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1. Rapporteur: Younous OMARJEE (The Left / FR)
2. Reference numbers: 2020/2087 (INI) / A9-0052/2021 / P9_TA-PROV(2021)0220
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 18 May 2021
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee Regional Development (REGI)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution provides very comprehensive and useful analysis of the European Union Solidarity Fund (EUSF).
The resolution notes that the EUSF is one of the most concrete expressions of EU solidarity, and that all EU citizens expect such solidarity when disasters or serious public health emergencies occur. It expresses the European Parliament’s concern that extreme weather events and natural disasters will only increase and intensify alongside climate change; thus, the Parliament considers that investing in prevention and climate mitigation in line with the European Green Deal is of utmost importance.
The resolution makes recommendations regarding disaster management, damage assessment and simplification of procedures of the EUSF.
The resolution points out the new arrangement under the 2021-2027 multiannual financial framework (MFF) that has put the EUSF and the Emergency Aid Reserve (EAR) under a joint budgetary heading, the Solidarity and Emergency Aid Reserve (SEAR). The resolution considers that the establishment of SEAR may have the advantage of increasing flexibility, but points out the uncertainties regarding the EUSF financial allocations as part of the SEAR and whether the EUSF amount will be sufficient in the context of growing and competing needs and increased scope of the instrument. 
It welcomes the revisions of the EUSF adopted in March 2020, including extension of the Funds eligibility to major public health emergencies, but calls for considering further broadening of the scope of the Fund (for regional and local authorities; for cross-border disasters).
The resolution calls on the Commission to strengthen and simplify the synergies between the EUSF and the cohesion policy funds, as well as the Union Civil Protection Mechanism, with a view to ensuring effective and structured risk management for reconstruction projects in the short, medium and long term. 
The resolution reiterates the importance of ensuring good visibility of the fund’s financial assistance and calls on the Commission and the Member States to improve it.
6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
Recital B
It should be noted that the Commission services are already working in order to strengthen the different crisis management and disaster response mechanisms. For example, the EU Civil Protection Mechanism (UCPM) facilitates cooperation between the Member States to address large-scale emergencies. Upon request, the Commission, through the UCPM coordinates the cooperation between the Member States, provides financial support, deploys rescEU assets and co-finances projects that support the Member States’ efforts in the field of disaster preparedness and prevention.
In the event of severe natural disasters, the EUSF may provide financial assistance to cover the costs of public emergency and recovery operations, i.e. it compensates at least part of the corresponding expenditure for this purpose, thereby contributing to post-crisis relief.
In addition, promoting climate change adaptation, disaster risk prevention and resilience is a specific objective of cohesion policy 2021-2027, thus enabling new programmes to include climate-change related actions and allocate the necessary resources to address those risks effectively. 
Recital I
Since the latest revision of the EUSF Regulation[footnoteRef:1], the Commission has increased the guidance provided to the applicants. In 2020, the Commission organised live Questions and Answers (Q&A) sessions[footnoteRef:2] for potential COVID-19 health emergency applicants; published detailed guidance regarding a health emergency application form; published Frequently Asked Questions[footnoteRef:3] and offered assistance and clarifications when approached by the applicants. In 2021, the Commission is continuing the practice of providing guidance regarding the implementation of the EUSF assistance for health emergencies through organised live Q&A sessions and publishing Frequently Asked Questions. [1:  	Council Regulation (EC) No 2012/2002 of 11 November 2002 establishing the European Union Solidarity Fund (OJ L 311, 14.11.2002, p. 3) as amended by Regulation (EU) No 661/2014 of the European Parliament and the Council of 15 May 2014 (OJ L 189, 27.6.2014, p. 143) and by Regulation (EU) 2020/461 of the European Parliament and the Council of 30 March 2020 (OJ L 99, 31.3.2020, p. 9).]  [2:  	https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2020/05/13-05-2020-live-q-a-session-on-eu-solidarity-fund-for-covid-19-for-applicants]  [3:  	https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/solidarity-fund/covid-19/faq] 

Paragraph 5:
The Commission has set up a dedicated website on the EUSF[footnoteRef:4] providing necessary information and guidance for potential applicants as well as latest developments. The Commission is looking into the possibilities of improving its guidance on the EUSF implementation.  [4:  	https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/solidarity-fund/ ] 

Paragraph 9:
Solidarity is a core value upon which the Union is built, and the EUSF is a budgetary instrument designed to provide EU solidarity by contributing to post-disaster relief in Member States and accession countries confronted with devastating natural disasters and major public health emergencies[footnoteRef:5]. The EUSF was created specifically to provide assistance in the event of exceptional and severe natural disasters. This concept has been embedded in the nature of the instrument (EUSF is financed outside the normal EU budget) and its activation. Hence, the Fund intervenes only when the exceptional nature of a disaster puts a particularly heavy burden on the country or region affected. [5:  	In response to the COVID-19 outbreak and the urgent need to tackle the associated public health crisis, the scope of the European Union Solidarity Fund (EUSF) has been extended to cover major public health emergencies. The amended EUSF Regulation entered into force on 1 April 2020] 

