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The aim of this article is twofold. First, to discuss some of the key challenges for
the future design of EU Cohesion Policy and to propose several possible options
tfor enhancing the effectiveness of this policy, in particular, how to streamline the
delivery system of cohesion policy in the future. Nevertheless, the argument that
a large portion of bureaucracy is of “national origin”, and is not required by EU
Regulations, is presented. Therefore, a proposal to set up dedicated national task
forces for simplifying the delivery system itself, as used within the current pro-
gramming period has been forwarded. The second aim is to contribute to the de-
bate concerning key points of the Barca Report, as this document appears to be a
milestone in the debate on the future design of EU Cohesion Policy. The article
argues that in spite of some weaknesses the Report offers valuable proposals
concerning the future design of EU Cohesion Policy.
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INTRODUCTION - KEY CHALLENGES FOR THE FUTURE
COHESION POLICY

Currently, relatively broad agreement exists concerning the need for and
merits of the EU Cohesion Pollcy, both for convergence among European re-
gions as well as competitiveness' (Blazek 2009a). In addition, the EU Cohesion
Policy promotes sharing of best practices in support of rcglonal development,
enhances the quality of the institutional system and encourages policy innova-
tion (Barca 2009). Clearly, EU Cohesion Policy also supports various forms of
mutual cooperation among actors, not only within the particular EU countries,
but also among actors from different countries. In so doing, cohesion policy
supports one of the comerstones of the European project, namely decreasing the
tension of the European continent fragmented into a large number of primarily
nation-states (which resulted in two dreadful conflicts in the 20™ century alone)
by supporting mutual cooperation and strengthening common identity and soli-
darity. From this vantage point, interregional and cross-border cooperation, es-
pecially, represent a visible symbol of the practical meaning of “closer un-
ion” (Samecki 2009). Moreover, the concentration of economic activities and
production factors in too few areas seems to be incompatible with the concept
of a social market economy (Wostner 2008a).

' The first part of this paper is based on an article published in Czech in Urbanismus a zemni rozvoj (No. 5,
2009) *Evoluce nebo revoluce? Nekolik navrhl pro budouci podobu politiky soudrznosti po r. 20137,
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However, there i1s broad consensus regarding the notion that the cohesion
policy should function (much) better and that (fundamental) reform is needed
(e.g. Commission of the European Communities 2008). As a result, issues are
being raised in current debates at many levels — from discussions of the strategic
focus of this policy and its relationship with other policies through appropriate
territorial coverage to an array of implementation issues (Blazek 2009b). Never-
theless, ideally, discussions on strategy should come first and debates on budget
and technicalities should follow. From a procedural standpoint, this is hardly
realistic in practice. Consequently, issues from many different spheres are dis-
cussed simultaneously, only adding to the overall complexity presented by the
interests of various lobbies, ranging from member state governments to the in-
ternational, national and regional associations of various stakeholders or indi-
vidual actors.

Currently, a surprisingly large body of documents and opinions, expressed at
various gatherings, such as the high-level conferences in Maribor (2008), Pra-
gue and Marianské Lazné (both in 2009), dealing with the future of cohesion
policy, exists. Nevertheless, only a few such documents seem to be of major im-
portance. The first of these is the Fifth Progress Report on Economic and Social
Cohesion (Commission of the European Communities 2008), which summa-
rizes the results of a public consultation launched by the EC, back in September
2007, which tried to distil those principles and proposals that seem to be gener-
ally acceptable and to identify key issues for further discussion. These open is-
sues include questions, such as whether the EU Cohesion Policy should cover
all European regions or only those that are lagging behind, how should the co-
hesion policy address “new challenges™ like globalization, demographic ageing,
the energy supply, climate change, etc.

The fact that such an intensive discussion about the post-2013 cohesion pol-
icy is already proceeding could be surprising, since a new programming period
started relatively recently. However, given the prominent position of cohesion
policy among EU policies (it accounts for more than 1/3 of the EU budget), it is
not so surprising. Most often, the debate about future cohesion policy revolves
around the following issues: Should cohesion policy focus on key priorities (if
5o, which priorities?) or should the current wide thematic coverage of the policy
continue? Should “New Challenges” be integrated into the cohesion policy
(CP)? How can synergy between cohesion policy on the one hand and sectoral
policies, with important regional impacts at EU and national levels on the other
hand, be achieved? Should all EU regions be supported, or only those regions
that are lagging behind? Naturally, dozens of “technical” questions, such as the
eligibility criteria for regions subject to support from the Convergence Objec-
tive (currently GDP), also exist. Likewise, while there is general consensus con-
cerning the need for a simplification of delivery procedures; concrete proposals
have been, so far, infrequent. Inevitably, all these issues are set within the much
broader context of a quickly changing (and moving) world, with new economic
powers emerging in Asia (see e.g. The World Bank 2009) and profound
changes occurring in terms of economic structure and associated with delocali-
zation. Such changes are becoming a reality, not only within the EU15, but also
in the new Member States (Zenka 2008 and Matlovi¢ et al. 2009). Moreover,
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even future membership in the EU remains unclear as do future political priori-
ties, the degree of EU-level competence, and spending in different policy areas
(Bachtler et al. 2007). Finally, the global economic crisis, which erupted in
2008, has recently provided an urgent need to reconsider the overall strategic
vision of the EU, within a global context.

