report under Article 16(3) of the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) (2016/2148 (INI)) and addresses several issues pertaining to the implementation of Cohesion Funds being part of the ESI Funds. More specifically:
Sharing results, communication and visibility (paragraphs 1-5)

The resolution notes the difficult phase that Europe is going through and the need for an effective investment policy (paragraph 1); notes the changes in the current programming period and notes that cohesion policy is often perceived as a traditional expenditure policy rather than a development and investment policy (paragraph 2); highlights the need to better communicate cohesion policy results, focusing on the European added value and enabling the public to effectively check it (paragraph 3); highlights that a prerequisite for better communication and visibility is the better participation by the stakeholders, and urges the Commission, Member States, regions and cities to communicate more and to come forward with a coordinated and targeted action plan (paragraph 4).
Thematic concentration
The resolution welcomes the thematic concentration (paragraph 5); regrets that article 16 of the report does not fully analyses how the strategic choices of Member States and thematic allocation meet the specific needs of the territories (paragraph 6); insists that cohesion policy should continue to have thematic focus (paragraph 8); calls the Commission to pursue and expand strategies to implement the urban agenda and recalls the importance of flexibility for Member States and regions to address new policy challenges (paragraph 9); considers that more attention should be given to sub-regional areas facing specific challenges (paragraph 10); supports the shift towards knowledge economy (paragraph 11); argues that ESI funds (including European Territorial Cooperation Programmes) should create and boost jobs (paragraph 12); expresses concern about unemployment and recommends the Commission that it pays more attention to the impact of cohesion policy on promoting employment and reducing unemployment (paragraph 13); expresses serious concerns about the amount under the Youth Guarantee scheme (paragraph 14); stresses the importance of communication – especially digital – for finding training/ work/ traineeship (paragraph 15); calls on the Commission to ensure that Member States comply with the Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities when implementing projects supported by the ESI funds (paragraph 16); insists on maintaining the Cohesion Fund for improving infrastructure and connectivity in the new post-2020 financial framework (paragraph 17); emphasises the multimodality of transport as factor in the assessment of infrastructure projects financed by the ESI Funds, however underlining that it should not be the only criterion (paragraph 18); and emphasizes the need to maintain traditional trades and to establish strategies to foster growth for traditional trade entrepreneurship in order to maintain the cultural identity of the traditional trade sectors (paragraph 19).

Ex-ante conditionalities (paragraphs 20 and 21)

The resolution underlines the necessity of the effective monitoring of ex-ante conditionalities, considers that ex-ante conditionalities have proved their usefulness and suggests that they be further improved (paragraph 20); and calls for an analysis of the current situation (paragraph 21).

Performance-based budgeting (paragraphs 22-24)

The resolution emphasizes the results-oriented focus in 2014-2020 cohesion policy programmes (paragraph 22); points out the importance of thematic concentration and the indicators and targets specifically agreed for all the themes (paragraph 23); calls for flexibility in the launch of new commitments from the performance reserve when the programmes have attained their targets and milestones in the coming years and asks the Commission to assess whether the performance reserve actually creates added value or whether it has led to more red tape (paragraph 24).

The European semester (paragraphs 25 and 26)

The resolution takes note of the high number of the Country Specific Recommendations (CSRs) relevant to cohesion policy investments during the programming process; acknowledges that CSRs might trigger amendments and points out the out that CSRs and National Reform Programmes (NRPs) represent a clear linkage between the ESI Funds and the processes of the European Semester (paragraph 25); and stresses the importance of establishing a balanced link between cohesion policy and the European Semester and is of the opinion that the rationale behind suspension of the ESI Funds in case of a deviation from the objectives of the European Semester should be rethought (paragraph 25).

Synergies and financial instruments (paragraphs 27-31)

