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Minutes of the 14th Meeting of
 the Committee for the Coordination of Funds, 
Brussels, 29 January 2008, 9.30-13.00
Mrs Katarína Mathernová, Deputy Director General for Regional Policy, opened the 14th meeting of the COCOF. She apologised Mr Dirk Ahner, Director General, for not being available this day to present the new organigramme of DG REGIO. 
1. Presentation of the new organigramme of DG REGIO
Mrs Mathernová presented the new organigramme, organised around two major pillars, managed by M. Pasca-Raymondo for the geographical directions and herself for the horizontal ones. 

The main objective of this new organisation is to give better visibility to the missions achieved by DG REGIO and to create more cooperation between horizontal and geographical units, and with other General Directorates. DG REGIO has to succeed in reaching a fruitful interaction between thematic challenges, in particular the future of the regional policy, and the management of programmes in relation with the Member States. 

She detailed each directorate. In particular, she mentioned that a new geographical direction was created to offer more and better interactions with each Member State in order to follow the implementation of the various programmes undertaken by DG REGIO. Within the horizontal part, it was now for Unit D1, lead by Bernard Lange, to manage the COCOF, and Bruno Cassette would be your contact person. Unit D1 would also take over the interinstitutional aspects.

In order to improve the work done within the COCOF, Mrs Mathernova proposed to adopt a rolling agenda on a semester basis in order to prepare discussions in advance as much as possible and to provide some flexibility to respond to Member States' requests.

There was no question or remark from the Member States.

Mrs Mathernová thanked the participants for listening and wished them a fruitful meeting under the chairmanship of Mr Rudolf Niessler, Director D. 

2. Approval of the Agenda
Mr Niessler presented the draft agenda and commented it as a light one. Therefore he proposed to shorten the meeting with a morning session only. 

Austria asked for adding a point under AOB on the SFC 2007 concerning the functionality of the system.

The draft agenda is adopted. 

3. Draft Work Programme of the COCOF for the first half of 2008 
Following Mrs Mathernova's proposal, the Commission services proposed a draft Work Programme (WP) of the COCOF for the first half of 2008. 

Mr Niessler detailed it and provided a few comments:

· There is a need to clarify the legal basement of the TCUM under the COCOF authority, as the TCUM was created under the CDCR Committee. The Commission services will study this point and inform the Member States.

· The General Regulation mentioned in the point 4 of the COCOF n°15 is not N°1260/1999 but N°1083/2006. This has to be modified.

· Probably, the point 2 of the COCOF n°16 on the GECT will be moved on the February meeting.

In addition, as there is a risk for certain documents not to be adopted on time for the February meeting, the Commission services proposed an additional meeting on 26 March.

Mr Niessler gave the floor to the Member States and invited them to suggest any other points to be added in the Work Programme. 

Greece agreed with the draft WP for the next six months and with the idea of an additional meeting on 26 March. However it stressed the need to discuss some issues on a regular basis, even at each meeting, and not only during one dedicated meeting.

The Netherlands underlined the short term administrative burdens which could appear for the management of the funds. With the Austrian delegation, it called for a discussion on the SFC system as soon as possible.

Slovakia requested for a discussion in February or at the latest in March (agreeing on holding an additional meeting in March) on the guidance note for the water sector, as it is a strategic issue at national and local levels.

Spain underlined that various challenges will have to be addressed by the Member States in the coming months. Therefore, having the documents available in time is required to discuss them properly within the COCOF.

Germany considered the WP as an interesting approach. It pointed out that the 26 March is one week following Easter which is not the best moment to hold a meeting. It called for a discussion on the Beneficiaries list in February, as national administrations need this guidance as soon as possible. Finally, it proposed to put the question of the eligibility of loans on the agenda of the next COCOF.

Belgium asked for the last two items of the WP (n°8 and 9) to be moved up to the February or March meeting.

Italy agreed with the positions presented in the WP. However it proposed to discuss the item 4 ("ex-post evaluation of the programmes 2000-2006") in February, and the item 6 ("Guidance document for audit authorities on evaluation of systems") in March. The March meeting could also offer a place for a discussion on how the FSC is working. For the Italian delegation, it seemed that some information was missing or not up-to-date. It is rather in favour of stopping the email system. 

Austria welcomed the WP. The March meeting is feasible or a two day meeting in February or later. This additional meeting could provide an opportunity to discuss the issue of the forthcoming Green Paper on territorial cohesion. 

Luxemburg expressed the need to have guidance to audit authorities on sampling as soon as possible, meaning February or March. It invited the Commission services to write down a strategy on this issue.

