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Mr Rudolf Niessler, Director for Policy Coordination (DG REGIO), opened the meeting and presented a series of introductory points.

First of all, a new COCOF membership list was drawn up and sent to the Member States mid-March. Mr Niessler invited those who did not do it yet, to update the list as soon as possible. Once that list updated, it would be adopted as a final, official membership list and circulated among COCOF Representatives.

The rolling agenda for the first half of 2008,  adopted at the January meeting, had been regularly up to date and posted on CIRCA Therefore, Member States could still have an overview of the subjects  planned on the agenda of coming meetings. 

In this context, Mr Niessler invited the Member States to note that Mr Dirk Ahner, Director General for Regional Policy, would be present at the June meeting (25 June). This would offer an opportunity for a fruitful discussion within the COCOF on the future of the Regional Policy. It would be highly appreciated if the top-management representatives of Member States could attend that event. 

The Commission communication on the results of negotiations of strategy and programmes for the programming period 2007 – 2013 and the note on water sector would be presented at the May meeting (21 May).

Mr Niessler recalled that after the discussion at the last COCOF meeting (and the e-mail of 6 March), Member States were invited to send comments to the Guidelines for the amendment of decisions on Cohesion Fund projects. The Commission services received only two contributions related to wording or technical issues of the mentioned document. Therefore, as no major reservation came from Member States, Mr Niessler considered that the discussion on this point was closed. After introducing minor wording changes requested by EC Legal service, the final version of the Guidelines would be posted on CIRCA in the folder "final documents". 

Finally, Mr Niessler informed that, due to the many absences of  Commission colleagues during the Eastern holidays, the COCOF secretariat had not received yet all their comments on the draft Minutes of the February meeting. Consequently, the COCOF secretariat was not able to circulate the draft Minutes before this meeting. Mr Niessler apologised for this exceptional situation and assured that the COCOF secretariat would make their best to provide with the draft document as soon as possible.

1. Approval of the draft Agenda
Then, the Chairman detailed the draft agenda and opened the floor for comments.

Austria thanked for the rolling agenda, considered as a new instrument of COCOF management. They supported the idea of following within COCOF the discussion not only on the technical points but also on the political issues, for example on Commission communications. Without any link with the above, they wondered why the Commission communication on the results of negotiations of strategy and programmes for the programming period 2007 – 2013 would be discussed within the Competitiveness Council. 

Denmark referred to the agenda of the April meeting and asked why there was not any item scheduled on the interpretation of the Article 2.5, as it was previously announced during the February meeting. As it this issue was important in the process of the implementation of the INTERREG IV C programme in the all the Member States, the COCOF could be the right placeto make the clarifications. 

The Chairman recalled the process followed within DG REGIO in view to decide the editing of an interpretation note on an article of the Regulation. In order to assess the real need of such a note following the proposal of the Danish delegation, further discussions within DG REGIO were necessary. With regard to the Austria question, the Chairman indicated that DG REGIO was currently analysing the legitimacy to present the Communication on the results of negotiations of strategy and programmes to the Competitiveness Council as the negotiations that the Communication referred to, were linked to the Lisbon Agenda (as they had to encourage investments in innovation), and to the effective contribution of the Structural Funds to Growth and Jobs in the next five years.

As no more remark came up from the Member States, the draft agenda was approved.

2. Conclusion of the written procedure for the approval of the ESF Technical Assistance at the initiative of the Commission 2008 Decision
The Chairman reminded that as agreed at the February meeting, the Commission services launched on the 3rd of March a written procedure (under the provisions of Article 9 of our Rules of procedure) for the approval of the "2008 European Social Fund Technical Assistance at the Initiative of the Commission Financing Decision". Ten working days were given for providing with comments and the consultation was closed on the 14th of March.

As the Commission services had not received any reservation from the COCOF Members, the above mentioned Decision was considered as approved by COCOF. Member States were notified about that decision by e-mail of the 17th of March.

