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European Territorial Cooperation post 2013 – Discussion Paper

Preparations for the next EU budgetary period 2014-2020 have begun and decision-makers have made clear that programme input is needed and desired in this process. 

The main strategic processes for the future of the EU are evolving around the Europe 2020 strategy (http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/), which should be agreed by heads of state in June. The main consultation activities on the new policy framework are taking place now. In autumn several additional policy documents containing more a detailed outline of the EU 2020 process will be released by the Commission’s Directorates General. It is currently envisaged that the new legislative package will be submitted to the European Council in spring 2011.

Your contribution counts!  

INTERACT is providing a platform for Territorial Cooperation programmes to help shape the future and ensure that the new framework respects and effectively addresses the unique situation of our programmes. During spring INTERACT organised two expert working groups with the aim of setting the background for a wider discussion. These workshops addressed the future strategic and thematic framework for European Territorial Cooperation, as well as programme management and control issues. 

The main points raised so far are summarised in this discussion paper and we would now like to invite your feedback, comments and further contributions. In this paper we have also tried to outline the main questions that have been voiced in the wider debate but these should in no way set the limits of the discussion. Please feel free to add new ideas and proposals.
As part of the process we would like to invite you to a consultation event in Brussels on 1-2June 2010. The event announcement and a link to registration can be found here. 

You are also welcome to submit your comments and proposals via e-mail, sending them to ieva.kalnina@interact-eu.net. We would prefer where possible contributions developed in consultation with other programme bodies, national / regional authorities or programme decision making bodies.

The outcome of the consultation process will be summarised by INTERACT and forwarded to the European Commission.
We also encourage you to approach other national, regional and even EU level stakeholders and bodies involved in the wider discussion on future EU policy and the legal framework. Discussions on e.g. the new financial regulation have already begun and will affect all areas financed from the EU budget. Thus it is important to make sure that the voice of the ETC is also heard 

The approach to follow 

As far as possible we would like the consultation process to consider the main issues for debate raised by the European Commission. These are:

· improving the way regional and local resources from all territories are used, so that they contribute to the competitiveness of the whole of Europe

· focusing the policy more on results

· continue simplifying the process used to implement the policy while at the same time ensuring it remains effective

· focusing the policy towards the future and helping regions deal with future challenges 

Overall, the range of positions voiced so far includes everything from zero change to completely dismantling the programmes. In this context and for this consultation we think it is important:

· Not to be over-concerned about some of the wilder suggestions unless and until they become serious proposals

· Take an approach that acknowledges other inputs but is not limited by them, and allows programmes and INTERACT to introduce completely new ideas

· Focus on solutions as the challenges are quite clear and generally accepted but concrete proposals for how to address them are rarer  

Strategic and thematic approach 

The evolution of Territorial Cooperation programmes has taken a leap in the current programming period. Introducing cooperation as one of the Cohesion Policy objectives has increased the pressure for cooperation programmes to realise their unique role in the policy framework and prove their added value to Europe’s territorial, societal and economic integration. This is a profound change from the more easy-going days of the Community Initiative INTERREG. 

This change implies that programmes have to be targeted and decide a small number of intervention areas rather than offering a little bit of everything. And there is a lot to consider: 

· The strategy proposal outlined by José Manuel Barroso in the “Europe 2020” document –with its renewed ambition to ensure smart, sustainable and inclusive growth,

· Challenges facing European society in coming years (environment, energy, globalisation, demographic change, security), 

· Territorial perspectives (preserving the uniqueness of each particular region and respecting it, as well as ensuring the best possible interaction between different types of territories), 

· Traditional sectoral approaches (transport, environment, SME support, tourism, cross-border infrastructure and services, etc), 

· The need to ensure coordinated implementation of EU 2020 as a cross-sectoral and multi-level governance effort as well as to improve governance and programme implementation in general.

Certainly, there is little here that is completely new but there is a growing expectation that cooperation programmes make a lasting and visible contribution to solving these challenges. In the past INTERREG programmes have been criticised for lacking focus and as a result producing little visible effect. It is essential therefore that we try to analyse the reasons behind such weaknesses and identify the solutions to fully exploit the strategic potential of cooperation in future. The discussion here concentrates on questions like: What should be the contribution of ETC programmes to EU 2020? How can we ensure the strategic focus of programmes? How can we shift programme implementation towards results and an evidence-based approach? To what extent does the current programme architecture (the three strands) satisfy the need for cooperation? What role should territorial cooperation programmes play vis-à-vis macro-regional strategies?

A number of main points and proposals have been made so far. Their inclusion here does not represent agreement with all of the points raised but rather acceptance of their importance in the discussion. The main points are: 

· There is need for a clearer European level vision. A more detailed document outlining the roadmap towards the Europe 2020 objectives would be welcome. There is also a need for clearer European direction for territorial development. Further guidance on and clarification of the territorial cooperation objectives should be linked to these processes. The EU should be stronger in communicating its priorities to the programmes.