The Chairman responded to the Member States with the following comments:

· He is pleased to notice that the Member States agreed with the principle and the content of this rolling agenda and the additional date proposed (26 March).

· The request to move up the point on the water sector is taken into account, and those related to items 6, 7 and 8 (from April and May to February or March).

· The question of the eligibility of loans, raised by the German delegation, will be discussed bilaterally first.

· The territorial question will be addressed within the COCOF.

· The COCOF secretariat will do the best to get documents available sufficiently in advance to be discussed within the COCOF.

Greece did not want all the issues to be discussed again at all the meetings but just some of them, such as major projects or INTERREG, as sometimes Member States' delegations need several interactions with their national administrations.

The Commission services agreed with this request and facility, without notifying explicitly the point on the agenda of the next meetings.

No more remark came from the Member States then the Chairman proposed to move to the next point on the agenda.

4. Report of the work of the sub-committee on territorial cohesion in 2007 and Draft Work Programme of the TCUM for the first half of the year 2008
Mr Patrick Salez (DG REGIO – Unit C2) introduced both points and indicated that the minutes of all meetings are available on CIRCA.

He specified that at the October meeting, four thematic working groups were put in place on various issues. These are: climate change, energy efficiency, demography and urban poll. The objective here is to benchmark methods used by the Member States to deal with these issues and to propose ideas to improve them. A questionnaire was sent to the Member States on territorial cohesion, including questions on the operational dimension.

With regard to the Work Programme for 2008, the decision for the creation of the TCUM foresees a report of its activities at each COCOF meeting. In addition, Member States are invited to submit proposals, and those transmitted, were taken into account. 

Three issues are recurrent and will be discussed at every TCUM Work Programme:

· Evolution of the Territorial Agenda (Açores meeting);

· Implementation of the Leipzig Charter;

· Progress made within the four thematic working groups.

Mr Salez reminded the key items of the Agenda for the four 2008 meetings. In particular, the next meeting will be devoted to the impact of the new Lisbon Treaty on territorial cohesion and the first results of the questionnaire on territorial cohesion.  The September meeting will focus on the Green Paper on territorial cohesion, and the November meeting on the European territorial cooperation programmes. 

Mr Salez explained that the TCUM is working under the umbrella of the COCOF. He proposed to have a report not after each TCUM meeting but maybe two times a year, in order to focus COCOF discussions on the main points that Member States would like to raise on the basis of the work achieved by the TCUM.

Then the Chairman gave the floor for the Member States to comment.

Poland thanked for having a specific WP for the TCUM. It considered that the Green Paper on the cohesion policy is a major issue and it is important for the Member States to be involved as soon as possible. Therefore, there is a need for the TCUM to start working on it early this year.

Austria supported and strengthened the Polish request. For the Austrian delegation, this subject is relevant for the Member States at the COCOF level as well.

Italy was in favour of a TCUM report three times a year and agreed with the Polish and Austrian interventions. There was an additional comment on the four working groups: objectives are not very clear on what these groups would like to deliver. Member States need to discuss previously the mandates of each working groups, as the COCOF is responsible for the work done within the TCUM. 

Germany shared the Austrian and Italian views. The cohesion policy is a part of the Lisbon treaty and a major issue for the Member States. The TCUM is an advisory group of the COCOF. It has to report to the COCOF regularly on its achievements. Germany specified that "territorial cohesion" has to be studied in a broader sense, including innovation, energy efficiency, and territorial planning for instance. 

France was waiting for the first results of the questionnaire. It proposed that the COCOF could welcome the discussion, instead of the TCUM to invite COCOF members to take part in its meetings. France indicated that its questionnaire response did not reflect the views of the all departments involved at national level. 

Greece considered that the four working groups are important. The Member States will have to provide their contributions to get interesting results. For the TCUM, a regular report, even after each meeting, is needed. On the questionnaire, the Greek delegation wondered how the Commission services would like to use the results, and if they will be included in the Green Paper, as well as the results of the work done on the rural dimension. 

Spain thanked for information and considered that the COCOF has to better follow the work done within the TCUM, in particular for the territorial cohesion. For the Spanish delegation, the TCUM mandate has to be reviewed regularly. 

The Chairman invited Mr Salez to respond to the Member States' comments.

Mr Salez proposed a deep discussion at the COCOF September meeting. In the meantime, he suggested a regular report to the COCOF on the progress made within the TCUM. Two reports of the TCUM activities at the COCOF level could be proposed (for instance, in June and December). In addition, he invited the Member States to discuss with their national experts who belong to the TCUM. The working group on energy efficiency met the same day in Brussels.