In addition, the Chairman mentioned that concerning ERDF Technical Assistance financing decision for 2008, its budget and types of actions to be undertaken were discussed within the COCOF on 28 November 2007. The decision was adopted on 22 February 2008, but had not been published yet. 

However, the Decision would be modified to meet additional needs from Units. As the draft Decision was prepared in September 2007, all the needs were not fully defined. Therefore, the modification foresaw the fine-tuning of the budget needed to cover all the Technical Assistance requirements. The draft decision with the said modification would be presented at a June COCOF meeting. 

As no more remark came up from the Member States, the Chairman proposed to move on to the next point on the agenda.

3. Note on the publication of the list of beneficiaries according to Article 4 and Article 7 of the Commission Regulation N°1828/2006
Before giving the floor to Mrs Flaminia Tacconi (DG REGIO, Unit B3), the Chairman recalled that at the last COCOF meeting, the question of the definition and the scope of "public funding" was raised. The Commission services invited the Member States to share  their opinion on these matters  and on the whole note via email. As a results t COCOF secretariat received 15 responses.

11 Member States provided their opinion on the question of "public fundings". 10 were in favour of publishing the EU and national amount, and 1 against (but ready to "accept the public funding theory"). Therefore, a large majority agreed with proposal of the publishing the total of public expenditure namely EU + national/regional/local expenditure.

Mrs Flaminia Tacconi confirmed the position of the Commission services aiming to maintain the Regulation approach on public funding as covering EU and national contributions ("eligible public funding") and being the most visible for the public. She mentioned that the note was changed accordingly with comments expressed at the February meeting. A track change version was circulated to the Member States. 

The Chairman invited the Member States to take the floor if they had any further comments.

United Kingdom appreciated that some of their comments were covered by the new version of the note but there was still a contradiction between the purpose of the Commission to "propose a common standard for the publication of data" (page 4) and the "indicative table" as it was mentioned in the annex. In addition, they asked the Commission services to provide a clear definition of "final beneficiaries".

Spain indicated that they had consulted their public authorities which were in favour to only mention the Community aid and questioned again on the reason why national contribution had to be mentioned. 

Austria was quiet happy with this new version of the Guidance note. They insisted on the fact that these were proposals and not compulsory provisions. However, they proposed to change "complemented" by "replaced" in the second sentence of the last paragraph in page 3. Concretely, when a project was ended, the initial figure on commitments would be replaced by amounts effectively paid. Finally, they raised the question of the publication of beneficiaries from transnational cooperation programme.

Luxemburg accepted the position expressed by the majority on public funding but shared the Spanish point of view as it was easier to publish community amounts only. 
The Netherlands shared the Austria proposal.

Greece had three questions on the table in annex. Firstly, they asked for indicating the year where payments were made. Secondly, they called for clarification on when a project was considered as ended. Thirdly, they questioned whether the table provided information on beneficiaries or on entities. The title had to be changed accordingly. 

Cyprus regretted that all the comments were not taken into account and confirmed written comments they sent. 

Germany was satisfied with their comments taken on board and supported Austria proposal on the mention of "amounts actually paid". 

Ireland insisted on receiving responses on their comments. In addition, they called for clarification on the term "allocated", mentioned in the part on "Amount of public funding" (page 3). They wondered how to implement the rules for funds provided to individuals, such as researchers. Did they have to follow the same approach as for the ESF where bodies were mentioned instead of individuals? They had also concerns on application of commercially sensitive information as national media commented negatively when the farming sector or SMEs applied and received funds to be published. They asked for specific provisions on this issue. 

Denmark thanked for the document. They shared the British comment on the "common standard" (page 4) proposed by the Commission services. They also referred to the designation of a single entity mentioned at the end of page 4, and wondered if the Commission services called for a centralisation per funds. In addition, they asked for the confirmation that private funding was not concerned. Finally, they stressed the Irish comment on individual beneficiaries as this would have a strong impact on the work.