· The overall objective of the European Territorial Cooperation programmes needs to be clarified on the EU level. The convergence and competitiveness objectives of the EU regional policy indicate their aim in their titles, whereas the title ‘Territorial Cooperation’ refers rather to a process. Links could be made to territorial cohesion and the need to progressively promote the territorial integration of cooperation areas by eliminating physical, administrative, regulatory obstacles and jointly addressing the cross-cutting challenges related to globalisation, climate change, migration etc. affecting the Community territory as a whole.
· On the other hand, the ambition level set for the programmes and objective can only reflect the overall political support for EU integration on EU, national, regional and local level, as well as the funding allocated to these programmes. Member State representatives at the high level working group have expressed their opinion that the ambition level should remain rather low. There is also an opinion that ETC programmes can only make a limited contribution to the fulfilment of EU 2020 because the main focus for ETC is cooperation and EU integration. The supporters of this view rather emphasise that small steps can be very important and that ’soft’ cooperation is an important first step towards working together on strategic issues. It may, however, have the negative effect of suggesting that cooperation is unable to deliver on strategic aims.
·  ETC programmes generally support ERDF allocations per programme rather than per Member State but the High Level Group does not support this approach.  

· Many stakeholders would welcome a separate regulation for ETC. It would increase general awareness about and recognition of the unique challenges of Territorial Cooperation. 

· The views on ETC architecture range from leaving things as they are (the three cooperation types – cross-border, transnational and inter-regional are based on certain needs and a clear logic and there is no need to change them) to abandoning all three strands. There may be scope for rationalisation and flexibility vis-à-vis different needs of cooperation (thematic, cross-border, between smaller numbers of countries in the transnational areas, along river basins and in mountainous areas etc). In particular in the context of macro-regional strategies thought could be given to improving cooperation between A and B programmes. 

· The strategic focus of the programmes has to be ensured. Programmes should build on an awareness of the particular territory in which they operate. Along with the socio-economic analysis, the territorial disparities and potential should also be analysed and reflected in programme strategies. It is also at this stage that coordination with other policies and instruments must take place to align local, regional, national and European strategies and funding instruments. Further on this alignment should extend also to monitoring systems. 

· ETC is particularly influential in areas like energy efficiency, innovation, seeking solutions for better functioning of the single market and addressing territorial challenges in the fields of environment and risk prevention, transport and communication links, and maritime issues. Due to the varied maturity of cooperation across the EU and its territorial diversity it is, however, quite impossible to limit the sectors or themes for European Territorial Cooperation. Flexibility is needed to respect the specifics of each programme area. Focus, however, must be ensured on the programme level by selecting a limited number of intervention areas and setting clear and measurable targets. “Whatever focus is needed – as long as there is a focus!”
· Programmes must become efficient tools in the policy implementation process and this implies adequate steering through a top-down approach. It is believed that one of the reasons why programmes have not been able to achieve the desired results in the past lies in the fact that programme implementation has relied too much on a bottom-up implementation process. A combination of both is required to ensure that strategic objectives are fulfilled. This also calls for programme management bodies to have adequate capacity to guide project development and implementation and to steer the programme on a strategic level.
· If there is anything that can be done by the ETC programmes already in this programming period to ensure better focusing of the programmes and achievement of visible results, it is worth pursuing. Programmes are encouraged to use on-going evaluation exercises to analyse programme performance and where appropriate make adjustments for the remaining calls. There is and will be an ever-increasing demand for a good evidence base from the European Commission.
· The introduction of the macro-regional strategies raises questions on their links to the Territorial Cooperation programmes. First, it needs to be clarified what macro-regional strategies are and what is their purpose? In general, it is understood that macro-regional strategies are a framework for setting common priorities and ensuring political support for them. In the Baltic Sea and Danube areas strategy development is rather an institutionalisation of already existing cooperation processes. The Commission has indicated that at least for now there will be no new money, no new structures and no new programmes available for their implementation. Hence, the implementation of the strategies rests with the partner countries and their ability to mobilise and coordinate the available funds, including (but in no sense limited to) ETC. It is clear that macro-regional strategies cannot be established throughout the whole EU and there is also no such intention. Areas outside the strategies might look at alternative ways of achieving the same benefits delivered by the strategies.
· For the sake of beneficiaries and to ease programme implementation, the legal and operational framework of IPA and ENPI must be harmonised with the ERDF. 

For further information please refer to the following annexes:

· thematic fact sheets of the ETC contribution in various sectors: climate change, demographic change, innovation, maritime cooperation, renewable energy, risk prevention and transport

· conclusions from the 14-15 April workshop on strategic approach to cooperation

· conclusions from the 14-15 April workshop on thematic approach to cooperation (pending – will be posted on the website once available)

Pogramme implementation related issues 

Programme management is the heart of European Territorial Cooperation programmes. Without effective programme management, cooperation programmes cannot properly set goals, implement the programme and evaluate its progress. As ETC programmes operate in a dynamic and multi-national environment, programme management should also be flexible to adapt to changes and efficient in meeting tight time schedules. 