The functioning of the EUSF has been adapted and improved in the course of the years. This has been recognised in the ex-post evaluation[footnoteRef:6] published in 2019, which in particular highlighted that “the Fund’s capacity to intervene also has improved as a result of the clarification of admissibility criteria for the mobilisation of the Fund for regional disasters introduced by the 2014 reform. Since 2014, the approval rate of applications for regional disasters has increased from 31 % to 85 %”. [6:  	https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/evaluations/2019/ex-post-evaluation-of-the-european-union-solidarity-fund-2002-2016] 

In addition, the maximum level of advance payment was raised from 10 % to 25 % (and from a maximum of EUR 30 million to EUR 100 million).
In the context of its revised proposal for a multi-annual financial framework (MFF) for the period 2021-2027, the European Commission inter alia proposed to reinforce flexibility and emergency tools including raising the maximum annual ceiling of the EUSF up to EUR1 billion – in absolute terms, corresponding to the initial maximum amount sent in 2002. This amount was justified in view of the frequency of major natural disasters over the past years and the expansion to health emergencies in the scope of the EUSF prompted by the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020.
However, the MFF Regulation[footnoteRef:7] for 2021-2027 has put the EUSF and the Emergency Aid Reserve (EAR) under a joint instrument, the Solidarity and Emergency Aid Reserve (SEAR) with the maximum annual amount for both instruments at EUR 1 200 million in 2018 prices (EUR 1 273 450 000 in 2021 prices). [7:  	Council Regulation (EU, Euratom) 2020/2093 of 17 December 2020 laying down the multiannual financial framework for the years 2021 to 2027 (OJ L 433I, 22.12.2020, p. 11)] 

