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6.
Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution notes the key role played by technical assistance in the implementation of Cohesion Policy and gives recommendations as to how it can be further improved. It welcomes the Commission's activities funded by technical assistance, recognizing in particular initiatives such as TAIEX REGIO Peer2Peer, the Competency Framework and its Self-Assessment Tool, the Integrity Pacts, the Guide for Public Procurement Practitioners on the avoidance of the most common errors and the Study on stocktaking administrative capacity on public procurement in all Member States. The resolution appreciates that such instruments should have an increased role in the post-2020 Cohesion Policy (paragraph 1).
The resolution acknowledges the work of the Task Force for Greece and the Support Group for Cyprus on the implementation of ESI Funds, underlining however that more can be done to achieve effective and sustainable reform in these countries (paragraph 4). The resolution notes that the establishment of the Structural Reform Support Programme (SRSP) can bring benefits to cohesion policy provided that it does not detract from its thematic objectives or take away resources from ESI Funds technical assistance (paragraph 5).
The resolution positively evaluates the importance of technical assistance in the field of financial instruments, in particular through the fi-compass platform, as well as the support offered to Member States under the Joint Assistance to Support Projects in European Regions (JASPERS) initiative (paragraphs 7 and 8). The resolution stresses the need to streamline technical assistance to cover areas where the managing authorities and beneficiaries encounter most challenges, but also to ensure stronger integration of technical assistance funds between DGs dealing with ESI Funds and better coordination with SRSS. (paragraphs 5, 6 and 7).
As regards monitoring and evaluation, the resolution emphasizes the need to develop more appropriate and targeted indicators, so as to enable more detailed reporting by the Member States, with a view to enhancing transparency and visibility of the use of technical assistance (paragraphs 9, 10, 27 and 28). Furthermore, the resolution points out that technical assistance should reach more regional and local authorities and that improved administrative capacity at lower levels of governance would enable a better implementation of the new territorial development tools, such as Community-led Local Development and the Integrated Territorial Investment (paragraphs 17 and 19).
The resolution considers that technical assistance should be enhanced at the level of urban areas and that specific measures should be employed to attract investments in high-tech and innovative sectors (paragraphs 12 and 21). An approach focused on the beneficiary/ project level is considered useful for cutting down red tape and fostering alignment with existing strategies in Member States (paragraph 26).

The Commission is invited to carry out an ex-post evaluation of both centrally managed technical assistance and technical assistance under shared management.
7.
Response to requests and overview of actions taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

· The Commission is to raise awareness at local and regional level, including island level, regarding the use of technical assistance instruments at the initiative of the Commission (paragraph 2):
The Commission is actively engaged in promoting the instruments of technical assistance at its disposal to the national authorities in the Member States and agrees that local and regional authorities are eligible for and play a crucial role in the implementation of technical assistance. The Commission agrees that further actions can be taken in order to raise awareness at lower levels of governance, and fully supports Member States in their endeavours to do so. In addition, the Commission underlines that for regional operational programmes, which take a large share of the budget, regional authorities are already by definition beneficiaries of technical assistance under their programmes.

· The Commission is to assess the effectiveness and added value of its instrument "Integrity Pacts – Civil Control mechanism for Safeguarding EU Funds", the impact of JASPERS activity for 2007-2013 and, more generally, the contribution of technical assistance to the area of cohesion policy (paragraphs 3, 8, 9 and 16); the Commission is called upon to implement an ex-post evaluation of both centrally managed technical assistance and technical assistance under shared management (paragraph 32):
All the individual actions under technical assistance are closely monitored and regularly evaluated in order to take stock of progress made and propose remedies to identified bottlenecks. The instrument "Integrity Pacts" was launched as a pilot project whose main objective is to assess the effectiveness of the integrity pact tool, and can therefore be regarded as an evaluation on its own. If proven successful, next steps could be taken for further mainstreaming. For the 2007-2013 programming period an ex-post evaluation was carried out, focusing on the "delivery system" of Cohesion Policy (working package no. 12), i.e. on the combination of legal requirements and procedures that support the effective and efficient investment of European resources. For the 2014-2020 programming period, a similar exercise is normally foreseen and would also cover elements on the use of technical assistance. To quote a specific example, the Technical Assistance Strategy adopted in DG REGIO in 2014 is currently undergoing a midterm review, which is to be understood as an opportunity for improving the effectiveness of the technical assistance governance following the centralisation of the implementation of technical assistance in DG REGIO and for identifying the tools to be used for monitoring and assessing its implementation.