Portugal intervened in liaison with their written comments. They would like confirmation on the fact that information in annex was referring to information submitted to amount spent for projects. They proposed to work on two independent lists in order to make things clearer: one with amounts allocated by decision and another one on amounts actually paid. Confusion was possible between the two amounts, as the last payment could come after the project was achieved. They wondered whether public funding had to be published separated or not. They considered that it was better to focus on Community funding as the national part was generally most visible. They proposed to keep them separated.

Ireland thanked the Danish delegation for their clarification on amounts committed rather that allocated. In addition, they called for a practical approach on the Lead beneficiaries as they could be easily identified at the beginning of an operation but not necessary other beneficiaries during its implementation. 

The Chairman invited Mrs Tacconi to respond. 

Mrs Flaminia Tacconi expressed a set of comments: 

· The position on public funds was conformed to the definition in the Regulation and agreed within the COCOF. There was no need for further discussion. Member States had to publish EU and national public findings. Private funding was not concerned.

· It was accepted to modify "complemented" by "replaced" in the second sentence of the last paragraph in page 3.

· The table in annex was indicative. However, this was compulsory for the Member States to publish all the information mentioned in the note. 

· The definition of beneficiary was already provided in a note called "Financial Engineering in the 2007-13 programming period", and presented at the COCOF on 25 April 2007.

· Concerning commercially sensitive information, we would come back bilaterally to clarify whether particular provisions were included in the Financial Regulation on this issue.  

The Chairman hoped that this new round of discussion would be sufficient to consider this discussion as closed, even if two points were pending. The most sensitive issue concerned the publication of beneficiaries under the territorial cooperation programme. The Commission services would examine this point and see if the text could be adapted. On the second point related to information commercially sensitive, the Chairmen proposed to discuss it bilaterally with the Irish delegation. Then, he proposed to move on to the next point on the agenda.

4. Note on Major Projects 2007-2013 (thresholds, description of the physical object and financial contribution from the funds in the Commission decisions)
Mr Bernard Lange (DG REGIO, Head of Unit D1) presented a PowerPoint (available in the Circa database) on the Major Projects for the 2007-2013 programming period. 

The Chairman opened the floor for comments or questions.

Estonia referred to point 3.3 and wondered if a Member State had the right to change the financial contribution from ERDF/CF to a project. They understood that in any case, it was possible to lower the ERDF/CF contribution below the rate of the priority axis. However, it was not clear in this information note whether it was allowed to increase the ERDF/CF contribution to the project above the rate of the priority axis.

Czech Republic mentioned that for non-euro zone countries, the general regulation did not set an exchange rate used for conversion of national currency into Euro for application for major projects (i.e. for determination whether the project exceeded the threshold and therefore was major or not). In October 2007, at technical meeting, the Commission services agreed that the exchange rate was to be set by the Member State itself, taking into consideration estimation of future trend of the exchange rate. Therefore they asked for inclusion of special paragraph or footnote to page 3, so that this was explicitly mentioned in the document. In addition, they referred to thresholds mentioned in Chapter 2 as for transport projects outside TENs, it depended on funds concerned (Cohesion Fund or ERDF) which was not very easy to manage. They called also for clarification on the definition of "significant discrepancy" in the last paragraph of Chapter 3.1. 

Finally, they referred to the last paragraph of the note as it was expected that the applications for major projects were to be submitted „either prior to the implementation or at an early stage of implementation“. According to them, this was not in compliance with the draft note on Major projects and the automatic de-commitment presented at the 15th COCOF meeting. The note explicitly expected that the major project's implementation started before the major projects application was submitted. The whole system of the application of the exception from automatic de-commitment as presented was based on deduction of the commitments prior to the Commission decision. The Czech Republic disagreed with that interpretation. Therefore they asked for redrafting the note on major projects and automatic de-commitment rule.

Cyprus referred to point 3.1 and wondered if the Commission Decision had to be modified when minor changes appeared.