For Mr Salez, the results of the questionnaire will take a large part in the Green Paper. These results will help to reach a common understanding of what is territorial cohesion. In addition to this, a joint working party between the COCOF and the TCUM could be held on the "Green Paper" subject. The Commission services will make a proposal on this.

Mr Niessler thanked Mr Salez for his explanations and invited the TCUM to make sure that information will be widely available for the Member States.

There is no more remark from the Member States. Then the Chairman proposed to move to the next point on the agenda. 

5. Guidance note on INTERREG III Closure
Mr Andrea Mairate (DG REGIO, Head of Unit J3) introduced the note sent to the Member States, following their request to discuss this question at the COCOF level. The guidance note was written on the basis of the lessons learnt from the previous programming period (INTERREG II).

Mr Mairate stressed that, under the closure guidelines adopted in August 2006 which apply to all programmes including Interreg, Member States will have to deliver three main elements: 

· The final implementation report;

· The final certificate and statement of expenditure and application for payment; and 

· The winding-up declaration.

Mr Mairate encouraged the participating Member States to take part to their elaboration process, and to check all relevant information before being sent to the European Commission.

With regard to the final certificate and statement of expenditure and application for payment, one of the bodies designated under Article 8 of Regulation (EC) N° 438/2001 will have to keep a precise record of irregularities detected and communicated to the Commission services [the anti-fraud Office (Olaf)]. 

The most crucial point is that it will be necessary to issue a single winding up declaration for each Interreg programme without any exception. Therefore, all participating Member States will have to cooperate to meet this requirement. Where it exists, the group of financial controllers will check declarations to ensure that the expenditure certified is legal and regular at the closure stage. 

Mr Claude Tournier (DG REGIO, Unit J3) underlined that the closure guidelines also apply for the URBACT programme closure. He also drew attention to the provisions of Regulation 2035/2005 amending Regulation 1681/94 on the communication of irregularities in the case of INTERREG programmes. This requires continuous exchange between the managing and paying authorities and the bodies in charge of communication of irregularities in the participating Member States. Finally, he reminded the need for the winding-up declaration to take position on compliance with Regulation 643/2000 on the use of Euro.

The Chairman invited the Member States for questions or comments. 

The Netherlands thanked the Commission for the document. It referred to the 5th bullet point of the first page of the Annex and questioned who will ensure that the method to keep track of all the transfers will be acceptable.

France thanked the Commission for the simplicity provided with one single winding up declaration. However, it questioned whether a unique signature is compulsory or, in case of disagreement by one Member state, whether a separate declaration should be annexed to the main winding-up declaration. 

Hungary had two sets of questions: firstly, who is responsible for the edition of the final declaration, and what happens when one Member State does not respect one or two points of the Regulation or the guidelines? Secondly, it requested to delete the last sentence of the second bullet point in the part 1.2 of the Annex (page 5) devoted to paying authorities, as information on Managing Authority's functions is not easily available. Finally, it requested to amend the third bullet point in the same part 1.2 of the Annex (page 5) to take account of the existence of subsidiary paying authorities.

Czech Republic shared the Hungarian position as the paying authorities (point 1.2 – bullet points 2 and 3) have to satisfy themselves through their own checks covering operations. On the basis of Article 9, they have only to check that the procedures are valid.

Belgium indicated that its computerised accounting system is not able to keep track of the transfers made by Paying Authorities from the Lead Partner to Project Partners. This was not foreseen at the beginning of the process. Then, they required withdrawing this point.

Poland shared previous comments on paying authorities (3rd bullet point). For the Polish delegation, it is not possible to check operations in another country. The certification mechanism has to be reviewed.

Austria agreed with previous comments as well. With regard to the current discussion, the Austrian delegation proposed that the documents have to be filled in by each Member State involved in the programme. There are constitutional rules which limit, even impeach, the transmission of audit reports from a country to another. In addition, in page 13 (second bullet point), one can read that "The materiality level referred to above should generally not exceed 2% in order to be consistent with the methodology of the European Court of Auditors for its declaration of assurance […]". The Austrian delegation stated that there is no change from the 2006 document. However, it is important to take into account the current discussion within the European Parliament: these 2% will never be reached as these programmes are too complex to manage. It proposed to withdraw this point from the note.

Greece thanked the Commission for this document. It suggested delimiting the note to the European Union, which means that neighbouring countries, even non EU countries, would not be concerned. The Greek delegation proposed to modify the introductory paragraph. It wanted to raise another question: what happens if the relevant authority does not receive all the documents needed to close the programme? Are derogations acceptable? Is it possible to hold technical meetings to overcome obstacles and make results be available?