The resolution notes that the regulatory framework for ESI Funds for the period 2014-2020 supports financial instruments and underlines that the use of grants is still indispensable; points out that financial instruments could offer solutions for efficient use of the EU budget (paragraph 27); points out that a separate agenda is being pursued with EFSI, which is presented as a success story when it comes to fast implementation and results in the form of existing operations, despite considerable shortcomings such as lack of additionality and asks the Commission to provide specific data on EFSI’s impact in terms of growth and employment and to come forward after the evaluation with learning points to enable the ESI Funds to be put to use more successfully in the new programming period from 2021 onwards; requests, in addition to the European Court of Auditors’ opinion No 2/2016
, an analysis of EFSI’s contributions to the objectives of the ESI Funds and a stocktaking of what EFSI has achieved in terms of its own priorities (paragraph 28); notes the lack of evidence on the outcomes and results achieved by financial instruments and the loose link between those financial instruments and the overarching objectives and priorities of the EU (paragraph 29); calls on the Commission to deliver comprehensive guidance to managing authorities on combining EFSI with shared and direct management instruments, including the ESI Funds, the Connecting Europe Facility and Horizon 2020 (paragraph 30); argues on the balanced use of financial instruments and stresses the need for diversified financing resources, and asks the Commission to come forward with incentives to ensure that managing authorities are fully informed on the opportunities for using financial instruments and their scope, and to analyse the management costs of grants and of repayable assistance implemented in shared and centrally managed programmes (paragraph 30); and draws attention to the forthcoming own-initiative report of the Committee on Regional Development entitled "The right funding mix for Europe’s regions: balancing financial instruments and grants in EU cohesion policy" (2016/2302 (INI)) (paragraph 30).

Simplification (paragraphs 32-36)

The resolution welcomes the fact that the current modernised regulatory framework for the ESI Funds provides new possibilities for simplification and regrets that the article 16 report does include specific information on the use of Simplified Cost Options (SCOs) (paragraph 33); calls on the Commission to provide an ongoing assessment of administrative burden, including in particular components such as time, cost and paperwork in EU funding in the form of both grants and financial instruments, based on the evidence of results from the 2007-2013 period and the start of the new period as from 2014 (paragraph 34); recommends working towards a system of single audit and urges the Commission to clarify the range and legal status of existing guidance across the ESI Funds, as well as to develop, in close collaboration with managing authorities and all relevant audit authority tiers, a joint interpretation of audit issues; and welcomes the preliminary outcome of the work of the High Level Group on Simplification set up by the Commission (paragraph 35).

Administrative capacity (paragraphs 37-39)

The resolution stresses the need to strengthen administrative capacity and notes the need to provide technical, professional and practical assistance to Member States, regions and localities during applications for funding; appreciates the impact of the Jaspers facility (paragraph 37); and regards as essential to simplify unnecessarily complex processes and procedures in the shared management (paragraph 38).

European Territorial Cooperation (paragraphs 40-46)

The resolution highlights the EU added value of ETC, calls on Member States to provide the necessary co-financing and underlines the need to preserve this instrument for post-2020 (paragraph 40); stresses the importance of macro-regional strategies (paragraph 41); recommends more intensive use of the EGTC legal instrument (paragraph 42); proposes a permanent link between RIS3 and interregional cooperation on an EU-wide scale (paragraph 43); calls on the Commission, the Member States and the managing authorities to work together and exchange information and good practices in order to ensure that results orientation is implemented and targeted as effectively as possible, taking account of ETC specificities (paragraph 45); deplores the low public awareness and insufficient visibility of ETC programmes, and calls for more effective communication of the achievements of completed projects; calls on the Commission, the Member States and the managing authorities to establish mechanisms and broad institutionalised platforms for cooperation in order to ensure better visibility and awareness-raising; and calls on the Commission to map the achievements of the ETC programmes and projects so far (paragraph 47).
Partnership principle and multi-level governance (paragraphs 47-50)
The resolution stresses the need to actively involve regional and local authorities and other stakeholders at all stages and calls for their real participation to be guaranteed in future (paragraph 48); stresses that clarification is needed from the Commission regarding the performance of Member States and regions on the Article 5 CPR principles (paragraph 49); supports the Commission's new approach of setting up special working groups, that is to say project teams intended to ensure better management of ESI Funds in Member States, and calls for this approach to be developed further (paragraph 50); and stresses that future cohesion policy must incorporate supporting measures to help refugees integrate successfully into the EU’s labour market (paragraph 51).

Future of cohesion policy (paragraphs 51-63)