Italy regretted that the thresholds for environmental projects were different for convergence and competitiveness objectives. 

France shared the Czech comment on the meaning of submitting applications "sufficiently in advance" and questioned about the financing of preliminary studies, when needed to establish the framework for a possible major project.

Greece wondered when the registration for projects started in the previous programming period had to be done and how to finance them. Could a financing plan be modified?

Poland welcomed the clarification on investments in the field of environment. They shared the Commission’s point of view to establish an appropriate and effective mechanism for identifying major projects but could not accept the Commission’s rationale for intervening in this matter, as the Commission indicated two factors - increase in the total investment costs expressed in the national currency and/or appreciation of the national currency towards the euro (factors considered from the non-euro Member State point of view) - appearance of which immediately and automatically should lead (upon exceeding the relevant threshold) to identification of a major project. In their view, automatism and immediacy proposed were not a proper approach. On the favorable circumstances fro determining a major project, they urged the Commission services to adopt a common rule with the Member States and to apply it as soon as possible. 

On monitoring of cost, a permanent monitoring would require amount of work. They shared the Czech comment on exchange rate issues and proposed to take into account the fluctuation of the total cost instead of exchange rate. Poland also asked for a numerical example (employing the application form of Annex XXII to Commission Regulation (EC) No 1828/2006) for calculating the amount  to which the co-financing rate for the priority axis applies for major projects subject to the rules on State aid.
Hungary would send detailed comments later. However, they considered that the divergence between objectives on environmental projects was not acceptable. In addition, they shared Czech comment on exchange rate issues. In their view, if at the date of submission or approval the project’s costs were below the thresholds (calculated analogically to major project proposals of non euro-zone countries where the exchange rate was fixed in the proposal), the project was regarded as not major and, supposing there was no change in the costs in national currency, no re-calculation and no subsequent submission of major project application should be done in the future. 

Hungary did not agree with the Commission’s interpretation under point 4 that the submission of major project applications should be made prior to implementation or at a very early stage, since with the meaning of Art. 56 (eligibility of expenditure) the general regulation made it clear that expenditure, including for major projects, was eligible for contribution from the date of submission of the OP thus projects might be financed retro-actively. Consequently this proposal could only be a recommendation without any binding relevance to the outcome of the appraisal of the major project applications by the Commission.

Portugal thanked the Commission services for the document. They called for clarification on the definition of environmental projects. In addition, they would like the Commission services to confirm that the co-financing rate could be higher than the rate of the priority axis. 

Slovakia thanked for the document. However, they rejected the provision of the last paragraph of the note related to the obligation to submit a major project proposal to the Commission in case of a non major project during any time of implementation due to cost-overruns or changes in the exchange rate reached the relevant major project threshold. They fully supported the comment made by Hungary.  
United Kingdom supported previous comments. In addition, they proposed that the Commission should include in its guidance the earlier advice on the status of VCLFs as major projects. They thought it is important that the note covered all projects, and did not rely on Member States referring back to earlier notes that were not even cross-referenced. They asked the Commission services to clarify the Footnote n°10 on the maximum amount of eligible expenditure. Finally, they pointed out the difficulties for non-Eurozone Member States by the proposal for status to be re-calculated as exchange rates alter. They strongly supported previous comments made on this issue. 

The Chairman invited Mr Lange to respond.

Mr Lange gave a series of indications: 

· The ERDF/CF contribution rate to an individual major project might be higher than the co-financing rate for the relevant priority axis. The most important was to reach the axis rate at the end of the programme to avoid any difficulties at the closure.

· The Regulation did not give any provision on the most appropriate time to submit an application for a major project to the Commission. Therefore, it was just a recommendation. It was for the managing authorities to define a specific strategy taking into account various constraints related to the level of the EU co-financing and the Commission decision which allows reimbursements. It depended also from the financial situation of the managing authority and its choice between reimbursement and exception to the automatic de-commitment rule. 

