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1.	Rapporteur: Davor ŠKRLEC (Greens-EFA / HR)
2.	EP reference number: A8-0184/2018 / P8_TA-PROV(2018)0254
3.	Date of adoption of the resolution: 13 June 2018
4.	Subject: Cohesion policy and the circular economy
5.	Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Regional Development (REGI)
6.	Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution stresses the potential of the transition towards a circular economy to stimulate regional development. It commends the positive contribution of the 2014-2020 cohesion policy and asks even more ambition for the next Multi-Annual Financial Framework.
7.	Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
In relation to cohesion policy's support to circular economy in the 2014-2020 period (in particular paragraphs 5, 26 and 37), the Commission is monitoring the implementation of the use of the funds, which is largely a Member State responsibility. In addition, the Commission continues to support the implementation of smart specialisation strategies and the development of partnerships along value chains on topics such as industrial modernisation, agri-food and energy. In this context, two pilot actions have been launched in 2018, on industrial transition regions and on interregional cooperation. Cohesion policy works in partnership with actors on the ground and helps regional authorities with capacity-building, including through the REGIO-TAIEX PEER2PEER and other tools designed to reduce the administrative burden and reinforce the capacity of beneficiaries and to reinforce the capacity of relevant partners. The Commission is ready to discuss with Member State authorities if new investment needs have arisen in the area of circular economy, and existing programmes can swiftly be changed when needed.
With regard to the call to monitor and evaluate the implementation of Urban Innovative Actions in order to formulate wider circular economy policies (paragraph 20), the projects have a duration of three years. During this period, an expert is assigned by the initiative to each individual project in order to assist in the implementation and to capture knowledge. An additional year at the end of the project is dedicated to the dissemination of results. Together with URBACT (a European Territorial Cooperation programme aiming to foster sustainable integrated urban development in cities across Europe), the Urban Agenda for the European Union and other Union programmes, the Urban Innovative Actions initiative aims to capitalise on the knowledge to build evidence for policy development.
In relation to European Investment Bank (EIB) financing (paragraph 30), the Commission welcomes the efforts of the EIB to provide funding for circular economy projects and acknowledges the fact that local and regional authorities may benefit from tapping into finance from the EIB. The Commission questions the general claim voiced in paragraph 30 that access to finance by local and regional authorities is especially cumbersome and not transparent. The European Investment Advisory Hub (EIAH) was set up to complement existing technical assistance facilities and may already support project promoters and local authorities in areas such as circular economy, energy efficiency and renewable energy to develop and prepare investment projects. Following the entry into force of Regulation 2017/2396 on the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI), the EIAH is also working on increasing its local outreach and developing is network of local partners, notably through national promotional banks and institutions. The Commission has been actively seeking to maximise synergies and complementarities between the EFSI and the European Structural and Investment Funds. In the context of the circular economy the Commission recalls that the EFSI is a market-driven instrument, while the European Structural and Investment Funds are subject to shared management, i.e. Member States also decide on concrete priorities in the programmes. These programmes are characterised by definition by a regional approach in all their actions, also those contributing directly or indirectly to the circular economy.
For the next programming period (paragraphs 48 to 52), the Commission has increased the focus on the transition towards a circular economy in the proposals for the 2021-2027 cohesion policy. For instance, the transition to circular economy is now included in the policy objectives that are subject to thematic concentration. Concerning the need to monitor the implementing measures, the proposed regulations include new indicators more closely linked to circular economy, such as the use of recycled waste as raw materials. A tracking methodology for support to environmental objectives has been included, in addition to the climate tracking methodology, which will be continued. As regards conditionalities, although the circular economy strategies are not yet implemented widely enough to be a new "enabling condition", the Commission proposal includes enabling conditions linked to Member States' updated waste management plans, which will take into account expected impacts of waste prevention programmes, with a view to ensure that investments in waste management follow circular economy logic. The proposal also includes enabling conditions linked to national energy and climate plans. Moreover, the proposals exclude the least desirable waste management options from the scope of the funds. As regards innovation and research projects, the Commission will promote conditions which are favourable for the development of synergies between European Union programmes.