JASPERS assisted 504 major projects (EUR 84 billion total investment cost) approved in 2007-2013 period, which was over 50% of all (970) major projects approved in this period. JASPERS has clearly contributed to better quality of specific major projects in relation to their rationale and major project documentation, and also in terms of administrative capacities of the Member States to handle large investment projects.
· "[…] according to the European Court of Auditors’ special report entitled 'More attention to results needed to improve the delivery of technical assistance to Greece', there have been mixed results in achieving effective and sustainable reform; calls […] on the Commission to report on results achieved by the Structural Reform Support Service's operations in Greece […]" (paragraph 4):
As regards the recommendation of the European Court of Auditors:
The SRSS is implementing in full all the recommendations of the European Court of Auditors contained in the report "More Attention to results needed to improve the delivery of technical assistance to Greece". These recommendations relate to the organisation of the technical support delivery to Member States (setting up a list of experts, methodology for selecting the suppliers, gathering feedback from the beneficiaries, etc.).

Also, as recommended by the European Court of Auditors, the SRSS has launched an evaluation of the work of the task force for Greece (TFGR), notably with the objective of defining the possible impact of the technical support on the possible implementation of reforms, and taking into account the fact that the beneficiary Member States have the ownership of and sole responsibility for the reforms and their implementation.
As regards the activities and results achieved by the SRSS in Greece so far:
The SRSS is providing support to 144 reform actions for Greece linked to the delivery of measures under the economic adjustment programme of the country. Concrete results of the support include – inter alia – the creation of a Guaranteed Minimum Income (which forms the cornerstone of a more effective social safety net) and the establishment of an Independent Authority for Public Revenue (IAPR), which has greatly improved tax debt collection and resolution of tax disputes.

For further details on the arrangements for the provision of support to Greece as well as a more exhaustive list of achievements, the Commission refers to the reports communicated by the SRSS to the Eurogroup Working Group and Eurogroup on 24 October and 7 November 2016.
· Calls on the Commission to ensure maximum coordination between all the DGs dealing with ESI Funds and the SRSP, in order to maximise synergies and complementarity of actions; calls on the Commission to better streamline technical assistance, in order to cover areas where managing authorities and beneficiaries have identified bottlenecks (paragraphs 5, 6 and 7):
The SRSS is mandated to steer and coordinate the technical support provided by the Commission to Member States. For this purpose, a coordination mechanism was established in September 2016: (1) to ensure complementarities between all the technical support means managed directly by the Commission (e.g. centrally-managed TA under the ESI funds, SRSP, Fiscalis 2020, Customs 2020, etc.); (2) to ensure alignment of the support provided with the EU policies and (3) to avoid double funding between the actions and measures financed directly by the Commission and the actions and measures financed under shared management. For the latter, this should be done through close collaboration with the Member States, and notably through the support of the ESIF DGs. In addition, the coordination mechanism aims at building the technical support capacity of the Commission, by sharing expertise on the methodologies for the provision of technical support (e.g., expert databases, methodologies for designing, monitoring and evaluating, etc.).
In relation to the optimisation of the advisory support provided by the various instruments in relation to investment projects, internal work is currently ongoing at the Commission.
· "[…] calls urgently on the Commission to invest in improving the reporting and evaluation system by developing more appropriate indicators ready for use in the next programming period" (paragraph 10):
Under the current programming period Member States are encouraged to apply a more targeted use of technical assistance, by looking at lessons learned from the previous programming period. The Commission has prompted Member States to use technical assistance e.g. for developing strategies on how to better deal with non-fulfilled ex-ante conditionalities, but also to address anti-fraud and anti-corruption measures and develop in case of technical assistance support to salaries, a human resources action plan identifying the most important needs for staff. More concretely, a study on the use of technical assistance for support to salaries for staff managing ESI Funds with a link between salary support and performance based indicators will be launched in 2017.
The Commission agrees that the system can be further fine-tuned without adding too much burden on administrative structures. The Commission has been working on a list of reference indicators (output and result), which could be recommended to Member States in the light of technical assistance activities planned by a specific OP. In order to get a better overview of the extent to which Technical Assistance is used for co-financing salaries in Member States, the indicator "Number of employees (FTEs) whose salaries are co-financed by TA" was included as output indicator in many operational programmes.

· "Calls on the Commission to prepare measures and resource to set up technical assistance for the implementation of EU macro-regional strategies[…]" (paragraph 11):
The Commission already uses resources available under technical assistance to support macro-regional strategies. Technical assistance has helped to launch activities in the framework of new strategies. It is also used to support ad hoc initiatives such as annual fora or studies. The current technical assistance allocations are sufficient to cover these needs. The Commission would like to stress the importance of macro regional strategies achieving sustainability. Support via technical assistance would help to cover the initial phase of activities with other sources of funding (including ESI funds) to be used for later stages.

· Calls on the Commission to establish technical assistance, namely Member States Working Groups, in order to prevent delays in developing the bodies and operational programmes needed under cohesion policy after 2020 (paragraph 13):
On the basis of lessons learned from the previous programming period 2007-2013 and the experience with the Task Force for better implementation, the Commission continues to monitor and investigate operational programmes at risk of implementation. Due to the specificities affecting the various Member States and operational programmes, a close monitoring has been put in place for poorly performing programmes which is followed by the relevant services. The active engagement of Commission services and further intensification of political channels coupled with the thorough analysis of bottlenecks will enable the identification and implementation of targeted and/ or corrective actions for specific operational programmes. The European Commission is looking into ways of proposing administrative capacity building actions (supported by technical assistance) to Member States long before the start of the next financing period, so that framework conditions for administrative capacity building are in place before the start of the programmes (frontloading).
· Proposes that the Commission directly engage in the empowerment of partners in the next financial programming period (paragraph 17):
The importance of partners in the implementation of Cohesion Policy, i.e. always clearly linked to the implementation of ESI Funds, is enshrined in the legislative framework of Cohesion Policy. Support from technical assistance is possible and encouraged by the Commission for appropriate actions (see e.g. Article 59 of the Common Provisions Regulation). Partnership is a fundamental principle and implies the close cooperation between the Commission, Member States authorities at national, regional and local level, and other governmental and non-governmental organisations at all stages of implementation. However, the involvement of all partners in this dialogue is in the first place a matter of subsidiarity, taking into account the specific institutional national and regional contexts. Therefore the first responsibility lies with the Member States. The Commission will continue to encourage a balanced and transparent participation in this process of partners at all levels, and technical assistance can be made available to optimise their role in this process.
· "[…] asks the Commission to study initiatives and mechanisms enabling local operators to fully exploit the programming opportunities provided by ESI Fund regulations" (paragraph 22):
The Commission is in favour of involving local authorities in the implementation of ESI Funds and has developed the appropriate instruments (e.g. Community-led Local development, Integrated Territorial Investment). Under the urban development pilot programme, the Commission is encouraging deeper involvement of local authorities in the preparation of new initiatives.
· "[…] calls on the Commission to promote the fungibility of technical assistance measures to allow for economies of scale […]" (paragraph 25):
The Commission agrees that the fungibility of technical assistance measures should be better promoted. Technical assistance tools are used for better exchange and sharing experience and good practices between Member States (see for example the TAIEX REGIO PEER 2 PEER, FI Compass, urban pilot projects). The Commission is encouraging the use of larger and more systemic projects rather than in complementarity with ad-hoc solutions, as a means of boosting efficiency.

· Calls on the Commission to analyse which of the two options available to Member States – including technical assistance as a priority axis in an operational programme or having a dedicated operational programme – has yielded better results and enabled better monitoring and evaluation (paragraph 29):
Member States may choose whether to include technical assistance as a priority axis in an operational programme or have an operational programme dedicated to technical assistance, and, so far, no relevant differences have been noted by the Commission. The results are mostly context-dependent and should be corroborated with EU funds allocation and the institutional setup of the Member States. It has been noted, however, that countries with larger allocations and a more centralized institutional framework perform better with a dedicated operational programme, while countries with a more decentralised management of regional operational programmes tend to achieve better results with a technical assistance priority axis in each operational programme, allowing more targeted region specific actions.
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