Consequently, this article initially discusses several key dilemmas facing the
future EU Cohesion Policy and proposes some possible solutions. After that, the
article examines the views of member state (MS) representatives regarding cer-
tain key issues, as declared at the ministerial meeting in Marianské Lazné in
April 2009 (MRD 2009a), to illustrate the broad spectrum of existing opinions.
Third, special attention is given to a discussion of possible simplification of the
delivery system, as this seems to be the Achilles heel of the cohesion policy.
Finally, the article reviews the key proposals of the Barca Report, as this report
seems to be the most influential of all studies so far conducted on the proposed
design of cohesion policy subsequent to the end of the current programming pe-
riod in 2013,

DILEMMAS CONCERNING THE FUTURE DESIGN
OF EU COHESION POLICY

Should cohesion policy be an instrument for addressing the “new challenges™?

Let us begin with the question of whether the so-called “new chal-
lenges™ (particularly globalization, but also including demographic ageing, en-
ergy problems, climate change, and even migration and security issues) should
be integrated into CP. First, questions arise as to whether or not these new chal-
lenges really represent the common interest of Member States and whether a
clear added value would result from solving such issues at the European level.
The nature of a number of these challenges, as well as the current global, eco-
nomic crisis, seems to support the argument that this really is the case, although
a broad range of opinions exist, some of which stress that none of these chal-
lenges are actually new (see MRD 2009b). If so (although this remains uncer-
tain), then it is necessary to evaluate whether the establishment of a new policy
to respond to these “new challenges” is realistic and desirable. So far, this does
not seem to be the case. The other possibility is to incorporate (some) of the
new challenges into cohesion policy. In this context, it is beneficial to make ref-
erence to the relevant conclusion of public debate, as summarized in the Fifth
Progress Report on Economic and Social Cohesion (Commission of the Euro-
pean Communities 2008): “While it is widely admitted that cohesion policy
should also address such challenges, most of the contributions point out that co-
hesion policy cannot be the only instrument, not even the principal one.” (EC
2008, p. 6). This conclusion is rather ambiguous. If the new challenges are to be
integrated into cohesion policy, at least two points must be stressed. First, incor-
poration of the new challenges would lead to further weakening of cohesion
policy goals; second, if any significant financial allocation, within this policy,
were made to confront the “new challenges”, a justifiable demand could be
raised that such expenditures should not be at the expense of support for the tra-
ditional core of cohesion policy, which focuses on infrastructure, the develop-
ment of human resources and support for entrepreneurship (Blazek 2009b).
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Should cohesion policy cover all European regions or only those that are lag-
ging behind?

The question of whether future cohesion policy should cover all European
regions or only some regions is a politically very sensitive issue. There are, es-
sentially, two primary options. The first possibility is the preservation of the
current status quo, wherein all EU regions are supported, albeit with signifi-
cantly differing intensity, depending on their level of socio-economic develop-
ment. The second option is the strict application of the concentration principle,
namely to concentrate support from EU sources only on regions that are lagging
behind. Both of these alternatives have their merits and drawbacks. The current
system is more politically attainable (every region gets at least some funding)
and it aids in the spreading of best practices, mutual collaboration, etc. (for
more see Blazek and MaceSkova 2010a).

However, the limited volume of resources given to (highly) developed re-
gions is a drawback, restricting the possibility of achieving noticeable results.
Criticism may also arise from developed states/regions concerning the recycling
of their money and returns, which are based upon demanding administrative
procedures. Another apparent drawback is that resources allocated under the
Competitiveness Objective are subtracted from the amount available for Con-
vergence, the fundamental and high-priority objective of cohesion policy. Thus,
support for the “Competitiveness” Objective is far from being unambiguous, as
it 1s also described in the Fifth Progress Report on Economic and Social Cohe-
sion (Commission of the European Communities 2008).

Should the “big slump” in the level of support after a region exceeds the 75%
threshold be eliminated?

Another frequently discussed problem is the significant slump in the level of
support, which occurs, once the critical threshold for a region’s eligibility for
the Convergence Objective has been achieved (i.e. 75% of the EU average GDP
per capita). A provision for “medium level support™ (i.e. less than under the
Convergence Objective but more than under the Competitiveness Objective) for
those regions whose GDP per capita is higher than 75% but lower than the EU
average could be another possible solution to this sudden slump in the level of
support, upon achievement of the 75% threshold (Blazek 2009b) (see also the
paragraph on transition regions in the Barca Report below). A certain precursor
for such a medium level support is the current phasing-out system that is
granted to the regions which would have been eligible for the Convergence Ob-
jective if the threshold had stayed at 75% of the GDP average of the EU at 15
and not at 25 member states in order to off-set the so called “statistical effect”.
A similar, but smaller amount of money had been allocated to phasing-in re-
gions, meaning those that were in the programming period 2000-2006 eligible
for Objective 1, but their GDP is higher than 75% of the EU 15 average.
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Should the Cohesion Fund support the infrastructure for research and develop-
ment of national/European significance?

In line with the vision of a globally competitive Europe, the question
emerges whether to make it possible to finance any infrastructure of state-wide
significance from the Cohesion Fund (CF), that is not only transport and envi-
ronmental, but also scientific and research infrastructure. This step would allow
focused investments to qualitatively enhance European scientific and research
infrastructure to the level required for the 21" century. Such modernization of
the Cohesion Fund’s orientation would also eliminate the undesirable situation,
which exists in some cohesion countries, in which large scientific and research
projects are intentionally located just beyond the borders of a competitiveness
region and inside a convergence region, because the level of support from the
Structural Funds in the Competitiveness Objective is considerably lower than
support provided within the framework of the Convergence Objective, and as
yet it has been impossible to finance these projects from the Cohesion Fund
(Blazek 2009b). The Cohesion Fund is currently applicable to member states
with a Gross National Income of less than 90% of the EU average.

The *“pulling out™ of potentially top scientific and research activities from
metropolitan cities into greenfield localities in their hinterlands also has a sig-
nificant urban dimension with many negative effects on the cities themselves
(increased traffic and urban sprawl, which contrast with empty brownfield sites
in inner cities). This issue is likely to become even more timely and critical,
during the next programming period, as it can be assumed that, in many cohe-
sion countries, the most developed regions will not be eligible for support under
the Convergence Objective. At the same time, the most developed regions in
cohesion countries have the greatest potential to decrease the vast deficiencies,
which exist in comparison with world and European cutting edge R&D, and to
operate as a gateway in creating and spreading innovation for their respective
countries (Blazek 2009b).

(UNOFFICIAL) OPINIONS OF MEMBER STATES
ON CERTAIN KEY ISSUES

In this context, it is interesting to examine whether or not something of a
consensus is emerging among member states (MSs), regarding the future design
of cohesion policy (see Tab. 1). Tab. 1 shows a surprisingly wide range of opin-
ion among MSs, demonstrating how difficult it is to achieve any reasonable
consensus. In addition, the fact that these opinions were expressed by ministers
directly overseeing cohesion policy who are all more or less sympathetic to this
policy (perhaps in contrast to some of their governmental colleagues), should be
noted. Also noteworthy is the fact that the ministerial meeting in Maridnské
Lazné (from which table 1 was prepared) was held previous to the Barca Report
being published. Consequently, the current situation could be different, as the
report seemed to be quite influential, at least during the greater part of 2009.
On the other hand, the Barca Report revealed a new set of issues and so it ap-
pears as though the consensus regarding the future architecture of cohesion pol-
icy is still far from reality.
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Tab. 1. Unofficial opinions of MSs on certain key issues concerning cohesion policy

Transitional

Intcgration. of support for More focus on Bigger coherence

Support to all EU

Cauniry regions new ChaHanes regions above  key priorities among the Funds
= into CP 759,

BE YES YES - YES:

DK YES YES

EE YES YES

Fl YES YES

IE YES YES

IT YES YES

Yy YES YES YES YES

LT YES YES

LV NO YES YES

HU YES YES YES

MT YES

DE NO YES

NL NO

PL YES

PT YES

AT YES

EL YES

SK YES YES YES

SL NO YES YES

UK Rather NO Rather NO

ES YES

SE NO Rather YES

Note: based on presentations of ministers responsible for regional development, during their informal meeting
in Marianské Lazné, in April 2009. Some countries are missing from the table due to the fact that their repre-
sentatives did not explicitly address these issues in Marianské Lazné.
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IS A STREAMLINED DELIVERY SYSTEM POSSIBLE?

There is a huge gap between the strategic vision of the EU cohesion policy
and the form in which it is delivered on the ground. The need to simplify the
management and implementation systems and administrative complexities is
apparent, at least, on the following three levels:

— relationships between the EC and the Member States,
— the management and implementation systems of the MSs,
— the project level — that is the framework of the entire project cycle.

Wostner (2008a), for instance, identifies ten verifying or controlling steps,
every expenditure is subject to and on the basis of his previous study. He esti-
mates that administration costs consume up to 15% of the Structural Funds. In
addition, this discovery can be contrasted with the findings of the Court of
Auditors, relating to the year 2008, that at least 11% of the total amount reim-
bursed to cohesion policy projects should not have been reimbursed (Court of
Auditors 2009). Wostner (2008b) argues that the main reason for such a high
rate of irregularities is the incomprehensible body of rules, which discourages
the project holder from investing time in monitoring all of the (changing) rules,
and further that the fundamental barrier to simplification is the uncertainty, re-
sulting from a multi-level governance structure. In other words, cohesion policy
consists of a built-in “play-it-safe” mechanism (Wostner 2008b). This observa-
tion concerning the key role of uncertainty was also confirmed by the discus-
sion in a seminar of representatives of the Czech Managing Authorities, held in
August 2009 in Prague, in which delegates argued that actors at all levels (i.e.
grant holders, intermediate bodies, managing authorities and even the paying
and certifying authority) are uncertain as to how particular cases will be inter-
preted from “above”. Consequently, the allocation of EU resources is much
more costly than that of national resources (Wostner 2008b). In addition, the
cumbersome management and implementation systems also slow the overall
pace of implementation, prolonging especially the project cycle. As these exam-
ples illustrate, problems concerning the simplification of administrative proce-
dures are particularly pressing, a reality which contrasts sharply with the lack of
proposed solutions (a recent positive example of such change comes from an
option set forth in a relevant regulation to broadly apply flat rates for indirect
costs at the project level). The inherent difficulty in simplifying implementation
and administration is naturally linked to the need to respect principles of trans-
parency and to ensure or even increase the efficiency, with which these Euro-
pean resources are used.

