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AER Position on the

Communication from the Commission – European Neighbourhood Policy – Strategy Paper (COM(2004)373)

and

Regulation Laying Down General Provisions Establishing a European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (COM(2004)628)

Having regard to:

Communication from the Commission – European Neighbourhood Policy – Strategy Paper (COM(2004)373)

Regulation Laying Down General Provisions Establishing a European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (COM(2004)628)

The Communication from the Commission: Paving the Way for a New Neighbourhood Instrument (COM(2003)393)

The Report of the European Parliament on Wider Europe – Neighbourhood: A New Framework for Relations with our Southern and Eastern Neighbours (COM(2003) 104 – 2003/2018(INI))

Adopted the following position at its plenary session held in Dubrovnik on 29 April 2005:

A. General framework 

The Assembly of European Regions:

1. Believes that the European Neighbourhood Policy sets a solid framework for promoting regional development, stability and prosperity at the external borders of the EU;

2. Welcomes the Commission’s assertion that the "privileged relationship with neighbours will build on mutual commitment to common values, principally within the fields of the rule of law, good governance, the respect for human rights, including minority rights, the promotion of good neighbourly relations and the principles of market economy and sustainable development“, and highlights the fact that regional authorities play a key role in each of these areas; 

3. Highlights the fact that many concrete co-operation projects already exist between regions in the EU and their counterparts in the European Neighbourhood; these projects are able to make a significant contribution to the development of democratic governance in the countries of the European Neighbourhood. In this way the regions are able to make a significant contribution to the grassroots, bottom-up implementation of the European Neighbourhood Policy;

4. Stresses the importance of ensuring that the European Neighbourhood Policy is harmonised with the EU’s approach to the accession and pre-accession countries of the Western Balkans, and to Turkey. These countries form an important integral part of the European space, and the European Neighbourhood Policy should therefore provide mechanisms for co-operation between partners in these countries, in the European Neighbourhood and in the European Union.

B. Action Plans,

The Assembly of European Regions:

1. Wishes to see the regional level of government and the role of the regions in the delivery of the European Neighbourhood Policy much more clearly emphasised. Regions must play a strong role in the design, delivery and monitoring of programmes, as the regional and local levels of government are closest to the citizen and therefore are in the best position to judge how well the intentions of the Neighbourhood Policy translate into concrete initiatives on the ground;

2. Encourages the Commission to open up Community programmes promoting cultural, educational, environmental, technical and scientific links to the countries in the European Neighbourhood, as such programmes allow for long-term practical linkages between regions and their citizens and can contribute to the creation of democracy, transparency and accountability in regional government in the European Neighbourhood;

3. Welcomes the intention that the European Neighbourhood Policy would provide support for technical assistance and twinning for partners that wish to meet EU norms and standards. The AER would, however, urge the Commission to extend this support to twinnings and technical assistance at the regional level, as EU regional authorities have a wealth of experience to share with their counterparts in the European Neighbourhood. It is worth highlighting, in this context, the recent experiences of regions in the new Member States, in undergoing a smooth and rapid transition to democracy that will be of direct relevance to their counterparts in the European Neighbourhood;

4. Welcomes the intention that the action plans will have a strong economic and social component and particularly welcomes the proposed strengthening of dialogue in the areas of employment, social policy and structural reforms. It underlines the importance of involving regional authorities in this dialogue, as they are in many cases the bodies responsible for implementing these policies;

5. Underlines the fact that the regions have an important role to play in many of the other policy areas that would be covered by the action plans, including energy, transport and environment. For this reason, the Commission is urged to include regional representatives in the preparation, monitoring and evaluation of the action plans. Good environmental governance, for example, must be implemented at the regional level, particularly in relation to the areas specifically highlighted in the strategy paper, such as water quality and waste management;

6. Welcomes the inclusion of people-to-people actions in the Action Plans, as such actions are fundamental in the construction of democratic societies from the grassroots;

7. Welcomes the fact that the Strategy Paper recognises the important role that Euroregions play in developing concrete co-operation activities, and highlights the fact that interregional associations, such as the Assembly of European Regions, can supplement these initiatives by bringing in the experience of regions from the wider Europe for exchanges of experience and know-how; 

C. European Neighbourhood Instrument

The Assembly of European Regions:

1. Welcomes the attempt to improve the integration of financial resources supporting territorial co-operation between regions within the EU and their counterparts in the European Neighbourhood, through the creation of a new European Neighbourhood Instrument from 2007;

2. Highlights the fact that the present funding programmes often act to hinder territorial co-operation rather than to improve it, because the mismatch between the programmes discourages the development of truly joint projects and initiatives;

3. Welcomes the two-phase approach as this will allow the Commission to take immediate action to address the difficulties experienced in the current programmes, through the introduction of Neighbourhood Programmes;

4. Welcomes the Commission’s intention to increase the amount of funding available for crossborder co-operation in the European Neighbourhood, but believes that there is still a need to provide additional funding for transnational and interregional co-operation between regions in the EU and the European Neighbourhood;

5. Highlights the importance of ensuring that regional and local authorities are fully involved in the preparation and management of the new Neighbourhood Instrument. These bodies have firsthand experience of cross-border and interregional co-operation that can enhance the development of programmes designed to address the real needs of the communities living in the border regions;

6. Welcomes the Commission’s approach of encouraging thematic, as well as geographical, co-operation, as this should allow for regions throughout the EU to co-operate with their counterparts in the European Neighbourhood, rather than limiting co-operation to those regions with geographical proximity to the European Neighbourhood

7. Welcomes the fact that the strategy paper states that the new European Neighbourhood Instrument will support interregional co-operation projects, involving EU Member States ad partner countries, but is concerned that the subsequent Proposal for the creation of a European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument
 lacks specific reference to Window 2, the strand for support to interregional co-operation;

8. Welcomes the fact that, in the Proposal for the creation of a European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument, the Commission chooses to propose the creation of a single instrument to finance activities both inside and outside the Union. The AER believes that this is by far the most effective of the three options for financing presented in the Commission’s Strategy Paper, as it would overcome many of the current problems faced when trying to prepare and implement project that are financed by different instruments;

9. Offers its assistance to the European Commission in the detailed design of the European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument.

Adopted by the AER General Assembly

Strasbourg, 24-25 November 2005
� Regulation Laying Down General Provisions Establishing a European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (COM(2004)628)
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