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AER Draft Position on the Commission's Communication on the Eastern Partnership 


Having regard to: Communication from the Commission – Eastern Partnership (COM (2008) 823)

In December 2008 the European Commission published a Communication on the Eastern Partnership (EaP), a new policy framework to strengthen cooperation between the EU and its Eastern partners, including Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine, Belarus (which will initially participate at a technical level only) and to support further economic development as well as greater democratic governance and stability in the Eastern Neighbourhood of the EU.

The Assembly of European Regions (AER), founded in 1985, is the largest independent network of regions in the wider Europe, bringing together over 270 regions from 33 countries and 16 interregional organisations to facilitate interregional cooperation across the wider Europe and beyond. AER welcomes the initiative by the European Commission to further cooperation with its Eastern European neighbours and strengthen economic development, governance and stability in this area.

Drawing from regional know how 

AER believes that regions, as the building blocks of democracy, are able to make a significant contribution to the territorial integrity, stability and prosperity of European countries. It is regional and local levels of government which are closest to the citizen and in the best position to judge how well the aims of the Eastern Partnership policies translate into concrete initiatives on the ground.  AER, therefore:

· Asks for a strong role of regions in the bilateral and multilateral cooperation activities between the EU and the EaP countries; 

· Recommends that regional decision makers and experts are consulted and involved, alongside national governments, in the negotiation and implementation of the new association agreements in areas of regional competence; 

· Urges that representatives and experts from regional authorities be included in the new multilateral cooperation framework of the four thematic platforms and asks in particular to include regional decision-makers and experts as members in the panels preparing the thematic platforms.

Creating effective and stable institutions

AER fully supports the development of a Comprehensive Institution-Building programme (CIB) in order to improve administrative capacity in all relevant sectors of cooperation. AER would like to: 

· Underline that administrative capacity building needs to be developed at all levels of governance, focusing not only on the national level, but in particular on the sub-national level;

· Highlight the importance of equipping individuals working in regional administrations with the understanding, skills and access to information, knowledge and training on European affairs that enables them to perform their tasks effectively;

· Reiterate that the regional level is usually less exposed to the European and international environment, and as a consequence has to be specially equipped to play a strong role in the design, delivery and monitoring of EU funded programmes;

· Recall that EU regional authorities have a wealth of experience to share with their counterparts in the European Neighbourhood and urges the Commission to financially support exchange initiatives between regional representatives in order to enable direct exchange of know-how;  

· Offer its assistance in the design and implementation of such exchange and training programmes, and draws attention to AER's own capacity building instruments such as the AER Training Academy, the AER peer reviews, AER Summer schools, expert seminars, study visits, youth networks and exchange programmes such as CENTURIO for regional officers and EURODYSSEE for young people. 

Learning from EU Regional policy

AER welcomes the Commission approach which emphasises that EaP partner countries should be able to draw on the experience and mechanisms of EU economic and social policies to achieve greater territorial cohesion. AER in particular :

· Supports the signing of memoranda of understanding on regional policy between the European Commission and EaP countries to create a basis for dialogue and exchange of information in the area of territorial cohesion;

· Urges the involvement of regional authorities of the EaP countries, alongside the national governments, in negotiating the MoU;

· Offers its assistance and expertise in building the bridge between regional, national and European actors and facilitating negotiations on such memoranda.

Interregional cooperation as a means of achieving greater cohesion

AER members are interested in direct cooperation between the regions of the EU and the EaP countries and support all initiatives facilitating this exchange. AER therefore:

· Welcomes the participation of relevant regions from the EaP countries in the already existing trans-national European programmes in South-Eastern, Central and Northern Europe;

· Supports the extension of the ENPI-funded cross-border co-operation, currently implemented at the external borders of the EU, to the borders between the partners;

· Stresses that funding needs to be allocated for all forms of territorial cooperation, allocating it not only to cross-border cooperation, but also to trans-national and interregional cooperation;

· Requests that an open and flexible space for territorial cooperation be created between regions in the EaP countries and their counterparts in the EU;

· Reminds the Commission of the current discussions on the future of EU cohesion policy and the important contributions made by European regions and interregional associations such as AER to the development of future cohesion policy; 

· Urges the European Commission to take these contributions into account and to build upon the experience of European regions in order to maximise the benefits of a European cohesion policy for regions from EaP countries. 

Inclusion of Third Countries

AER members include regions from 33 countries across wider Europe, including regions from Russia and Turkey (around a third of members are from non-EU countries). AER therefore:

· Recalls that Russia and Turkey form an important integral part of the European space and play a significant role in stabilising the whole region;

· Recommends that the EaP be harmonised with the EU’s approach to Russia and Turkey and that cooperation be supported on the borders between these respective countries and EaP countries.  

Institutional platform for exchange between regions from the EU and the EaP countries

AER takes note of the invitation of the European Council and the European Commission to create an Eastern Europe and South Caucasus Local and Regional Assembly (EaP LRA) to serve as a platform of political dialogue and information exchange on sub-national level. AER 

· Draws attention to its own organisational structure, which already represents a platform of cooperation between member regions from EU countries and regions from the wider Europe; 

· Recommends that the political and administrative expertise of the AER's political bodies and secretariat be drawn upon in designing new structures for interregional cooperation platforms;   

· Urges all stakeholders involved in the establishment of this new assembly to design governance mechanisms which do not create additional administrative layers, but that do offer a forum for constructive debate and exchange of information; 

· Asks for allocation of a seat in the ruling body of the EaP LRA once it is established;

· Offers its assistance in the detailed design of the EaP LRA.

AER believes that regions are able to make a significant contribution to the grassroots, bottom-up implementation of the Eastern Partnership, and stands ready to assist the European Union institutions in the implementation of the policy proposals and programmes.  
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