Nevertheless, the Estonian suggestion to shift financial control at the project
level to control over outcomes/results instead, for instance, represents a notice-
able proposal. According to this proposal, projects that succeed in delivering the
outcomes and results, which were set forth in contracts, would not be examined
in terms of eligibility of expenditures (Government of Estonia 2008). This
would allow for a shift in attention to take place, during the contracting period,
from formal issues to discussion over the results to be achieved. However, this
approach is also not problem-free, as demonstrated by recent discussions
(Wostner 2008b and Barca 2009), and yet it remains suitable, at least, for those
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types of projects, concerning which a fair price of the outcomes might be robus-
tly estimated ex-ante.

Experience accumulated up to the present time, at least in some intermediate
bodies, also shows that it is possible, in a growing number of intervention sec-
tors, to define minimum qualitative standards for projects. As a result, on-going
open calls for projects could be used on a larger scale in place of periodic calls.
The wait for a project call would be reduced and the burden placed on interme-
diate bodies would be more consistent throughout the year, in comparison to
periodic calls for proposals. Periodic calls for proposals also distort the market
for grant management and consulting, as high demand for these services, during
a period when a particular call is open, leads to higher prices (for more, see
Blazek and Maceskova 2009). Experience also demonstrates that a smaller
number of broader operational programmes (OP) can reduce the problem of
project applicant orientation, while, at the same time, limiting the diversity of
management and implementation structures and decreasing the fragmentation of
the overall management and implementation system. Thus, it appears that a
smaller number of operational programmes would be an advantage, even in
spite of the potential drawbacks resulting from greater internal heterogeneity,
within a broader OP framework (Blazek and Macegkova 2009). 1t is also clear
that the potential of e-government to simplify the delivery system is far from
being fully exploited. Certificates from various state authorities, for example,
are still required from grant applicants instead of automatic controls, performed
through relevant databases, operated by public sector bodies.

Moreover, Wostner (2008b) recently formulated a number of other interest-
ing proposals for enhancing the micro-efficiency of EU cohesion policy, reso-
lutely claiming that the delivery mechanism and effectiveness of cohesion pol-
icy are linked. In the light of large differences in staffing requirements for dif-
ferent funds, he suggests the re-orientation of cohesion policy to focus on pro-
jects that are easier to implement, which means favouring Cohesion Fund-type
projects. His second and much more radical suggestion is to transfer full respon-
sibility for legality, efficiency and effectiveness to MSs (or even regions), in
which the EC acknowledges the existence of national financial management and
control systems that meet the required standards. In order to satisfy the account-
ability criterion, Wostner proposes lowering the rate of EU co-financing (for
instance, to 50%).

Lowering the rate of EU-cofinancing (however unpopular this might be
among the Member States as well among the final beneficiaries) would also
eliminate an inefficiency problem, which is, in the Czech Republic, neatly re-
ferred to as “golden canals/pavements”. This expression describes a situation, in
which there is a complete lack of incentive to economize the costs of a projects,
due to the fact that a decisive portion of the expenditure is covered by an exter-
nal source. A municipality, for example, might have a low incentive to monitor
whether or not the parameters of prepared projects exceed actual community
needs.

Even if all of these proposals are accepted, certain built-in inefficiencies will
remain in the overall system. An example of an overlooked opportunity to
streamline the management and monitoring system could be cited in the fact
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that each MS developed its own computerized monitoring system for structural
operations, while a single monitoring system for the entire EU would ensure
compatibility, better performance comparability and — last but not least — would
cut administrative costs for the design and operation of such systems.

Finally, the fact that simplification aims not only at easing the position of
grant recipients and administrative staff, but, especially, at making it possible
for the implementation and management authorities to shift the focus from ad-
ministrative/legal issues towards issues of substance, that is towards the ration-
ale and focus of the overall strategy, towards the effectiveness and efficiency of
particular programmes, measures and projects.

SOME REFLECTIONS ON THE BARCA REPORT
(AN AGENDA FOR A REFORMED COHESION POLICY)

Nevertheless, for most of 2009, a report drafted by F. Barca (2009) was con-
sidered to be something of a milestone document. The report was prepared in
response to a direct request from D. Hiibner, the former Commissioner respon-
sible for regional policy, on the basis of extensive consultation and a set of de-
tailed analytical studies. It examines relevant issues, ranging from methodologi-
cal and evaluation issues, to the role of institutions in regional development, to
empirical studies concermning convergence between European regions. The re-
port represents a radical departure from several of the fundamental principles,
upon which current cohesion policy is based.

To begin with, the very rationale for pursuing cohesion policy at the EU
level is conceptualized, in the Barca Report, in sharp contrast to traditional ar-
guments in favour of EU cohesion policy, which, according to W. Molle (2006
and 2007), can be summarized into the following points:

1) Moderation of the impacts of economic integration, which on the one
hand, allows for higher specialization and higher overall efficiency by strength-
ening competition, but, on the other hand, incurs immediate adjustments costs
while the benefits may take a longer time to materialize. This could be particu-
larly relevant for weaker subjects (esp. actors in old industrial and/or lagging
regions),

2) compensation for the regional impacts of the Common Agricultural Pol-
icy and of the EU R&D policy, which primarily favour more developed Euro-
pean regions,

3) the need to ensure a fair and coherent approach towards the provision of
public support to private firms,

4) Establishment of the Economic and Monetary Union, which limits the
possibilities available to Member State governments and central banks to play a
role in monetary policy. Specifically, the EMU helps to increase the allocational
efficiency, but limits opportunities for national, macroeconomic policies to
manage distribution problems (Molle 2007). In addition, the EMU could
scarcely operate in a situation, in which the EU would move away from rather
than towards what Mundell defines as an optimum currency area (Mundell
1961); hence, the stress on convergence between EU regions.
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In contrast, Barca argues that the key role of the EU cohesion policy is to
provide EU citizens with evidence that the EU cares about their problems
(Barca 2009). Despite this somewhat radical departure from the well-
established arguments in favour of the EU cohesion policy, it should be
stressed that the report is comprehensive, ambitious, quite detailed in most re-
spects, and has been prepared at an appropriate time, namely well before a new
EU programming period is set to begin (2014).

In spite of the complexity of Barca’s proposal, a brief summary of the main
principles of the proposed reform can be made’. As mentioned above, the pri-
mary rationale and, as such, the focus of EU cohesion policy should be the pro-
vision of evidence to EU citizens that the EU addresses their problems, by ena-
bling them to benefit from the economic gains of unification and by promoting
equal access to any opportunities created. Therefore, Barca develops a “place—
based development model”, which would consist of territorially targeted inter-
vention, based on local knowledge, with emphasis placed on the verifiability of
achieved results. In Barca’s words, “place-based policy is a long term strategy
aimed at tackling persistent underutilization of potential and reducing persistent
social exclusion in specific places through external intervention and multilevel
governance” (Barca 2009, p. VII). However, Barca is not sufficiently specific in
defining what type (level) of “places” he has in mind. He only indicates that
places would be “defined through the policy process from a functional perspec-
tive as regions in which a set of conditions conductive to development apply
more than they do in larger or smaller areas™ (Barca 2009, p. XI). Thus “places”
would not be the same as existing administrative structures, which only adds to
the overall ambiguity of this concept.

Barca’s second key proposal calls for the concentration of resources on a
few key issues, which are significant for the EU and its people and which ad-
dress both, efficiency and the social inclusion objective. Specifically, Barca pro-
poses the allocation of up to 2/3 of cohesion funding for a narrow set of priori-
ties (ideally 3 or 4) that would be defined uniformly across the entire EU, in or-
der to achieve critical mass, to attract public and political attention and to con-
centrate the human resources needed for the effective design and delivery of
relevant measures. As potential “core priorities”, Barca proposes innovation,
climate change, migration, children, skills and ageing. This idea has proven to
be highly controversial for member state representatives, who argue that narrow
and specific core priorities, defined at the EU level and applicable to all coun-
tries and regions are not feasible (see DG REGIO 2009). In addition, roughly
half of these proposed core priorities would, in fact, represent new areas of
Structural Funds intervention, thus extending the current list of EU cohesion
policy priorities, which is even now criticized for being too long (see, for exam-
ple, Tarschys 2008). Nevertheless, there seems to be general agreement that the-
matic concentration is needed, but that it should be decided at the member state
level.

* The section on Barca's report is based mostly on the discussion at the seminar held in Brussels in June 2009
which was devoted to this Report. The author participated in this seminar as an external expert in one of the
four working groups (see also DG REGIO 2009).
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Another key proposal of the report is that the current programming docu-
ments should be turned into contracts, in order to place far greater emphasis on
the results of planned intervention. Therefore, the report proposes a new con-
tractual relationship between the Commission and each member state, which
shall focus on core priorities and a set of targets to be achieved. As Barca ar-
gues, “Both types of contracts (NSRR and OPs) generally fail to specify clear
objectives and targets, which tend to be relegated to the later stages of the pro-
gramme approval process ..." (Barca 2009, p. 162). Therefore, emphasis on the
quantification of targets is not a brand new concept, because current program-
ming documents should also be result-oriented (see also Manzella and Mendez
2009). However, the main problem, concerning Barca’s proposal, is its prob-
lematic implementation in practice. First, there are a number of methodological
problems; for example, how to set ambitious and, at the same time, reasonable
targets or how to select indicators which would allow verification of perform-
ance. In addition, the contribution of factors other than cohesion policy to re-
sults is also evident (for example, in the light of probable changes in economic
situation, during the 7 year span of the programming period; consider, for in-
stance, the huge impacts of the current global economic crisis on principal so-
cioeconomic indicators). The time-lag for the availability of relevant data is also
problematic. Clearly, there is no sound basis, at present, on which a rigorous
quantification of targets could be based. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that
Barca’s proposal to impose sanctions against MSs, failing to deliver the targets
specified in contracts, was met with a high degree of scepticism (DG REGIO
2009). On the other hand, the proposed shift in focus, conceming both the draft-
ing teams of the programming documents/contracts and negotiations on these
contracts between MSs and the Commission, away from formal issues towards
a discussion of results that should be achieved was, for the most part, wel-
comed.

In this context, Barca also calls for concentrated effort to design a set of
high-quality indicators, because, at present, “both the quality of the indicators
and the meaningfulness of the targets are so doubtful that no summary statistics
can be derived” (Barca 2009, p. 163). Nevertheless, despite the fact that the cur-
rent indicator system is very weak, there is no easy solution, as the experience
of the current 27 EU countries attest. Moreover, one can easily see a conflict
between the proposed place-based model, which does not correspond to existing
regional divisions or with the requirements for statistical indicators in setting
the quantified targets as well as in the evaluation of intervention impacts.

The third key proposal of the report, which describes the contract negotiation
procedure in detail, is closely related. Specifically, Barca proposes focusing
contract negotiations on the selection of core priorities, to which a large portion
of resources (up to 2/3) should be allocated, and on objectives and quantified
targets, for both core and non-core priorities, with a clear-cut distinction be-
tween efficiency and social inclusion. In accordance with the place-based devel-
opment model, the report suggests the increased mobilization of local actors
along with greater EU-wide political oversight. Unfortunately, the report out-
lines a complicated and lengthy negotiation process for these new programming
documents (“contracts”), even adding new phases /documents, such as the pro-
posed obligation for each MS to prepare a “National strategic assessment of re-
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gional/territorial/place-based/spatial development challenges and policies at the
domestic level”. Moreover, the report grants the European Commission a large
amount of leeway in determining whether submitted documents and arguments
are sufficiently convincing or not. In such cases, the Commission could launch
an independent, ex ante evaluation of all or part of a contract with the intent of
(re)assessing the proposed deployment of funding. On the other hand, proposed
changes in the content of National Strategic Development Contracts, such as the
preferential treatment of core priorities, objectives and targets and the manner,
in which such goals are expected to be achieved, in terms of actions, institutions
and methods seems to be widely acceptable. Nevertheless, practical problems
can be expected, in the case of Operational Programmes (OPs), which should,
inter alia, specify the primary criteria for the allocation of funding to places/
regions and the main types of intervention, with an emphasis on their place-
based nature, which would not only require detailed analyses but which would
also turn OPs into highly prescriptive documents.

The last point of the report, which should be at least briefly discussed, is the
role of the Commission (not necessarily limited to the role of DG REGIO only)
and of political debate at national and EU levels. First, in Barca’s view, a high-
level inter-service group chaired by the Secretary General should be established
to coordinate the design and implementation of policies run by the various DGs.
Second, a set of changes is proposed directly for the operation of DG REGIO.
To start with, the Commission would be established as the centre of compe-
tence. The report also suggests strengthening DG REGIO’s internal coordina-
tion in establishing priorities and ensuring the coherence of relevant interven-
tions, inter alia, by appointing a task force for each of the core priorities. Like-
wise, enhancement of the evaluation capacity is necessary if cohesion policy
reform is to be implemented. Specifically, the evaluation department should be
upgraded, so as to be capable of providing member states with a think-tank fo-
cusing on impact evaluation (Barca 2009).

In addition, Barca calls for the promotion of public debate at all levels con-
cerning targets and progress, as the present EU-wide political debate on cohe-
sion policy appears wholly inadequate (Barca 2009). Such debate should be
stimulated by the Commission’s publication of a multi-lingual, annual
“Indicators and targets survey”, and (from the third year on) and annual
“scoreboard of progress” to allow some basic ranking of member states
(regions) in meeting targets (Barca 2009). Moreover, the report proposes the
creation of a formal Council for Cohesion Policy, composed of national minis-
ters, which will bear responsibility for cohesion policy (possibly more than one
minister from certain MSs). This council would be charged with politically as-
sessing the National Strategic Development Contracts, once they have been ap-
proved by the Commission; debating the progress shown by the indicators and
targets survey; assessing the content of the strategic report on results; etc. These
proposals were generally met with criticism, as MSs expressed their opinion
that the Commission already has too many auditors, who wield too much
power. MSs also generally refuse to support any naming and shaming ap-
proaches (DG REGIO 2009). According to discussion at the seminar, which
was summarized in this DG REGIO document, the Commission should move
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away from an audit-driven approach to supervising Structural Funds pro-
grammes and move towards evaluation, advice and the exchange of best prac-
tices.

Nevertheless, MS representatives were in favour of a gradual reinforcement
of the political discussion on cohesion policy, starting at a more technical level,
such as the high-level political group of Director Generals responsible for cohe-
sion policy. The main arguments against a specified Cohesion Council included
the fact that a council is a decision making body and not an extended committee
to discuss issues related to cohesion policy implementation in particular MSs
(DG REGIO 2009). Preferably, such a high-level group should focus on discus-
sion of thematic and cross-cutting issues.

In addition to these broader issues, Barca also proposed a set of technical or
other changes to cohesion policy, most of which were welcomed. First, partici-
pants in the seminar (DG REGIO 2009) agreed that cohesion policy should sup-
port all regions of the EU. They also supported the concept of establishing a
category for transition regions, namely regions with GDP between 75% and
90% or 100% of the EU average. This concept would eliminate the currently
existing slump in the volume of support that occurs when a particular region ex-
ceeds the 75% limit. The proposal to apply the decommitment N+2(3) rule at
the level of entire Member States, and not at the level of individual OPs as the
present rule dictates, also gained broad support. Likewise, several countries sup-
ported the idea, formulated during debate over the Barca Report, that the com-
plicated procedure of ex ante verification of additionality could be scrapped if
the rate of national co-financing were increased from the current 15% to, for
instance, 25% to 30%. Finally, participants reached a general consensus that the
regional impacts of sectoral policies are of key relevance for regional develop-
ment and, consequently, that these policies should be closely harmonized as a
means of eliminating possible conflicts between them (for more on the regional
impacts of the sectoral policies and regarding options for their harmonization,
for example, through territorial impact assessment (T1A), see, e.g. BlaZzek and
Maceskova 2010a and 2010b).

Thus, despite Barca’s pleas that his report not be perceived as a menu from
which certain items might be freely selected, but rather as a single comprehen-
sive and integrative package of reforms; it is clear, that while the general direc-
tion of the proposed reform strategy is generally welcomed, it is unlikely (or
rather impossible) that the Barca Report will be adopted as it stands. First, great
variety exists among the 27 MSs, in terms of expectations connected with the
future design of cohesion policy, without even considering other important
stakeholders. Second, the Barca Report was prepared in response to a direct re-
quest from the former commissioner responsible for cohesion policy (D. Hiib-
ner). While this fact supported the strength of the report, while she was in of-
fice, after her resignation this advantage could easily turn into a disadvantage.
Even in a best case scenario, the position of the new DG REGIO Commissioner,
who should replace temporary Commissioner P, Samecki in early 2010, regard-
ing the proposals presented in the Barca Report, is unknown.
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CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this article was twofold. First, to discuss some of the key chal-
lenges for the future design of EU cohesion policy and to propose some possible
options concerning how to enhance the effectiveness of this policy and, espe-
cially, how to streamline cohesion policy’s delivery system in the future. The
second aim was to contribute to debate concerning key points of the Barca Re-
port, as this report appears to be a milestone document in the debate over the
future design of EU cohesion policy. While it is true that the origin of the Barca
Report was closely linked to the former commissioner, it would be a mistake to
turn this fact into an argument for its repudiation. Nevertheless, at least two fun-
damental weaknesses of the Barca Report are now clear. First, Barca falls far
short of the ideal, in terms of urgently needed simplification of the delivery sys-
tem. Second, in several spheres, such as the programming process for example,
Barca proposes a procedure that would be even more complicated than the pre-
sent system.

Along with the concentration of cohesion policy on a few key priorities, fu-
ture discussions can be expected to focus on seeking and implementing appro-
priate relationships between EU cohesion policy and other policies, both at EU
and national levels, in order to achieve synergetic effects. It is surprising in this
context that questions, concerning the relationship between EU cohesion policy
and national regional policies, seem to be absent. However, I believe that the
key priority for the next generation of European cohesion policy will be to
bridge the vast gap between the grand strategic visions of this policy and the
excessive bureaucracy of its delivery system. Therefore, several options for
simplifying the delivery system were proposed and/or discussed. The most rele-
vant of these include a shift from formal project monitoring to monitoring of the
delivery of outcomes, as stated in project contracts (the Estonian proposal). In
addition, on-going open calls for projects seem to work better than periodic
calls. This would reduce the waiting time for a project call and the workload for
intermediate bodies would be more evenly spread throughout the year. Like-
wise, the consulting market would not be distorted by sharp peaks in demand
for services, when project calls are open. Wostner provides two more options,
which have been discussed above. The first is the re-orientation of cohesion pol-
icy to projects, which are easier to implement, specifically, in favour of Cohe-
sion Fund-type projects (Wostner 2008b). Wostner’s second suggestion is more
radical. It proposes transferring full responsibility for legality, efficiency and
effectiveness to those MSs, in which the EC acknowledges that national finan-
cial management and monitoring systems meet the required standards, in ex-
change for decreasing the rate of EU co-financing. However, it would be a mis-
take to disregard the well-known Estonian proposal suggesting that when the
delivery of the project’s planned output(s) has been confirmed, reimbursement
should take place on the basis of the achievement of agreed outputs, instead of
the proof of costs. Therefore, in the case of these projects, there would not be a
need to audit the actual costs of the project. Recent discussion with some pol-
icy-makers suggests that this model might work well at least is some spheres
(see e.g. Sventek 2010).
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Nevertheless, my personal experience, gained through implementation of an
ERDEF-funded project, for which I was responsible, as well as through prepara-
tion of the ex-post evaluation of the management and implementation system
for cohesion policy in the Czech Republic for the 2004-2006 period (Blazek and
Maceskova 2009), indicates that a lot of bureaucracy is of “national origin”, and
is not required by EU Regulations. Commissioner Samecki recently confirmed
this trend, stating that “many of the complaints we receive from potential pro-
ject partners about complicated delivery systems turn out to be related to rules
imposed by national and regional managing bodies, not by the Commis-
sion” (Samecki 2009, p.4).