In the context of the European Semester (paragraph 46), the assessments in the framework of the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) take all kind of investment expenditures in due account. Α degree of flexibility exists within the SGP framework with regard to the budgetary impact of investment and has been used. This includes the investment clause, operationalized at the start of this Commission, allowing a country implementing public investment to deviate from its fiscal adjustment path. But there are also other flexible rules, used with caution (such as "one-off" treatments for some contributions to the Investment Plan, or the consideration of 'relevant factors' – including investment – in case of breach of the 3% government deficit threshold under the corrective arm). Recently, the Commission has also put an increased emphasis on the "expenditure benchmark" to assess compliance with the preventive arm of the SGP. This indicator consists of the growth rate of government expenditure net of some items, including expenditure on Union programmes fully matched by Union funds revenue. The nationally financed investment is smoothed over a four-year period, in order to mitigate the impact of the inherent volatility of such investment expenditure. Excluding systematically some categories of expenditures from the scope of application of the SGP is not legally possible, nor advisable. Ultimately public expenditures have to be financed to ensure sustainable public investment over the medium run, and the SGP reflects this.
As regards the Commission's broader circular economy policy (in particular paragraphs 7, 19, 32 and 53), when it comes to illegal discharge and landfill of hazardous waste, the Commission will continue to enforce relevant European Union legislation (i.e. Directive 2008/98/EC on waste (paragraph 7), Directive 1999/31/EC on the landfill of waste and Directive 2004/35/CE on environmental liability with regard to the prevention and remedying of environmental damage) inter alia to ensure that areas contaminated by waste disposal are properly addressed under the polluter-pays principle. In particular, pursuant to Articles 12 and 13 of Directive 2008/98/EC, waste should be disposed of with regard to the protection of human health and the environment; landfills for hazardous waste should follow the closure and after-care procedures set out in Article 13 of Directive 1999/31/EC; and, in line with Directive 2004/35/CE, cases where damage to the environment actually happened after 30 April 2007, the site operator, or in its defect the competent authority, should remedy the damaged natural resources to their baseline condition and bear all costs. Furthermore, in the context of the Circular Economy Action Plan, with a wide array of incentives the rationality for illegal handling of waste will be severely limited in the future, to build an economy where wastes and disposed articles are given a new and useful life.
When it comes to definitions and data (paragraph 19), the Commission is committed to ensuring adequate, full and timely transposition by Member States of the recently revised European Union waste legislation, including definitions set out in the Waste Framework Directive 2008/98/EC, as amended. To this end the Commission will inter alia promote a regular exchange of information between Member States and issue additional guidance where needed. Building on the reinforced calculation and reporting provisions set out in the new legislation the Commission will also work towards ensuring additional harmonisation with respect to the provision of data including in the form of the implementing and delegated acts. Further streamlining of rules applying to waste is being considered in the context of the analysis of the interface between chemicals, products and waste legislations. Comparable data for analysis and monitoring of progress across sectors and countries is the purpose of the Monitoring Framework for the Circular Economy.
In relation to waste management and the waste hierarchy the role of life-cycle thinking is recognised in Article 4.2 of the Waste Framework Directive 2008/98/EC, as amended (paragraph 32). It is also reflected in Article 10.3 (b) of that directive on possible derogations to the obligation on Member States to ensure separate collection of waste. More in general, the Commission is implementing life cycle thinking and life cycle approaches in many existing policies, whenever appropriate and relevant. Since the 2003 Integrated Product Policy Communication (COM(2003) 302), the Commission has recognised Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) as the best available methodology to assess the environmental performance of products, services and organisations along their entire life cycle. In 2018 the Commission has successfully concluded a pilot phase, carried out in close collaboration with 27 different industry sectors, Member States and NGOs, to field test the LCA based Environmental Footprint methods. As part of this work, the Commission has made available about 8000 high quality secondary life cycle inventory datasets, including many addressing transport means. This information will also be important to assess logistic considerations when developing circular economy actions in rural areas.
The Commission agrees with the need to consider rural areas with particular attention, and stresses the need to develop circular economy practices that will not negatively affect the affordability of waste services and the availability of products to citizens in rural areas. Innovation into new circular business models and waste prevention should be prioritized. The decarbonisation of transport will partly offset negative life-cycle impacts of transportation in the medium term.
Concerning the role of the European Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform as a place to exchange good practices (paragraph 53), the website of the platform (launched in November 2017) is continuously updated to feature the good practices, many of them supported by regional funding, knowledge and strategies on the circular economy received from stakeholders. The website also provides users with the contacts of the responsible for the good practices featured as a way to facilitate new partnerships and peer-to-peer learning. New functionalities are also in the pipeline – such as interactivity to allow targeted discussions between relevant actors. In addition, the Commission and the European Economic and Social Committee are exploring possible options to facilitate the sharing of information concerning funding schemes and programmes as well as guidance documents.
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