· There was no definition of "significant discrepancy" but when the Commission took its decision, a short description of the physical object of the project would be put in annex. During the implementation, if this description was no longer conform to the reality, then a modifying decision was required.

· On the difference between objectives on the definition of an environmental project, this was the result of discussions occurred at the European Parliament.

· A major project was an indivisible economic unit. Preliminary studies took part in major projects. Only finished operational interventions would be financed with Community funds. If the project was not implemented, the cost of any preliminary studies would not be supported by Community funds.

· The eligible amount defined in the decision was the maximum amount of eligible expenditure. When the total cost / EU funding was higher than the amount indicated in the decision, then a modification of the decision was required. If not, expenditures had to be withdrawn from the major project concerned.

· Thresholds mentioned applied only for individual operations.

· As soon as total cost for a project went beyond the threshold, the Member State had to submit an application, irrespective of the reasons that led to reaching the threshold. When a major project was implemented within two regions with different objectives, for the financing, effects of the project in each region had to be calculated and the prorata rule applied on the concerned regions. 

In addition, Mr Charlie Grant (DG REGIO, Head of Legal Unit ff) indicated that: 

· Questions related to financial engineering were already addressed in a note discussed in the COCOF in April last year and entitled "Financial Engineering in the 2007-13 programming period" (ref. COCOF 07/0018/01).

· On the issue raised on cost increases (page 10), the Regulation defines a thresholds for major projects at 25 million euros / 50 million euros. However, the Commission services would examine whether the note could be modified. 

Italy had no further question but regretted the distinction between objectives for environment projects.

Greece had two questions:

· On the last paragraph of page 9, the note stated that the "amount to which the co-financing rate for the priority axis applies fixed in the Commission's decision on the major project cannot be higher than the aid ceilings applicable under the relevant State aid rules." They wondered why the co-financing rate cannot be higher than the aid ceilings.

· They recalled their question on the appropriate timing to submit application for a project launched during the previous programming period and which needed funding in the current period.

Estonia questioned if a managing authority could fix a co-financing rate different from the axis rate. 

Denmark indicated that there was no major project in the operational programme. However they launched studies to find out if a project could become a major project. In addition, they asked for clarification on Joint Venture Capital Funding (JVCF) and on its relevance for individual projects.

Portugal repeated their question on state aids. In addition, they asked for clarification on expenses to be certified to the Commission. 

The Chairman invited Mr Grant and Mr Lange to respond. 

On the JVCF issue, Mr Grant recalled the above-mentioned note on "Financial Engineering in the 2007-13 programming period" which addressed this issue.

Mr Lange responded with three points:

· For environment and risk prevention in the Convergence objective, the scope of Article 4.4 was narrower than the whole domain. Complementary elements could be found in other parts of the Regulation.

· For any operation, a managing authority can use freely the rate, even higher that the axis rate. However, the reimbursement would be always calculated at the axis rate.

· For preliminary studies, it was better to use the support of the Technical Assistance. If the definition of a major project needed a preliminary study, the study could be integrated in the expenditures when the project was approved by the Commission. Therefore, there was a link between the preliminary study and the major project as a whole.   

Germany informed that they would send written comments. However, they pointed out that according to the last paragraph of page 10, a major project would be suspended when it had already been started if thresholds had been exceeded and an application for a major project would be made. This procedure might in specific cases result in a disproportionate delay and the failure of the whole project (in particular in the case of technology projects, for instance, which were faced with international competition, speed was a decisive factor). Especially in the case of specific construction projects, which also covered several years due to bidding procedures, a rise in the costs was sometimes inevitable even after thorough cost estimates. They proposed to limit the number of cases where the application for major projects was compulsory. 

Mr Lange confirmed that a cost increase was frequent during the implementation of a major project. When the threshold was reached, there was no possible exception to the obligation to submit an application for a major project. 

The Chairman indicated that the Member States would be invited to send comments and the point would be discussed at the next meeting. A new version of the note would be prepared if necessary.

5. Presentation of the Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council and the Court of Auditors: An action plan to strengthen the Commission's supervisory role under shared management of structural actions 

Mr Nicholas Martyn, Director for Audit (DG REGIO) made a PowerPoint presentation (available in the Circa database) on the Action Plan. 

Then the Chairman opened the floor for comments or questions.

Belgium thanked for the presentation and called for being as concrete as possible in the implementation phase, in particular by providing clear guidance notes to the Member States. 

Czech Republic encouraged the Commission services to adopt an advisory role rather a supervisory one. In this context, they wondered if a policy would be implemented to facilitate the use of tools available for control activities by national authorities, for instance to tackle suspending payments issues. They underlined the inconsistency in the interpretation of rules between the Court of Auditors and the Commission auditors. They called for a meeting clarifying the situation.

Denmark thanked for the presentation. They supported Czech comment on supervisory role. In addition, they indicated that they had already started to work on this issue. They noted that a note on Article 13 was foreseen which was better late than never. In addition, they had a specific question on point 4.4 in page 17. It was mentioned a note on application of Article 55 related to revenue-generating projects. They would like to know if this note would cover the full text of the Article or just the relevant part. They asked for clarification on the definition of "error rate". 

Estonia understood that there was a need to show to the European Parliament that something was being done on these issues. Therefore, the Communication gathered actions in place or to be implemented. This showed that a lot of audit work had been done. Consequently, they were not very enthusiastic of creating new reports. They supported the idea for the Commission services to ensure a greater advisory role rather than a supervisory role. More and more resources were going to prevent irregularities. The leit motiv could be "More on reports, less on impacts". They did not want to make the Regulation be more complex than it was. They wondered why there were so many mistakes identified. The reason was probably that policies were very complicated to implement and even, more developed than those already in place for national funds. 

Ireland thanked for the presentation which clarified most of the points. They shared Estonian comments. Member States and the Commission had to demonstrate that they had done something. They supported strategic objectives proposed in the Communication as it was an Action Plan in partnership with the Member States. This area was effectively subject to cooperation. They called for an advisory role of the Commission services in order to implement an effective communication between both Member States and Commission, and even to go beyond for a real partnership. 

Greece understood that the Commission needed to be efficient in its role of supervisory. However, deadlines were hard to reach and could create pressure. There was a need for simplification. For instance, on point 7 related to actions to improve reporting by Commission on impact of audit activity as the Commission services were going to give more attention to measures and files presented by the Member States while the inter-institutional agreement stated the principle of reducing administrative burdens. There was a need to assess actions through a cost-benefice analysis. Greece required fewer inspections on the spot. 

Spain agreed with previous comments. The action plan was ambitious and deadlines hard. Increasing the workflow in terms of controls might actually affect other tasks of effective management. It was important to develop better management in order to reduce the level of errors. To implement correctly the action plan and to be more effective in reaching goals, there was a need to clarify the role of each partner, even if there was an increase of controls, checks and reports. 

Poland announced that they would send written comments on the document. However, they supported Action 14.b to "encourage and facilitate the use of simplifications for 2007-2013 period", and for instance through the guidelines from DG REGIO and DG EMPL announced in page 13. In addition, Poland asked for more detailed information on guidance notes to be finalised or revised in 2008, and mentioned in page 8. They wondered if these notes would be presented to the COCOF Members and required no new obligations in these guidelines. On measure 15, they called also for more information on the "Contracts of Confidence initiative for Structural Funds". Finally, they referred to action 16 and the forthcoming sampling guide. A recent audit was implemented in Poland and they had many difficulties to respond correctly. In addition, they mentioned that a lot of documents were requested, which highly increased the transportation cost. Therefore, they wondered who would pay for transportation if so.

The Netherlands thanked for the clear presentation. They supported Estonian comments. In addition, they would like to know the criteria to identify a high risk management body.

Malta called for a rapid implementation of the provisions of action 16 on the coordination of audit standards, as a deadline was fixed by Regulation.

