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SUMMARY

Subject

Visit to Bulgaria to meet with Government Ministers and officials as 
well as the leaders of local administrations responsible for regional 
development projects. Under the 2006 regulations the whole of 
Bulgaria qualifies for assistance under the Convergence objective.

Main 
objectives

The field missions had the following main objectives:

- To discuss with Ministers, relevant officials and local authorities 
the future implementation of the Regional development 
Operational Programme and sectoral programmes as well as to 
discuss with them any problems they may have. 

- To acquaint members of the delegation with the specific problems 
of Bulgaria and see in situ some successful projects executed with 
pre-accession funds and discuss the implementation of operational 
programmes which are just starting up.

Date 30 September to 02 October 2008

Places Sofia, Gorna Orjahovica, Arbanasi, Balchik, Varna

Chairman Gerardo Galleote, Chair of the Regional Development Committee.

The list of participants is attached in the annex.



European Parliament - Committee on Regional Development - The Secretariat

3 of 11

BACKGROUND

On the initiative of the Bulgarian Vice President of the Committee on Regional 
Development Mr Evgeni KIRILOV (PSE), the committee decided to send a delegation 
to Bulgaria.

It was the last out of three delegation trips of the REGI Committee scheduled for 2008.

Bulgaria is of particular interest to the Members of the Regional Development 
Committee for a number of reasons:

 Together with Romania, Bulgaria is the first Balkan country to join the 
European Union in the latest phase of the ongoing enlargement process.

Whilst it is too early in the 2007 - 2013 programming period to assess implementation 
of structural fund investment, (Bulgaria acceded 1 January 2007) for the reference 
period, Bulgaria is eligible for € 6.85 billion for Cohesion Policy under the 
Convergence objective: € 4.4 billion out of the Structural Funds (ERDF & ESF) and € 
2.3 billion out of the Cohesion Fund. An additional € 179 million is available under the 
territorial Cooperation Objective. The funds available represent five times the amount 
invested in Bulgaria during the pre-accession period. According the Bulgarian National 
Strategic Reference Framework the four strategic priorities – three thematic and one 
territorial for the seven year period are:

 Improving basic infrastructure;
 Increasing quality of human capital with a focus on employment;
 Fostering entrepreneurship, favourable business environment and good 

governance;
 Supporting balanced territorial development

 The use of the ISPA and PHARE financial instruments has enabled Bulgaria to 
successfully commence its modernisation programme.

 The purpose of the visit was to visit and see some of the successfully completed 
projects and to discuss with both central and regional authorities their strategic 
plans and programmes for the programming period 2007 - 2013.
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TUESDAY, 30 SEPTEMBER

08:00 - 08:45 - Working Breakfast: briefing by Ms Zinaida ZLATANOVA the 
European Commission Head of Representation, and Mr Toon STREPPEL Head of 
European Parliament Office in Sofia and Mr Carsten Rasmussen of DG REGIO. 
Members were informed of the latest developments in EU Bulgarian relations and in 
particular the difficulties Bulgaria has encountered in setting up adequate control 
mechanisms and implementing structural funds.

09:00 - 10:00 - Meeting with representatives of the Local Self-Government, Regional 
policy and Urban Development Committee; the Permanent Subcommittee on the 
Utilization of the EU Funds and the Budget and Finance Committee of the 
Bulgarian National Assembly.

The meeting took place in a meeting 
room in the National Assembly. A 
brief presentation of the management 
and implementation system of EU 
funds in Bulgaria was given. 
Management of Regional development 
policy is centralised in Bulgaria.
Members were told that the Bulgarian 
authorities were at the implementation 
phase. There are signed projects under 
the Regional development programme, 
and transport sector. 

The evaluation of submitted projects under all OP continues. Although there is 
established administrative capacity the need for trained and competent staff for the 
management, and payment authorities is still one of the major difficulties so far 
encountered by Bulgaria. 
This has resulted in some cases of corruption and mismanagement provoking the 
European Commission's decision to suspend payments for the programmes concerned. 
The Bulgarian delegation confirmed that there was strong political will and all political 
groups in the parliament work for assuring transparency and efficient control of Structural 
funds use. The government is now supplied with an implementation report every two 
weeks.
In order to address this problem the government set up new administrative units with well 
trained experts for all operational programmes. Absorption of EU funds proved somewhat 
questionable. During the pre-accession period 70% of PHARE credits and 79% of 
National funding was used. The Bulgarian delegation expressed the view that procedures 
were excessively heavy and difficult. The result was to discourage the private sector 
which hesitated to take part in case they failed to respect some aspect of procedure and 
subsequently suffered financial loss. 

10:30 - 12:00 - Meeting with Bulgarian High -Level Officials
The meeting was attended by the following High -Level Officials:
Mr Asen Gagauzov, Minister of Regional Development and Public Works,
Ms Iskra Mihailova, Deputy Minister of Regional Development and Public Works,
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Mr Dimcho Mihalevski, Deputy Minister of Regional Development and Public Works,
Mr Savin Kovachev, Deputy Minister of Regional Development and Publi Works,
Mr Lubomir Datzov, Deputy Minister of Finance,
Ms Boriana Pencheva, Director of Management of EU Funds Directorate, