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Report on AER Meeting with Mrs Hübner, EU Commissioner in charge of Regional Policy

20TH January 2005, Brussels

AER delegation 

Mr Onno Hoes, Committee C President; Mr Klipp, AER Secretary General; Mr Paul Diemel, Project manager in International Affairs (Noord-Brabant); Committee C Secretariat

European Commission

Mrs Danuta Hübner, member of the European Commission in charge of Regional Policy; Mr Slawomir Tokarski, member of Mrs Hübner’s Cabinet; Representative of DG Regio

The position of the AER on cohesion policy, as presented by Mr Hoes to the European Commission, is available in attachment. This report refers only to the European Commissioner’s comments during the meeting. 

In introduction, Mrs Hübner acknowledged the importance of the subsidiarity principle and insisted in the idea that Regions should be fully involved in EU cohesion policy and more generally in the implementation of the Lisbon Strategy. The Lisbon strategy has to be for all Regions, not only the most competitive. 

Mrs Hübner insisted on several points:

· Bottom-up approach to the Lisbon strategy. There is a need for regional self-development strategies. If Lisbon is to deliver, it is essential that the Regions have the capacity to decide on which priorities they want to focus in EU-funded regional development programme: it is not up to Brussels to decide for them. 

· Territorial cooperation. There is a genuine added-value in cross-border and interregional cooperation, which should be promoted. The Committee C secretariat will remain in contact with DG Regio and Mrs Hübner’s cabinet, in order to monitor the real future of interregional cooperation. 
· Automatic disengagement rule. Mrs Hübner acknowledged the preoccupations over the N+2 rule but explained that some firm rules were necessary in order to justify the budget in front of the Council and that some flexibility was to be granted to major projects, co-financed by the cohesion fund.

· EGCC. The European Grouping for Cross-border Cooperation was designed in order to fill a gap and support interregional cooperation in the Regions that have little experience of it and face important administrative difficulties when carrying out their projects. This system will definitely remain an option.

· Decentralisation. One of the main challenges of the Commission is to find opportunities to adopt a more decentralised approach, to the benefit of the regional level. There is a need to find an institutional arrangement which could allow EU, National and Regional representatives to cooperate in real partnership in designing regional policies. The AER will work on this issue and make some concrete proposals, based on the idea suggested by the Commission in its 3rd report on cohesion, of tripartite contract including the three partners.
Mrs Hübner finally announced the future steps toward the launch of the next programming period. 

The Commission is currently starting consultations with the Member States in a view to elaborating the Community strategic guidelines, which should be adopted during the informal European Council in May. The financial perspectives should be adopted by the Council in June. The programming period will then be able to begin, with the negotiations between individual Member States and the Commission to start in autumn. Regional representatives will then also be consulted.

This schedule is based on the assumption that the Council will reach an agreement on the financial perspectives in June. The objective of the Commission is to ensure that enough money will be dedicated to the regional policy for 2007-2013 and that the funds will be available on time, for the programmes to start in 2007. “There is an imperative need for Luxembourg to deliver”, Mrs Hübner concluded.

Future cohesion policy

AER remarks and requests

Opening by Mr Onno Hoes, AER Vice-President

The Assembly of European Regions is a pan-European political organisation, created 20 years ago, with 250 member regions. Our next General Assembly will be held in Strasbourg on 24-25 November 2005 and will be the occasion to celebrate the AER’s 20th anniversary, we will have the pleasure to welcome Mrs Hübner in Strasbourg for our General Assembly. The AER is constituted of 4 thematic committees, among which Committee C, in charge of regional policies. The main points that we wish to discuss today are the product of a long-term reflection that started in 2001 on what should be a cohesion policy genuinely dedicated to the harmonious and sustainable development of the Regions. The AER position is in particular the outcome of the last AER conference on “the future cohesion policy in an enlarged Europe”, which was held in Heves (Hungary) on 14-15 October 2004 and of the survey on the management of structural funds in the Regions which is currently under way.

· Financial framework
· The draft financial perspectives (0,41% EU GDP) are a strict minimum if cohesion policy is to remain credible and tackle the challenge of enlargement.

· Regional funds should not be used for other structural actions like environmental (Natura 2000) or agricultural measures (European Rural Development Fund)

· The future of interregional cooperation:
Within Objective 3 “Territorial cooperation”

· Regret the abandonment of the “Interreg” name, experience and specific method of management in favour of a more centralised and top-down approach

· Very restrictive formulation of the interregional strand: networks of cooperation and exchange of experiences

· Interregional strand very limited in terms of possible themes of action and very little money is dedicated to the interregional strand within the 3rd Objective

Within Objective 1 and 2

· No provision is made for a minimum compulsory amount to be dedicated to interregional cooperation projects in the regional programmes, there is a risk of marginalizing interregional projects. 

· Even though the Regions will benefit from more opportunities to cooperate by splitting interregional cooperation within the mainstream of the first two objectives, there is a risk that it may loose its visibility.

· Also, we regret that cooperation will be limited to the areas of the Convergence and competitiveness objectives. 

In both cases, the topics for cooperation are too restrictive: regions should be able to define their own priorities.

· Involvement of Regions in the management of structural funds
· Regions are still not considered as full partners in all programming and implementation stages.

· In addition, the interpretation of the notion of “partnership” still depends on the national government’s appreciation. 

· Regions are still not direct recipients of EU funds: use and control of EU funds are thus still unnecessarily separated. 

· Concerns about the maintenance of the N+2 rule : should be more flexible, especially for long-term projects and should take into account possible difficulties of management at the beginning of the programme in the new EU member states’ administration.

· Coordination with other EU policies
· Need further clarification about the European Rural Development Fund to be sure that there will be an effective coordination with the CAP.

· Need to promote bridges between the regional policy and research framework programmes.

· Request more information on the coordination between competition and structural fund policy.

Intervention by Mr Klaus Klipp, AER Secretary General

· Cohesion and the Lisbon agenda
· Structural funds should assist regions to be competitive and not push them into competition with each other. There is a risk that the new Objective 2, favouring the most potentially competitive regions, may promote competition between European Regions instead of competitiveness of all European Regions. 

· On which criteria will the eligible Regions be selected by the member States? Not only quantitative criteria should be taken into account to define a Region as competitive but also quality criteria, such as the existence of long-term projects allowing the Region to find a sustainable self-development strategy.

· Objective 2 priorities do not take sufficiently into account the specificities of certain areas, such as rural areas. 

· To enhance the Regions’ competitiveness, EU cohesion policy should also help to promote cooperation and exchange networks between Regional Development Agencies all over Europe. Cooperation between these agencies and the private sector should also be supported and emphasised.

To overcome these difficulties, the AER suggests that the priorities of the new Objective 2 should be defined by the Regions themselves in the programme preparation period.

· European Grouping for Cross-border Cooperation
The AER Committee on Institutional Affairs has set up a working group on regional partnerships, which is in charge of studying the new EGCC and making constructive proposals to make it even more adapted to the Regions’ needs. The first proposals of this Committee are:

· This is a useful framework, giving possibilities for joint management of projects: real political value.

· Fear that this framework may become compulsory with time: even if this is not the case, we fear that the Commission could favour projects/programmes that make use of the instrument, at the expense of those that chose to use their own co-operation mechanisms
· Wonder why specifically called cross-border instead of territorial.

A hearing will be organised in the European Parliament on this topic on 15 February.

Concluding remarks (by Onno Hoes)

Further contact will be  taken between our services to clarify some points about the European Grouping for Cross-border Cooperation, in order to better prepare this hearing in the European Parliament in February.

In addition, as already mentioned, we are currently preparing a survey on the management of structural funds in the Regions, which will be presented on the occasion of our next plenary meeting, in the Azores on 6 May 2005. Our general secretariat may need to contact your services to discuss this matter as well.

Based upon this expertise, the AER would be happy to participate actively in the next Conference on cohesion and competitiveness that the Commission will organise on March 3rd.  
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