Hungary thanked for the presentation and agreed with efforts made and proposed to squeeze the residual risk on programmes by time of closure. In this context, they regretted that simplifications proposed were not enough. For instance, they evoked the completion of revised Structural Funds audit manual to be achieved by the end of 2008, as there were already guidelines and there was a need to keep the same methodology. Finally, on Action 5.3 to "provide self-assessment tools for managing authorities on compliance", they wondered if this would be implemented on a voluntary basis or not. Would the Commission send a questionnaire?

United Kingdom asked for a definition of "substantive error".

As there was no other remark, the Chairman invited Mr Martyn to respond. 

Mr Martyn thanked for comments and fruitful remarks. He considered that there was not significant disagreement between the Member States and the Commission, as they had a common view on what was important. Then, he gave a series of comments:

· He agreed with the fact that actions and guidance notes had to be as concrete as possible.

· The Commission services would come up quickly with announced guidance notes. These guidelines would be dynamic documents to be updated if needed only. These notes would point out expectations to fully respect requirements from the Regulation.

· On Article 13 of Regulation 1828/2006, the Commission will shortly present guidance to COCOF.

· There was no real opposition between an advisory role and a supervisory role, and the Commission services welcomed this idea. It was obvious that preventive actions were better than coming afterward to correct errors. Guidance notes could be considered as part of this advisory role, as they constitute a preventive action. 

· In order to reduce the difference on the interpretation of rules between the Court of Auditors and the Commission auditors, a working group was set up.

· Member States and the Commission had to make more effort to provide evidence on impact of controls and audits in order to show how the multi-annual control mechanisms of the Structural Funds work. The reporting exercise is important to give feedback and to make things verifiable.

· The draft Guidance note on sampling was already prepared and would be presented at the next COCOF meeting. Any audit guidelines would be finalised through presentation in COCOF.

· The notion of "high risk bodies" came from the risk assessment made during the last programming period. There were various possible risks in the Member States. 

· Any simplification at this stage has to be within the regulatory framework which has been fixed.  An important element of simplification is to provide clear guidance in the interpretation and application of certain provisions, which the Commission is doing. However, there was also a limit as procedures had to be stable and structured for all the partners.

· On the supply of a self-assessment tool for managing authorities on compliance, the objective was to implement mechanisms which allowed the authorities to check themselves on a regular basis whether or not they are meeting required standards. 

· The definition of a "substantive error" used by the Court of Auditors is that it has a quantified financial impact which is material. 

As no more remark came up from the Member States, the Chairman thanked Mr Martyn and proposed to break for lunch.

Lunch break
6. Information of state of progress of Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion and information point on TCUM activities
Mr Patrick Salez (DG REGIO, Unit C2) presented the main outcomes of the TCUM meeting held on the 3rd of March. Four major points were addressed during the meeting:

· The Work programme for 2008 was adopted, after being approved by the COCOF in January, with two additional items: an information point on the results of the public consultation on the Green Paper on urban mobility in May; a joint working party with the COCOF on the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion in September. 

· On the questionnaire on territorial cohesion, the Commission services had already received 26 responses. The questionnaire would be completed with additional questions to be submitted this summer.

· The Group had a first discussion on impacts of the future Lisbon Treaty on territorial cohesion. Written comments would be sent and discussed in the meeting on 20 May.

· A round table was organised on the urban dimension of the Operational Programmes. Experts were invited to comment by 15 April. A synthesis would be elaborated on that basis. 

Mr Salez indicated that the next meeting would be held in May. He recalled that the Green Paper on the territorial cohesion was prepared on the request of the Ministers for spatial planning and urban dimension when they met in Leipzig. This idea was supported by the European Parliament, the Committee of Regions, and some lobbies for specific territories (cities; islands; etc.) which expected their specificities being taken into consideration. The adoption of the Green Paper was foreseen for October 2008. Afterwards, 4 or 6 months would be devoted for the public consultation. 