The resolution emphasises the ESI funds contribution to GPD, jobs and growth, points out that substantial investment in the less developed regions also contribution to GDP in more developed regions and is of the opinion that should Article 50 of the Treaty on European Union be formally invoked by the government of the United Kingdom, the seventh cohesion report should also take account of the possible effects of "Brexit" on structural policy (article 51); is of the opinion that GDP might not be the only legitimate indicator for ensuring a fair distribution of funds (paragraph 52); strongly encourages the Commission to reassess the ESA’s strictly annual approach, so that public expenditure financed from the ESI Funds is considered as capital investment and not merely as debt or operating expenses (paragraph 53); stresses that ETC could be improved and calls on the Commission to give ETC the necessary importance in the 7th Cohesion Report (paragraph 56); considers that thematic concentration must be maintained in the future, and expects the Commission to come forward with an overview of achievements brought about by thematic concentration in cohesion policy (paragraph 54); underlines that faster take-up of the available funds and a more balanced progression of expenditure during the programming cycle will be needed in future (paragraph 57); insists that the legislative process to adopt the next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) should be concluded by the end of 2018, so that the regulatory framework for future cohesion policy can be adopted swiftly after that and can come into force without delay on 1 January 2021 (paragraph 58); takes the view that cohesion policy should continue to cover all Member States and all of Europe’s regions, and that simplifying arrangements for access to EU funds is an essential prerequisite for the future success of the policy (paragraph 59); stresses that smart specialisation should be a leading mechanism for future cohesion policy (paragraph 60); underlines the high risk of the accumulation of payment claims under Heading 1b in the second half of the current MFF, and calls for a sufficient level of payment appropriations to be made available on a yearly basis up to the end of the current perspective, in order to prevent a new backlog of unpaid bills; stresses, for this purpose, the need for the three EU institutions to develop and agree upon a new joint payment plan for 2016-2020, which should provide for a clear strategy to meet all payment needs up to the end of the current Multiannual Financial Framework (paragraph 61); and recommends to the Commission that it analyses the real impact of ESI Fund investment during the previous programming period and the extent to which European objectives have been achieved through the funds invested, and that it draws conclusions in relation to positive and negative experiences (paragraph 62).

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

"[…] in order to improve communication on and the visibility of ESI funds […] urges the Commission, Member States, regions and cities to communicate more on both the achievements of cohesion policy and the lessons to be learned, and to come forward with a coordinated and targeted action plan" (paragraph 4)
The Commission is increasing its efforts to communicate the achievements of cohesion policy in 2017. Among others, the following activities are planned:

· Commissioner Crețu is working on a communication action plan to reach out to citizens at regional level (with debates and other forms of dialogues with citizens).

· The EU-wide communication campaign Europe in my Region, coordinated by DG REGIO and implemented in cooperation with local partners, encourages citizens to discover EU-funded projects near them. Different initiatives will involve the public in visiting projects and sharing images and experiences via social media. In particular, the Open EU Project Days organised in cooperation with regional and national authorities should be named, which are designed to attract citizens to discover cohesion policy projects, mainly during the month of May.

· Furthermore, a series of 28 video clips depicting the achievements of the past programme period will be disseminated.
· Moreover, a series of cohesion policy seminars for journalists and communicators will be organised in a number of Member States during 2017.
· Last but not least, cohesion policy projects will also feature in the corporate "EU invests" campaign.

"Underlines, in particular, that consideration should be given to the circumstances of urban or rural regions, the so-called ‘lagging regions’, transition regions and regions with permanent natural or geographical handicaps[…]; calls on the Commission to pursue and expand strategies to implement the urban agenda, together with local authorities and metropolitan regions conceived as EU growth centres; recalls in this context that it is important to allow sufficient flexibility for Member States and regions to support new policy challenges, such as those relating to immigration (while keeping in mind the original and still relevant goals of cohesion policy and the specific needs of regions), as well as the broadly understood digital dimension of cohesion policy (including ICT and broadband access issues, which are linked to the completion of the Digital Single Market" (paragraph 9)
The Commission is working with Member States, cities and stakeholders on the Urban Agenda for the EU (which is led by the Commission, but done in partnership). At this stage, eight of the 12 working groups ("Partnerships") have started to work and the remaining ones will start in the first half of 2017. The first draft Action Plans will be available for urban poverty, inclusion of migrants and refugees, housing and air quality in the first half of 2017, and the next ones will be presented in 2018. These Action Plans will address territorial issues such as small and medium-sized cities, polycentric developments and the urban-rural linkages.

The specific circumstances of rural regions are addressed by the Rural Development Policy as a part of the Common Agricultural Policy. The objective of Rural Development is to enhance the economic resilience of the farm sector and non-agricultural businesses by supporting investments, knowledge-building and various forms of co-operation and innovation in rural areas.

Taking into account the objectives of cohesion policy, the Commission is ready to show flexibility and support Member States in their efforts to address policy challenges. In October 2015, for instance, Commissioner Crețu invited Member States to have a second look at the 2014-2020 programmes to see whether measures aimed at integrating refugees and migrants under the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) required a more explicit and stronger place. To date, two operational programmes have been modified to integrate additional measures for migrant and refugee integration. The OP Midi-Pyrénées et Garonne (France) now includes measures on the integration of migrants in the deprived neighbourhoods of Toulouse and other urban areas of the region. OP Brussels (Belgium) has been modified to allocate EUR 7.2 million for a project of the NGO Médecins du Monde to create care and follow-up facilities for deprived persons and migrants. The Commission stands ready to rapidly examine and adopt additional programmes modifications, and also to consider the upcoming proposals of the Partnership on the Inclusion of Migrants and Refugees. The Commission proposed to amend the ERDF Regulation to add an investment priority on social integration of migrants as well as indicators. Upon adoption, this proposed amendment may trigger further modifications of programmes in order to allocate more ERDF funds for that purpose.