Therefore, in the light of the above considerations and limited resources, and following the recent widening of the scope of the EUSF, further possibility to widen the scope of the EUSF and to extend it beyond the national level is not considered feasible.
As regards damage assessment, several actions have been undertaken in the framework of the Union Civil Protection Mechanism aimed at strengthening national systems for recording and assessing loss and damage caused by disasters. Most recently, the Regulation (EU) 2021/836 amending Decision No 1313/2013/EU on a Union Civil Protection Mechanism has introduced a new provision calling on the Member States to improve the collection of disaster loss data at national or the appropriate sub-national level, in line with the commitments undertaken under international agreements, such as the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, the Paris Agreement adopted under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Financial support is made available from the EU civil protection budget for Member States’ authorities willing to improve their national disaster loss databases and processes.
Paragraph 10:
In light of the considerations mentioned under paragraph 9 and without additional budgetary means, simplifying the application for activation the EUSF across several regions in the context of cross-border disasters or widening the scope of the EUSF by accepting cross-border disasters is not considered feasible.
Paragraph 11:
The frequency of major natural disasters in past years and the inclusion of health emergencies in the scope of EUSF has increased the budgetary pressure on the fund. Given also the inclusion of the EUSF within the SEAR envelope with a maximum annual amount of EUR 1 200 million in 2018 prices for both instruments, a revision that would widen the scope of the EUSF is not considered feasible.
Paragraph 12:
The Joint Research Centre (JRC) agrees with the text that refers to more and better research in the field of crisis management. It notes that a system to prevent and manage disasters and to minimise the impact of such crises exist already, recently strengthened by the amended RescEU legislation, building on more science and better knowledge.
Paragraph 16:
The choice of the methods used to assess the total direct damage originated by a natural disaster is a prerogative of the Applicant State. This choice depends on the availability of data and resources that can be mobilised for such purpose. Often Applicant States carry out damage assessments in cooperation with specialised agencies and international organisations. Imposing a single damage assessment method, though simplified, would put an extra burden on the Applicant States, as it would effectively impose an obligation to carry out a separate damage assessment only for the purpose of the EUSF application.
It is worth noting that the Commission, through the Union Civil Protection Mechanism, offers the possibility to request expert support for carrying out damage assessment after natural disasters. This expertise, in the form of a mission of experts from other member states, can be quickly mobilised.
Paragraph 17:
The new “Track 1” programme of the Union Civil Protection Mechanism provides national civil protection authorities with the technical assistance needed to prepare physical investments for disaster prevention and preparedness and other actions with high impact, such as the development of new policies and legislation. During the first two years, 12 different EU Member States and Participating States have requested Track 1 grants. Funded projects support different strategic actions for disaster risk management, such as the development of a national strategy for disaster risk management in Greece, the design of a new national early warning system in Latvia, the development of a pipeline of disaster prevention and preparedness projects to be funded by the EU Structural Funds in Croatia, etc.
Paragraph 18:
In light of the considerations mentioned under paragraph 9, and following the recently adopted multiannual financial framework the Commission does not consider proposing further revisions of the EUSF at this stage.
Paragraph 21:
The Commission shares the Parliament’s view that the establishment of the SEAR may increase flexibility, but requires close monitoring of the management of available financial resources in view of the needs under the EUSF and the EAR.
Paragraph 22:
The average time for making advance payments is determined by multiple factors including the 12 weeks to submit the application, the time necessary to do a first eligibility check and the administrative procedures to adopt the necessary financing decision. The Commission services engage to perform these tasks in the shortest possible time given the available resources.
Paragraph 25:
Until 2020, the activation of the EUSF required the mobilisation of funds through an amending budget procedure after the European Commission completed its assessment and decided to activate the EUSF. In the period 2021-2027, in accordance with Article 9 of the MFF Regulation, the EUSF and the EAR were both put under one special instrument, the Solidarity and Emergency Aid Reserve (SEAR). The intention of the legislator was that this would make mobilisation of the EUSF faster and more flexible as in accordance with Article 9(3) of the MFF Regulation, the appropriations from the SEAR are entered in the general budget of the Union as a provision. Thus, whenever there is a need to mobilise the EUSF, a transfer from the SEAR reserve line to the EUSF operational line is to be proposed to the budgetary authority (Article 31 of the Financial Regulation). This procedure should be faster than the mobilisation of the funding through the amending budget procedure.
Moreover, as additional flexibility in exceptional cases and if the remaining financial resources available in the SEAR are not sufficient to cover the EUSF needs in the year of occurrence of a disaster, the MFF Regulation foresees also a possibility to frontload from the n+1 the EUSF share of SEAR to year n. Such frontloading is limited to a maximum amount of EUR 400 million (2018 prices) and reduces the annual EUSF allocation for year n+1 accordingly.
Paragraph 30:
EUSF is primarily designed to contribute to post-disaster emergency relief in the Member States and accession countries confronted with devastating natural disasters and major public health emergencies. It is intended to provide financial assistance to cover part of essential emergency and recovery response actions. Accordingly, the EUSF is not designed for ‘building back better’ and resilience aspects are not specifically underlined in the EUSF regulation. Nevertheless resilience measures are encouraged by promoting better coordination and complementarity with financial resources from other sources, especially, where applicable with other EU funding, especially with cohesion policy funding.
A real case example: the Commission’s involvement and active participation at the high-level meetings to ensure a comprehensive multi-fund approach to the earthquake recovery for Croatia after the two devastating earthquakes 2020/ 2021. In the discussions, the EUSF is only one funding source among others but building back better can be achieved through coordination with other funds.
Further flexibility was introduced in the legislative framework by an amendment of the Common Provisions Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 on 4 July 2017 by Regulation (EU) 2017/1199, enabling additional assistance to Member States affected by natural disasters. Namely, in Article 120 of Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013, a new paragraph 8 allows for insertion of a separate priority axis within an operational programme with a co-financing rate of up to 95 % to support operations in response to major or regional natural disasters if they fulfil all conditions defined by the Regulation.
In this regard, Croatia was the first Member State to make use of the provisions of this new paragraph 8 of Article 120 of the Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013. The creation of a new priority axis with an EU allocation of EUR 111 million from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), and a co-financing rate of 95 % was provided through the amendment in early June 2021 of the Operational programme “Competitiveness and Cohesion”. This amendment allowed for additional financial support to mitigate the consequences of a series of devastating earthquakes that hit the Sisak-Moslavina County and parts of Karlovac and Zagreb Counties in Croatia starting from 28 December 2020.
Besides, the Croatian authorities amended various Operational programmes financed by the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD), the European Social fund (ESF) and the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) independent of this additional flexibility, on the basis of the standard rules concerning programme amendments. For example, they have implemented additional measures for food and basic material aid through FEAD, they have mobilized an amount of EUR 15.7 million through ESF, which will, inter alia, be used to finance measures for support to NGOs for providing an efficient respond to the needs of local communities in crisis situations. On top of that, the EAFRD will be used for restoring agricultural production potential damaged or destroyed by earthquakes in the amount of EUR 15.9 million, where the intensity of support amounts to 100 % of eligible investment costs.
Paragraph 35:
The Commission regularly publishes press statements and/or news items regarding received new EUSF applications and/ or proposed mobilisation of the EUSF assistance, as well as, information on the disbursed amounts. The EUSF is also regularly covered by REGIO Flash news and in Panorama articles.
Moreover, the Cohesion policy open data portal[footnoteRef:8] provides data on the EUSF applications, awarded assistance and type of disasters in an accessible way. [8:  	https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/An-overview-of-the-EU-Solidarity-Fund-2002-2020/qpif-qzyn/] 

There is no complete and systematic overview of communication and media coverage in Member States. However, daily press clippings and frequent questions from journalists demonstrate the high visibility of the EUSF related support decisions in regional and national media. In 2019, an interview with a Commission representative was shown on a big screen at the airport in Italy providing a very visible proof of the EU support through the EUSF for the Italian earthquakes.
The Commission has taken note of the European Parliament’s proposal and will assess possibilities to improve visibility the EUSF assistance.
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