Luxemburg raised three points in liaison with previous comments. On Point 1.1, it considered that for small programmes, the preparation can be lightened, even deleted. Secondly, for other programmes, control at the first level is sufficient. There is no need for further controls. Finally, it agreed with Austria on the threshold of 2%. Therefore, Point 3.7 has to be toned down. Luxemburg considered that the closure process has to take into account the acquired experience from the previous closures. 

Slovakia mentioned that sub-paying authorities are authorised by the Commission Communication on the 2nd of September 2004, and paying authorities can count on them. The Slovakian delegation requested to withdraw the bold part of the 3rd bullet point of Point 1.2, as it is not feasible at national level. Slovak delegation also requested to delete bold part of the 5th bullet point of Point 1.1 as it is only one of more ways to ensure financial flows to final beneficiaries in this programming period.
Spain had a practical question. The date for INTERREG closure is 31 December 2008. However, there are specific demands to achieve it. To do so, the closure process could require the support of private bodies, which imposes additional expenses, even to be paid after the deadline. The Spanish delegation questioned whether these expenses are eligible and if not, how the problem can be solved.

The Commission services gave a first set of responses:

- The note is only devoted to the INTERREG programme and to the closure of ERDF assistance paid only in the  European Union. 

- With regard to the Dutch intervention, the transmission of documents refers to the provisions of Article 32.1 of Regulation N°1260/1999. The Lead Partner must distribute the funds immediately to the other Project Partners without any retention. 

- As France mentioned, a single declaration is considered as a good practice. However, there are some cases where all the Member States have not agreed to sign such a joint document. In these cases, the Commission services recommend the highest transparency amongst opinions expressed and for any divergent opinion to be added in an annex. 

- In the 2006 Guidelines, the signature responsibility is detailed. In case of problem, the process is delayed and as a consequence, the payment of the balance of ERDF funding is also delayed.

- For the specific cases which involve intermediate authorities, each authority has to assume its own responsibilities and to inform other bodies.  Each authority depends on the others. The relationship needs to be clarified between themselves. This part cannot be deleted from the note as this note needs to cover all the 81 programmes. Paying authorities must be aware of their responsibility when certifying expenditure for the whole programmes.

- The availability of electronic data is dealt with by Regulation N°438/2001, adopted March 2001. There is nothing new here and this request is not so complex to implement. 

- The European Regulation does not impeach controls abroad. This is more a question for the national rules. It is unconceivable for the European Commission finally responsible for the ERDF payments, in the special case of INTERREG, not to receive certifications from all bodies defined by the Regulations and especially a single winding up declaration.

- Closure costs incurred after the 31.12.2008 cannot be charged to 2000-2006 expenditure, as after this deadline, there is no regulatory provision allowing to do so. 

- For cross border co-operation on control matters, Austria has implemented good solutions.

- The question on the threshold of 2% is regularly asked. Within INTERREG, there is a higher inherent risk, linked for instance to the presence of a large number of partners implementing each single project. Therefore, the key question is for the Managing authority how to reduce all risks. Whether to accept a higher degree of irregularity is a political issue. If the Court of Auditors proposes a higher threshold, then we will adapt our position. 

Hungary explained that this approach is not acceptable for its specific case. As this case does not seem to be unique, it requested to add a point for the subsidiary paying authorities.

The Netherlands agreed with the Hungarian demand. The Dutch delegation evoked the level of assurance accepted with regard to information technology constraints.

Czech Republic agreed with both previous positions.

Belgium explained that it is not possible to provide more information to the Commission as the original recommendations did not require those specifications. The Belgium monitoring system was not constituted for delivering this information on payments to final beneficiaries.

Slovakia emphasised the role of the lead partner, as sometimes there are different financial flux to provide funds to final beneficiaries. 

Austria supported both Hungarian and Dutch positions. The Austrian delegation remarked the difficulty to identify how the beneficiaries are structured between themselves. 

Poland supported the Hungarian position as well.

The Commission services added the following comments: 

· When launched, programmes easily identify all types of beneficiaries (project partners or lead partner). During the implementation of single operations however, the level of expenditure and of funding among partners may vary as compared to the original arrangements. It is just a technical problem to keep track of the final amount of supporting expenditure made by each of them and of the ERDF payments they have received. This is a basic audit trail requirement under article 7 of Regulation 438/2001. 