It should be also noted that ESIF programme amendments make it possible that Member States react speedily and effectively to emerging challenges – be it natural disasters, immigration or any other issue requiring comprehensive, structural actions. Nevertheless, the long term objectives for promoting cohesion across Europe need to be safeguarded. The Commission’s Omnibus proposal
 put forward further flexibilities in terms of natural disasters and the refugee crisis by proposing a widened scope for eligible actions and increased co-financing for natural disasters.
"Expresses concern that unemployment – in particular youth and women unemployment, as well as unemployment in rural areas – remains very high in many Member States, despite all efforts, and cohesion policy must provide answers to this too; recommends to the Commission that it pay more attention to the impact of cohesion policy on promoting employment and reducing unemployment; […] is concerned, however, about the delayed start to the implementation of the YEI and at the way in which the Youth Guarantee is being implemented in certain regions; urges Member States to intensify their efforts in order to achieve substantial and tangible effects rapidly and successfully from the funds invested, particularly with respect to funds made available in the form of advance payments, and that the YEI is implemented correctly and ensure decent working conditions for young workers […]" (paragraph 13)
The ESF is continuing to invest in the promotion of female employment. For example for the programming period 2014-2020, EUR 1.6 billion has been allocated to the investment priority "equality between men and women in all areas, including in access to employment, career progression, reconciliation of work and private life and promotion of equal pay for equal work". 12 Member States have selected this investment priority, notably AT, CZ, DE, ES, FI, GR, HU, IT, PL, PT, SK, UK. These Member States established specific objectives and targets under this investment priority.

Types of actions for the ESF under the investment priority "equality between men and women in all areas, including in access to employment, career progression, reconciliation of work and private life and promotion of equal pay for equal work" include:

–
tackling gender stereotypes in education and training systems;

–
awareness raising and mobilisation of economic and social partners to address gender segregation in the labour market and the gender pensions and pay gap;

–
developing work-life balance policies, including through support for reintegration into the labour market of persons who have not been working due to caring duties;

–
innovative ways of work organisation, including teleworking and flexible working arrangements allowing people to combine informal care duties with work;

–
and access to affordable care services, such as childcare, out of school care or care for dependent persons.

For the Member States that did not select this investment priority, there is nonetheless an obligation to programme specific actions for gender equality under at least one other investment priority in at least one OP. The estimated budget across all investment priorities for these actions is around EUR 5 billion.

Regarding youth employment, the general assessment of many Member States is that the Youth Employment Initiative had critical importance on the coverage and design of employment policy in their country.

Thanks to the YEI, as of end-November 2016 at least 1.6 million young people have participated in projects that boost their skills or allow them to have a working experience. This is a number which exceeds initial estimations and speaks about a significant overall progress, although this level of progress varies across Member States.

Although progress on the implementation of the YEI is not the same everywhere, national authorities report significant achievements and the YEI is broadly perceived as a key instrument to implement the Youth Guarantee.

Despite some delays in the financial implementation of the YEI, most Member States have by now already mobilised significant measures for young people, thanks also to the EUR 1 billion additional YEI pre-financing the Commission released in May 2015.
The Commission is working to identify the main problems still faced by some Member States and to present solutions and support to Member States, including in their efforts to reach all NEETs and to provide quality offers of employment.

The Commission remains committed to promoting youth employment. In September 2016 the Commission proposed to further boost the Youth Employment Initiative budget with an additional EUR 1 billion for 2017-2020 (to be matched by at least the same amount from the European Social Fund). This will make it possible to support one million more young people until 2020 in Member States most affected by youth unemployment.

Paragraph 16
Both the Commission and Member States must comply with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), including its Article 19 on independent living. The existence of an administrative capacity for the implementation and application of this convention in the field of ESIF is part of the horizontal ex-ante conditionalities on disability introduced by the cohesion policy Regulation for 2014-2020. Guidance on the use of ESIF for shift to community-based services has been issued to Member States in line with the provisions of the UNCRPD. The Commission also works closely with European umbrella organisations in the field of disability in order to further reinforce actions towards community based services.