In this programming period, management bodies and procedures are much clearer compared to previous periods – partially due to the requirement to outline programme bodies and procedures in detail in the Article 71 Description of Management and Control systems, but there is still room for improvement. At the same time, serious concerns have been raised that the management of ETC programmes might have become overly complex as administrative requirements have increased over time.       

Perhaps the greatest challenge in the upcoming regulations is to break with the perception that the management of Territorial Cooperation is over-complicated and in the worst cases more trouble than it is worth. Many such criticisms inevitably relate directly to control procedures or the requirements they create indirectly on applications and reporting. Control requirements grow out of a combination of EU, national and programme rules, procedures and documents. Undoubtedly one of the main challenges for the programmes has been implementation of the control framework in a multi-country context. There is a need to highlight the progress that has been made in this area and come up with constructive suggestions to solve the remaining problems – without weakening the basic security of the system. 

Some of the points and recommendations made so far are:

· Few people question the value added of Territorial Cooperation – it is the complexity which makes stakeholders worry. The current heavy administrative burdens prevent focusing on strategic delivery. Thus one of the main challenges which need to be addressed is making the management of the programmes easier. 

· The existing regulations are the result of many years of experience with cooperation. Therefore the system should not be changed entirely but rather improved. Of the elements introduced in this programming period, Article 71 description, designation of First Level Controllers and establishment of Group of Auditors should be retained also in future. 

· Some rules developed for Objective 1 and 2 do not work well for ETC. This has led to uncertainty and over-interpretation of the requirements by some programmes and Member States. A separate regulation for ETC or extended separate sections in the other regulations would allow for the incorporation of specific programme implementation provisions arising from the trans-national context in which programmes are implemented.

· In ETC, somebody should take responsibility for the functioning of the entire system on the EU level. ETC representatives should be included in COCOF. 

· It would be helpful if there was a common approach/harmonisation of the rules governing every euro spent from EU funds to avoid confusion amongst partners who access different funds e.g. Structural Funds and Framework funds. ETC fund rules are seen as particularly complex and can discourage applicants.

· In general, the regulation should outline minimum requirements for programme scope and management, otherwise leaving sufficient flexibility for tailor-made contents and implementation arrangements. In the past, more specification has usually led to more rules and growing complexity. What is needed instead is a common understanding of how to interpret the regulations in terms of “What is necessary and what is not absolutely necessary?” Specification is only needed in some cases where the existing regulation has created excessive uncertainty on the side of some programme bodies and has caused an over-interpretation of the requirements. These cases should be identified and addressed. To stress again, few changes have been identified as necessary in the management provisions of the regulations: The main problem seems to be over-interpretation and excessively strict rulings.
· There is confusion and duplication among the tasks of the programme bodies. The roles need better clarification. The role of the Monitoring Committee needs to be strengthened in ETC programmes. It should be the body where the power lies.

· Mechanisms should be found to make programme management independent of national/regional influences. In particular this concerns bodies like MA and AA. An organization belonging to one country may not always be truly independent. There is so far no solution for setting up a truly international and neutral body in a Member State. A possible solution here is to allocate relevant decision making rights rather to the joint bodies – like Monitoring Committee and Group of Auditors. Also, a TA budget financed 100% from the ERDF may help here.

· Rather than pre-determining the bodies to be established for programme implementation, the regulation should list and describe the essential functions and, where appropriate, requirements for separation of powers. This would leave flexibility for programmes to choose the optimum structure for implementation and enable more efficient use of resources. Currently every programme is required to establish the same number of bodies and allocate resources to all of them. 

· The number of controls in the ETC programmes is higher than in mainstream programmes or, indeed, any programme managed directly by the Commission services. In general the approach to controls should, as far as possible, be mainstreamed – i.e. the amount, scope and intensity of the controls performed in the framework of ETC programmes should depend on the general quality of each Member State’s national or regional public administration, financial management and control systems. And where these are of a satisfactory quality and include EU funds, one should rely on them rather than requesting the introduction of many additional controls. 

· A cost-benefit approach to control should replace the current approach of scattering control resources among all potential sources of errors. More control resources should be allocated to high-risk transactions, less to minor transactions. For major control areas, the errors they help to prevent should be investigated in relation to their costs. Unnecessary rules causing high costs of control should be eliminated.

· The acceptable error rate of 2% is not realistic for ETC but it is unclear who to address and what actions are needed to raise the acceptable error rate to a more realistic level. The feedback loops from the European Court of Auditors need to be improved as well so that sufficient information and detail on the identified irregularities is available – only that way it will be possible to address them.

· The core problem areas for eligibility are the same - staff costs, overheads and public procurement (in particular below thresholds). Acting on those will reduce the number of errors. These might be addressed through clear guidance and/or rules established on a European level. 

· The key to success in programme implementation rests in flexibility, trust and people – rather than rules and regulations. We cannot make rules that will not create new problems. Application of the rules to the benefit of the projects and people and willingness to shift thinking is required. Interpretation of the rules and who does it and in what way is the main thing. An experienced programme staff member ensuring that a particular cost is reasonable and relates to the project purpose etc, should in general be the approach used. 

For further information please refer to annex with conclusions from the 11-12 March workshop on management and controls
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