Its content would organise around three major types of items:

· Firstly, a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the territorial diversity of the European Union in order to highlight territorial dynamics, in conjunction with the 4th Cohesion Report;

· Secondly, a presentation of the territorial cohesion concept as it was defined and implemented within the Member States (based on the results of the questionnaire sent to the Member States) and within the Commission;

· Lastly, a set of key questions related to territorial cohesion: added value of the territorial cohesion as compared to economic and social cohesion; territorial cohesion contributions to the Lisbon-Goteborg Agenda; coherence between regional and sectoral EU policies; territorial specificities (handicaps – assets)… 

Various Working Groups were set up in order to prepare the Paper. In November 2007, an Interservices Group was created with Directorates General relevant for territorial cohesion. In February 2008, an expert meeting was held with academics. On 15 April, a stakeholders meeting would be organised to discuss key questions related to the Green Paper.

The Chairman invited the Member States to ask questions.

France thanked Mr Salez for information given. They were convinced that the Member States were anxious to receive the Green Paper, and France in particular as the next presidency. They had one comment on the method for the discussion with the Member States as France wished to launch the discussion within the Council Structural Actions Group. They wondered what could be the articulation with the COCOF where a similar discussion was foreseen. 

Austria thanked Mr Salez very much for telling the COCOF what was the plan for the Green Paper. They considered territorial cohesion as a tricky issue. In addition, they noted that on the COCOF Agenda, a document was foreseen but nothing was sent or distributed to the Member States. They wondered why. Austria asked for receiving the participation list of the stakeholders meeting. Finally, they requested information on how the Commission services would tackle the discussion: via internet or not?

Greece thanked Mr Salez as well. Territorial cohesion was an issue which in the Member States were particularly interested. Numbers of problems were involved with this cohesion dimension. It was useful to get more analytical information from the questionnaire, on the dialogue which was taking place with all the partners (Member States, stakeholders, etc), and from the 4 Working Groups setting up to deepen this idea of territorial cohesion. They remembered that these groups were established to promote the idea of territorial cohesion. Therefore, they wondered which kinds of actions would be implemented in these fields. 

Before giving the floor to Mr Salez, the Chairman indicated that:

· No document had been planned for this discussion. There was an error in the Agenda.

· The idea to present some documents in the COCOF did not interfere with discussion in other Committees. The objective was to inform the COCOF Members as much as possible and to offer opportunities for the EC hierarchy to discuss with the Member States at various occasions. 

Mr Patrick Salez gave a series of comments: 

· On the method for discussion among Member States, the EU presidency would have the impulsion role. For the Green Paper, it could be interesting to discuss it within the Council Structural Actions Group, as there would have convergent points between the Green Paper's conclusions and the future of the regional policy. 

· The consultation would be managed as usual via a dedicated website. However, physical meetings would be organised. Any ideas of event (seminar) will be examined, as during the Open Days 2008.

· The participation list of experts and stakeholders meetings would be made available on CIRCA.

· A brief reporting of the results of the questionnaire sent to the Member States would be presented at the Directors General meeting in Brdo (Slovenia) on 14 and 15 May 2008. This would provide fruits for an analytical approach of territorial cohesion.  A discussion will follow during the TCUM meeting on 15 May.

· The action plan adopted in Acores contained 15 actions: among them, 2 actions are currently implemented under the SI Presidency: integration of territorial and urban policies at EU and Member States levels; improvement of the coherence between regional and sector policies. 

· Concerning the 4 Working Groups, they had not published any report yet. 

As no more remark came up from the Member States, the Chairman thanked Mr Salez and proposed to move on to the conclusion of the meeting.

Conclusion
Before closing the meeting, the Chairman indicated that all the PowerPoint documents presented during the meeting would be available in the CIRCA database. The next COCOF meeting would take place on the 23rd of April at the Centre Borschette.

Finally, the Chairman thanked the delegations for the excellent discussion which took place during the meeting.

* * * * *
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