Paragraph 21
The Commission would like to inform that 75% of ex-ante conditionalities were fulfilled at programme adoption. For the remaining 25%, action plans were agreed in the programmes. About 60% of them have been already declared as completed by the Commission. Member States have to report on their completion by June/ August 2017 in the framework of the annual implementation reports and progress reports respectively. The Commission is closely monitoring the implementation of the action plans to fulfil ex-ante conditionalities, and will continue providing support to Member States to complete their action plans, including via technical assistance. Meetings are held and correspondence is exchanged on a regular basis between the Commission and the Member States on progress towards completion of these plans.

"Recalls that a performance reserve was introduced for each Member State […]; calls for flexibility in the launch of new commitments from the performance reserve when the programmes have attained their targets and milestones in the coming years; asks the Commission to assess whether the performance reserve actually creates added value or whether it has led to more red tape" (paragraph 24)
The performance framework and the performance reserve were a cornerstone of the Commission’s intention to reform cohesion policy to strengthen its result orientation and enhance its effectiveness. In line with Article 22(2) and (3) CPR once the Commission confirms that milestones for a given priority axis were achieved, the performance reserve shall be considered to be definitely allocated to that priority axis. This procedure was created in order to make available performance reserve as soon as possible, in particular since the targets set for 2023 were set under assumption that the reserve will stay in a given priority axis. When a successful priority axis receives additional resources from performance reserve(s) of other priority axes which did not achieve their milestones, this will be done in line with a procedure defined in Article 30(3) CPR, which is faster and limited in scope in comparison with the regular procedure of programme amendment. The Member States and regions have a substantial flexibility in reallocating the performance reserve. The Commission closely monitors the implementation and the impact of such new elements, as performance framework and reserve. A study on the implementation of the performance frameworks in 2014-2020 ESI Funds presented an overview of strengths and weaknesses, as perceived during the programming phase.
Paragraph 28
In terms of the EFSI's objectives relating to growth and jobs, no explicit targets have been set, inter alia to allow more leeway for the financing of projects which create quality jobs – in research, digital infrastructures and similar areas. In terms of concrete numbers on job creation, in accordance with the requirements of the EFSI Regulation, the European Investment Bank will make available the first results on additional jobs created thanks to the EFSI later this year. Moreover, considering the long lead times for infrastructure projects, it is too early to assess macroeconomic effects, which is why no precise figures are available yet. Nevertheless, the macroeconomic impact of EFSI supported projects will be reported in the future when pertinent data is realistically available.

Three evaluations, including an independent evaluation, have already been tabled on the implementation of the EFSI and providing information on the EFSI's achievements against the goals that have been defined in the EFSI Regulation. Further reporting will be made available in line with the requirements laid down in the EFSI Regulation.
With respect to the EFSI's contributions to the objectives of the ESI Funds, the two are complementary and mutually support each other to achieve common goals: more investment, economic growth and jobs in the EU. The EFSI 2.0 proposal envisages two independent evaluations, to be delivered by 30 June 2018 and 30 June 2020. These should inter alia provide an analysis of the EFSI's achievements, including combination with other sources of Union funding.
"Notes that the Commission’s Article 16 Report provides little information on coordination and synergies among different programmes and with instruments of other policy areas […]; calls on the Commission to deliver comprehensive guidance to managing authorities on combining EFSI with shared and direct management instruments, including the ESI Funds, the Connecting Europe Facility and Horizon 2020" (paragraph 30)
The Commission services have provided a number of guidance documents to Member States in view of facilitating the combined use of the different EU level instruments
.
With regard specifically to the EFSI combination with ESI Funds, the Commission has taken action to pro-actively inform, explain and motivate Member States to take advantage of the different sources of financing: (i) The brochure
 on the complementarities between ESI Funds and EFSI was a first important step to inform stakeholders about the existing possibilities; (ii) fi-compass is now delivering hands-on support to Member States, including targeted events concerning synergies between ESI Funds and the EFSI in several Member States and produced already a case study with detailed explanations on the first investment platform combining ESI Funds and EFSI resources in the French region of Nord-Pas-de-Calais; (iii) a network established by DG REGIO and DG ENER bringing together the national energy authorities and the cohesion policy managing authorities (called Energy and Managing Authorities, EMA) has been used to explain the synergies between ESI Funds and the EFSI; and (iv) the European Investment Advisory Hub (EIAH) was established to provide advisory support services for the identification, preparation and development of investment projects. Applications for technical assistance – free of charge for public authorities – can be submitted on-line.

