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Activity Report - SC Institutional Affairs 2009 

Understanding Europe in a year of institutional changes

2009 was a crucial year for institutional Europe: The election of a new European Parliament, the last steps of ratification of the Lisbon treaty and the election of a new college of Commissioners. 

Raising awareness about these changes and exploring the role of regional authorities in promoting citizen's participation in the European project was the goal of this year's AER Communication Atelier (18-19 March, Brussels, B). The Atelier was the opportunity to feature some of the best practices gathered in the frame of the AER Communication Award competition. Keynote speakers such as European Member of Parliament, Jo Leinen, or the European Ombudsman, P. N. Diamandouros gave answers to the question on how to build trust in the European institutions and how to involve the citizen much more.  

The Standing Committee organised another awareness raising event on the European elections on 4 May 2009 in the Strasbourg Parliament. Leaders of the main political groups in the European parliament presented their different political programmes and debated together with AER members in the panel how the role of the regions in a future Europe can be ensured. 

To make sure that the new European Commissioners are aware of regional interests, the AER bureau adopted a declaration on what Europe’s leading organisation of regional authorities expects from the new Commission. The declaration calls amongst others for greater involvement of regions in the development of long-term strategies such as the Agenda for Growth and Jobs and the future cohesion policy. 

Discussing European identity - AER European Citizens' Forum:  

Despite being a crucial year for institutional chances, 2009 was also a year for European remembrance, celebrating the 20th anniversary of the fall of the Iron curtain and the 5th anniversary of EU-accession of countries from the former Communist block. Young people in Olomouc (CZ) and Zachodniopmorskie (PL) exchanged about the impact of the fall of the Iron curtain  as well as of the last European enlargements on their daily life. They also discussed about the future of their countries within a united Europe. Even though France has been one of the first members of the EU, young French students from Rhône-Alpes  (FR) discussed their identity within a united Europe as passionately as their fellow Europeans from the new member states. Other key topics such as multi-governance or the economic integration in the EU were also part of the debates, which gathered member of AER Bureau Eliane Giraud, as well as MEPs Damien Abad and Sylvie Guillaume. 

Decentralisation and its impact on regional performance: 

Proofing that decentralisation can be measured (through the establishment of a decentralisation index) and that it can - given the right balance- contribute to economic growth was the main aim of the AER study "From Subsidiarity to Success: the impact of decentralisation on economic growth" conducted by the Swiss Research Institute BAK Basel economics.  Commissioned in 2007 it was finalised in Spring 2009 and presented to AER Bureau members on 14 May in Fribourg (CH) and to a broader audience during various dissemination meetings throughout the year, including journalists, other regional representatives, representatives from the European institutions and national experts from the Council of Europe's local democracy expert committee.  

Integrating the wider Europe: 

EU's neighbouring countries to the East are AER's active members. This is the reason why the Standing Committee made sure that AER members are informed about the newly established EU framework policy, the so called Eastern Partnership. AER adopted a position paper, arguing that each new partnership framework between different states and EU bodies needs to include the regions. To give a practical aspect to its demands, AER organised a first meeting in Guria, Georgia to acquaint regional stakeholders from South-Caucasus about possibilities of interregional cooperation within the framework of AER and EU support programmes. 

Discussing future territorial cooperation on a macro-regional scale

For the first time the EU has elaborated a macro-regional strategy for a specific geographic area, - the Baltic Sea strategy. AER members discussed at the institutional affairs meeting in   Göteborg (Sweden) on 17-18 October the possible implications for the regions of emerging macro-regions. 

Strengthening institutional capacity building - continued support: 

AER continued throughout the year with its Training Academy on European affairs, institutional lobbying and European funding. New course modules on more detailed EU policies and funding instruments were added to the course programmes covering areas such as EU's climate change and energy policy, Structural funds and Territorial cohesion or effective use of structural funds in health care. Over hundreds of participants from all over Europe attended the training academies, making them a valuable instrument to foster knowledge and increase capacities.  

Likewise AER is continuing to provide an AER scholarship for a student from an AER member region to undertake a course of study at Masters degree level in a topic related to regional democracy. For the 2009 AER Scholarship the AER Secretariat received 39 applications. Floreta Kertusha from Durres, Albania, was the winner of this year's award. 
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