Consequently, I believe we should start by establishing committed national
task forces for simplifying the very procedures for project applicants and project
holders, even during the current programming period. If we do not take such
action, not only project applicants, but also the general public will consider such
failure to act as further proof that the EU (not the particular member state!) is an
excessively bureaucratic body, far removed from the needs and interests of
common citizens. Moreover, simpler procedures will only enhance the effi-
ciency, transparency and even the absorption capacity of cohesion policy. Con-
sequently, | believe that the strategic orientation of cohesion policy calls for fur-
ther evolution, while its delivery system is in need of radical change, even revo-
lution.

The paper was written with the financial support of the Grant Agency of the
Czech Republic of Research Programme No. MSM 0021620831 sponsored by
the Czech Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport.
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Jiri BlaZek

EUROPSKA POLITIKA SUDRZNOST[-—VYZVY DILEMY
A ICH MOZNA BUDUCA PODOBA

Prispevok ma dva hlavné ciele. Prvym je diskusia o hlavnych vyzvach, na ktoré by
mala politika sudrznosti EU v budicom programovom obdobi reagovat’. V prvej ¢asti
prispevku je preto navrhnutych niekol'ko konkrétnych mozZnosti rieSenia niektorych
problémov sprevadzajucich realizaciu sii¢asnej generacie tejto eurdpskej politiky. Kon-
krétne autor navrhuje rozsirit’ pdsobenie Fondu sudrznosti i na vedecko-technicki infra-
Struktaru eurdpskeho, pripadne narodného vyznamu, aby sa eliminovala si¢asna situa-
cia, ked’ sa tieto vel'ké projekty nemodZu pre obmedzent podporu v ramei ciel'a konku-
rencieschopnost’ realizovat’ v hlavnych mestach, ktoré maju z hl'adiska vyskumu a vy-
voja najvac¢si potencial. Namiesto toho sa v niektorych krajinach velké vedecko-
vyskumné projekty realizuju tesne za ich hranicami, ¢o sprevadza cely rad environmen-
talne nepriaznivych javov (zaber pody, narast dopravy a pod.). Daldim navrhom je pos-
kytnutie prechodnej stredne intenzivnej formy podpory regionom, ktoré prekroc:la hrani-
cu 75 % HDP EU, ale ich HDP bude niZ8i nez priemer EU. Tymto opatrenim by sa eli-
minoval prudky skok (,.volny pad™) v intenzite podpory, ku ktorej dochadza pri regio-
noch, ktoré prekrocia kritickG hranicu 75 %. Autor d'alej \«yjddruje svoj skepticky nazor
na zahrnutle tzv. novych vyziev medzi aktivity podporované v ramci politiky sudrZnos-
ti, pretoze by tak doslo k d’alsiemu rozdrobeniu strategickych cielov te_}to polxtlky Da-
le_| ¢lanok analyzuje postoj jednotlivych ¢lenskych statov ku kl'i€ovym vyzvam, ktoré
sa tykaju koncepcie budicej podoby politiky sadrznosti (tab. 1).

Druhym ciel'om je diskusia o Barcovej sprave. ktora je dosial’ zrejme najucelenej$im
ndvrhom na hlboki reformu politiky sadrznosti. Barcova sprava v8ak prakticky neriesi
otazku zjednoduSenia, naopak, v niektorych pripadoch navrhuje vyrazné skomplikova-
nie (napr. pri programovacom procese). Vicsina §tatov viak tdto spravu vita ako (vo
vacsine pripadov) krok spravnym smerom. Hlavnymi spornymi bodmi Barcovej spravy
Je navrh na koncentraciu vicSiny zdrojov do 3 — 4 jadrovych priorit stanovenych pre
cela EU. Doterajsia diskusia ukazuje, Ze viésina Statov s mys$lienkou koncentracie do
niekol’kych priorit stihlasi, ale s podmienkou, Ze ich vol'ba bude v kompetencii jednotli-
vych §tatov. Dal$im spornym navrhom je premena operaénych programov na programo-
ve kontakty, v ktorych by sa ¢lensky stat pod hrozbou sankcii zaviazal, Ze dosiahne sta-
novené ciele. Zatial' ¢o Barcov navrh na zameranie negocidcii na diskusiu o stratégii a
kvalifikovanie cielov, ktorych dosiahnutie sa planuje, vacsina §tatov vita, v praxi ide
o0 tazko realizovatel'ny navrh, pretoZe neexistuje metodika pre ambiciozne, ale pritom
realne stanovenie ciel'ov. Naviac socialno-ekonomicky kontext sa — ako ukazuje sicas-
na kriza — méze v priebehu programového obdobia vyrazne zmenit'.

V zavere prispevok zhriiuje zakladné varianty potrebného razantného zjednodusenia
administrativy spojenej s realizaciou projektov spolufinancovanych z tejto politiky a
prihovara sa za otvoreni diskusiu o estonskom navrhu, ktory odporti¢a pri projektoch,
ktoré dosiahnu vopred stanovené ciele, nekontrolovat’ akceptaciu jednotlivych poloZiek.
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