In addition, the EFSI 2.0 proposal specifically proposes that the EIAH provides advice and technical assistance in the preparation of projects that combine other sources of Union funding – such as ESI Funds, Horizon 2020 and the Connecting Europe Facility – with the EFSI.

"Argues for continuing a balanced use of financial instruments […]; asks the Commission to come forward with incentives to ensure that managing authorities are fully informed on the opportunities for using financial instruments and their scope, and to analyse the management costs of grants and of repayable assistance implemented in shared and centrally managed programmes […]" (paragraph 31)
Since the start of the programming period 2014-2020, the Commission has encouraged Member States to explore the possibilities to use financial instruments in all thematic objectives or to combine financial instruments with grants, while taking into account different situations and contexts in the Member States and regions. The Commission has provided extensive support to Member States in the implementation of financial instruments in addition to the technical assistance budget foreseen in the programmes, such as:
· available standardised instruments (off-the-shelf) for which the terms and conditions have been pre-defined and laid down in a Commission Implementing Act;
· guidance notes based on the questions received from Member States (e.g. Ex-ante assessment, payments, combination of financial instruments with other forms of support, management costs and fees, selection of bodies implementing financial instruments etc.);
· the fi-compass technical advisory platform designed to support ESIF managing authorities (https://www.fi-compass.eu/), Employment and Social Innovation microfinance providers and other interested parties, by providing practical know-how and learning tools on financial instruments;
· the REGIO Peer 2 Peer initiative based on exchange of expertise among managing, certifying and audit authorities in Member States dealing with the ERDF/ Cohesion Fund.
The Commission has been working on a study on financial instruments. The study looks at the rationale for the use of financial instruments co-financed by the ERDF, Cohesion Fund, European Social Fund and European Maritime and Fisheries Fund to support economic development, taking into account the diverse economic contexts in different Member States and sectors. The study identifies how Member States make use of financial instruments and the practical, legal and administrative (capacity) issues which influence Member States, regions and financial intermediaries to choose (or not to choose) financial instruments as opposed to other forms of support. The study should provide conclusions on the strengths and weaknesses of the legislative framework established at EU level for the use of financial instruments and will identify specific recommendations for possible improvements and options for the future as regards the legal framework and the uptake of financial instruments. Last, the study also examines how and why different forms of support are more appropriate for different objectives. The final report is expected in mid-2017.

The Commission could assess the existing information on the management costs and fees of financial instruments under both central and shared management. Their comparison with the implementation costs for grants would not be accurate due to the differences in the cost structure between the two forms of support. The Commission estimates that the administrative burden on the Member States of an analysis of grants and repayable assistance would largely surpass the usefulness of its results.
Paragraph 34
The Commission is at the moment finalising a study on simplification which will map how simplification options have been taken up by programmes during the early implementation phase and assess the impact of changes in the overall delivery mechanism on the administrative burden for beneficiaries and administrative costs for programme authorities. In addition, the study will quantify these burdens and costs in monetary terms and also look at "gold-plating". The final results should be available in the next months.

"[…] urges the Commission to clarify the range and legal status of existing guidance across the ESI Funds, as well as to develop, in close collaboration with managing authorities and all relevant audit authority tiers, a joint interpretation of audit issues […]" (paragraph 35)
As a general rule guidance notes are issued where requested by several Member States or where triggered by a problem common to several Member States. They provide precise advice and avoid interpretation of the Regulations by the member States themselves where the Regulations leave a margin of discretion. Guidance notes containing policy recommendations/ orientations need by definition to be addressed to all Member States.
In this respect guidance notes only provide explanations which should facilitate the implementation of programmes. They provide clarifications and explanations of the rules but do not create law and they do not bind the Member States. Thus, they do not create legal effects as such.

In addition, no issue of retroactivity of the guidance can arise as guidance only provides explanations of the rules. The rules set out in the Regulations are applicable from their date of applicability.