· The present note provides recommendations for good practice. Therefore, if some programmes adopt any other appropriate practice or set up for their closure arrangements, this must be specified in the closure documents and it should be explained why the programme departed from the recommended best practice.

· It is for the managing authorities and other bodies defined in the regulations to control the ERDF funding, and to get assurance from the bodies situated outside their respective national borders. An effective coordination will help to reach the appropriate level of assurance. 

The Chairman proposed a new internal consultation on this point to be discussed at the next COCOF meeting. 

Austria insisted to adapt the note with mentioning that other models are possible if they respect the constraints indicated in the Guidelines.

Denmark proposed to move from a "guidance note" to a "presentation of best practices". This could be indicated in the introduction as the note was established on the basis of the lessons learnt from the closure of the INTERREG II programmes.

6. Evaluation Work Programme of DG REGIO and DG EMPL
Mrs Veronica Gaffey (DG REGIO, Head of Unit C4) presented a PowerPoint (available on CIRCA) on the evaluation work programme of DG REGIO, followed by Mr Olivier Rouland for DG EMPL (Head of Unit I4).

Austria expressed appreciation for the presentations of the work underway in the evaluation units. The Austrian delegation considered this issue as a subject for future meetings: to discuss the evaluation work programme and its results. It requested, for the future, information on the contractors appointed by the Commission.
Belgium welcomed the close cooperation between DG REGIO and EMPL and wondered if both units collaborate to manage common evaluations when possible.

Italy underlined the need in ex-post evaluation to move from general level to a more specific one. Now, we should assess impacts of each policy and its benefits for beneficiaries. Appropriate methodologies need to be defined in this regard.

France questioned about the follow-up of the letter sent to the Member States on evaluation, dated on 18 July 2007. 

United Kingdom appreciated this comprehensive presentation and asked how the results will be used for drawing up future policies.

Greece wondered if there are other working documents available or planned in relation to the annual report, and any guidance document for the evaluation management.

Latvia expressed interest in the content of the evaluation on management and implementation systems and wondered what areas would be covered. 

Germany asked for more information on the use of the results of the ex-post evaluation and how it was decided what themes would be covered. For the German delegation, the annual report requirements are clear enough.

The Commission services (DG Regio) outlined the role of the Evaluation network which meets three times a year and documents are available on the InfoRegio website. 

There is cooperation on evaluation between DGs within the Commission. The Commission services try to avoid overlaps and concentrate their efforts on the most important issues.  Evaluations at EU level cannot evaluate the impact of individual programmes, so in general the evaluations are designed to address some issues comprehensively, while more complex issues related to impact are tackled through case studies.  The availability of data is a crucial concern for all evaluations. The Commission would be pleased if Member States would launch complementary ex-post evaluations at programme or national level to assess impacts.

The final results of the Commission's ex-post evaluation of Objectives 1 and 2 will be available at the end of 2009. However, interim results should be available by the end of this year and will be published on the Inforegio website. As regards the use of the evaluations, the Commission hopes to influence the debate on the future of cohesion policy through the availability of evidence on the results it has achieved in the past. Concerning the choice of themes for the ex-post evaluation, this is driven by the major domains for the cohesion policy. 

As far as DG EMPL is concerned, the evaluation results can be presented to the COCOF as they are available. There is no formal regulatory basis for the evaluation partnership where managing authorities or the representative of the evaluation function in the Member States meet regularly for a decade.

The general approach of the 2000-2006 ex-post evaluation is similar in DG EMPL and DG REGIO. As there is no uniformity of the data available, two preliminary studies will respectively check the availability and quality of the data and assess the relevance of different methodological approach. Three thematic evaluations and the "full fledge" ex post will be launched in 2008 to get results in 2009. 

Mixed methods for the empirical part are feasible. There is a need for using/drawing up models for the ESF evaluation which integrate some specific issues such as the role of human capital in growth. In addition to this, other questions on the ESF efficiency and effectiveness should be addressed but the political and budgetary environment has to be taken into account before moving up.  

There was no other remark from the Member States. Thus, the Chairman asked them if they had any other issues to address.

7. Other issues
Austria recalled its remark on the SFC system. There are two concrete problems: firstly, how to insert data in relation to the "descriptions of the management and control systems"? And: who is in charge to do that: audit or managing authorities, as audit authorities would like to take part in this exercise? The Austrian delegation questioned whether it would be possible to discuss these points broadly. 

The Chairman indicated that the Member States would be invited to explain the technical problems met with the SFC system in advance to let the Commission service involved provide appropriate responses. Following the same process, the participation list would circulate to be updated.

The Chairman closed the meeting.

* * * * *
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