Paragraph 44
The Commission works together with Member States and programme authorities to ensure that the enhanced focus on performance in the 2014-2020 period results in better project partnerships and more result-oriented projects in Interreg programmes. In particular during the programming period, the Commission ensured that all Interreg programmes introduced a meaningful set of indicators and targets into their programmes. During programme implementation and with the help of the Interact Programme, an evaluation network was set up for all Interreg programmes where programmes exchange on evaluation and result related issues. The last meeting of this network took place on 2-3 March 2017, focusing on indicators and data collection. In addition, the Commission ensured that during the Annual Interreg Events, performance and evaluation related issues were high on the agenda. The Commission agrees that the performance framework for cohesion policy could take the specificities of Interreg programmes more strongly into account.
Paragraph 46
In its exchanges with Member States such as at the Monitoring Committee meetings, the Commission underlines the importance of communication and encourages Interreg programmes to seize all opportunities to ensure better visibility of their projects and raise awareness of their activities. This ranges from the promotion of the citizens' summaries as part of the Annual Implementation Reports, celebration of the achievements during the European Cooperation Day on 21 September (which is targeted at celebrating the results and achievements of Interreg) to their participation in the #Europe in my region campaign. A rebranding exercise was launched in 2013 with the development of a uniform logo and single name "Interreg" to ensure better visibility of the programmes. In addition, a new Interreg online portal "interreg.eu" will be launched in 2017 to act as a single entry point to all programmes' websites. The Commission services recall that the KEEP database developed by the INTERACT programme already offers a mapping of almost all 2007-2013 projects and is regularly updated with 2014-2020 projects. Moreover, in March 2017 the Commission has launched a Twitter campaign on @Regio_InterregA publishing infographics of successful projects. As part of the wider European Solidarity Corps Initiative, DG REGIO is also participating with its own Interreg Volunteer Youth initiative to give young volunteers the possibility to be deployed either in an Interreg programme or in a concrete Interreg project, aiming at fostering a greater sense of European solidarity by building upon the very local and concrete achievements of the Interreg projects. Moreover, the Commission Corporate Campaign that will focus on "EU invests, EU empowers and EU protects" offers a good opportunity to show-case Interreg concrete achievements for people in the border regions.
Paragraph 48
The principles enshrined in Article 5 CPR need to be respected both in the programming and the whole implementation cycle. The European Code of Conduct on Partnership has provided operational modalities regarding the implementation of this principle. Organising an effective partnership with regard to the Partnership Agreement and the adopted programmes was a key requirement which was closely followed by the responsible Commission services. Their fulfilment was reported in the corresponding documents. These principles were required to be followed when monitoring committees were set-up and continue to be monitored when monitoring committee meetings take place. The respect of partnership principle and multi-level governance may be subject of sharing good practices across Member States which is strongly encouraged including through the REGIO-TAIEX Peer2Peer facility.
Paragraph 52
It is important that the criteria to determine the eligibility of regions to the various categories are based on an indicator which is transparent and for which there is a broad political consensus. Furthermore, the criteria for allocating European structural funding in the programming period 2014-2020 are defined in Regulation No 1303/2013 of 17 December 2013. They do not only comprise GDP, but also other indicators such as population, employment and unemployment rates as well as educational attainment levels, etc. (see annex VII of the aforementioned Regulation) which aim to reflect the socioeconomic situation of the region.

"[…] strongly encourages the Commission to reassess the ESA’s strictly annual approach, so that public expenditure financed from the ESI Funds is considered as capital investment and not merely as debt or operating expenses" (paragraph 53)
Regulation (EU) No 549/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council is the legal framework for the European System of Accounts (ESA2010) and is based on the worldwide System of National Accounts. It is a long-standing and complex economics-based statistical system, therefore updated broadly every 15 years. There is a strict definition of investment, and any activity which creates an economic asset is considered investment. Investment is recorded on an accrual basis over the period of construction, independently of when actual cash payments take place, and any associated debt is also recorded to the entity undertaking the investment.

Investment can be undertaken directly by governments or via so-called PPPs (public-private partnerships). Specific national accounts rules exist for investment undertaken in the framework of PPPs, and Eurostat has recently published a very detailed guide on the statistical recording of PPPs.
The Commission therefore does not agree that the ESA's approach to investment should be re-assessed.

"Stresses that ETC […] could be improved […]; calls on the Commission to give ETC the necessary importance in the 7th Cohesion Report" (paragraph 54)
The 7th Cohesion Report will pay significant attention to territorial cooperation and will provide analysis on border regions in greater detail on the basis of a range of additional analyses in some dimensions such as (i) a specific study on border regions, (ii) a survey of the population living border regions, (iii) an analysis of rail and road transport, and (iv) a demographic analysis of past changes and projections in NUTS-3 border regions.

Furthermore, the Commission is currently testing whether the Labour Force Survey data can provide more indicators for border regions.

Paragraph 55
The achievements brought about by thematic concentration can be assessed at the end of the implementation stage of the programme cycle. The Commission will duly take into consideration key elements of the 2014-2020 cohesion policy, including thematic concentration, for the post 2020 cohesion policy.
"Underlines the high risk of the accumulation of payment claims […];stresses for this purpose the need for the three EU institutions to develop and agree upon a new joint payment plan for 2016-2020 […]" (paragraph 61)
At the time of the mid-term review (MTR) of the current Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) in September 2016, the Commission did not consider it necessary to adapt the payment ceilings since the MTR demonstrated that cohesion policy could be financed within the limits of the MFF ceilings by using the MFF flexibilities such as the Global Margin for Payments. Nonetheless, the Commission will continue to monitor closely the evolution of payments in this MFF. It will also monitor whether the estimated annual payment profiles in the MTR will materialise, without an abnormal backlog.
Paragraph 62
The impact of the ERDF fund in the 2007-2013 has been deeply analysed. The ex post evaluation conducted by the Commission
 has adequately substantiated how the funds invested contributed to the fulfilment of the European objectives and their essential importance in the years of the most striking economic crisis the EU has ever experienced. The main elements emerging from the ex-post evolution can be synthesised as following:

· For the aggregate level, the ex post evaluation estimated that 1 euro of cohesion policy investment in the period 2007-13 will generate 2.74 euros of additional GDP by 2023. In other words, cohesion policy will be responsible for nearly EUR 1 trillion of additional GDP – a strong return on investment.

· Every region and country in the European Union benefits from cohesion policy, even the net payers. The positive effect takes account of the financing of cohesion policy via the EU budget and is the sum of direct effects (via the investment) and indirect effects (via increased trade) minus the contribution. The impact averages 4.2% of GDP in cohesion countries and is small but always positive in non-cohesion countries, averaging 0.4% of GDP by 2023.

· In previous programming periods (notably 1994-1999 and 2000-2006), cohesion policy contributed to a steady process of convergence (a reduction in regional disparities in GDP per head) in the EU, in a context where other developed countries generally experienced no convergence (or even divergence). The financial crisis of 2007-2008 came at the beginning of the 2007-2013 programming period, and created a poor climate for investment and convergence. The result is that regional convergence over the period was very small, with the strong suggestion from econometric work that there would have been divergence without Cohesion Policy.

With regard to impact across various fields of economic, social and territorial cohesion, what has been achieved with cohesion policy can be described in some selected facts as following:

· 400,000 SMEs were financially supported – of which 120,000 start-ups – directly supported to modernise equipment invested in RTD. A major result of support was helping SMEs withstand the effects of the crisis by providing credit when other sources of finance had dried up. Moreover, some of the programmes used ERDF support as a test-bed for experimental and innovative policy.

· 3,700 large enterprises were also supported, bringing new technology and improved productivity to the region as well as generating spill-overs to SMEs, the human capital base and social infrastructure.

· Monitoring data also indicate that this support led directly to the creation of 1 million jobs – to put this into perspective, a net total of 3 million jobs were created in the EU economy over the 2007-13 period.
· Transport bottlenecks have been removed, travel times reduced and urban trams and metros supported. Vital to economic development and often contributing to environmental quality, this includes the construction of 4,900 km of roads, mostly motorways (of which 2,400 km on the Trans-European Transport Networks).
· Almost 6 million more people were connected to clean drinking water supply and almost 7 million were connected to new or upgraded wastewater treatment.
The evaluation drew many lessons specific to individual policy themes, while several particular cross-cutting lessons for the future emerged:
· The monitoring of cohesion policy improved from the previous 2000-2006 period, and there was a stronger focus on better investing the money, delivering projects and generating outputs. However, very few 2007-2013 programmes had a "focus on results" approach with clear goal setting at the level of the region, consistent project selection and tracking of progress towards those goals. This was addressed in the 2014-2020 Regulations through the result orientation approach. Systematic delivery through the period will require however a cultural shift in many cases.

· Programmes often lacked focus or had a too broad one. This issue has been addressed in the current programming period through the thematic concentration requirements as well as the use of result indicators and the obligation to use common output indicators where possible. Moreover a performance framework linked to a performance reserve has been introduced.
· Evaluations tended to focus on processes not results; now there is an obligation for an impact evaluation for each specific objective.

An important feature of the 2007-2013 period was the increased use of financial instruments (EUR 11.5 billion, up from EUR 1 billion in the previous period) which have the potential to be a more efficient means of funding investment across many policy areas. The relevant legal provisions were however not sufficiently clear and detailed. This, together with the inexperience of many implementing bodies, led to delays in implementation. A further challenge is spreading financial instruments beyond enterprise support, where over 90% of the 2007-2013 financial instrument funding was concentrated. Current Regulations allow financial instruments in all themes, and volumes are expanding.
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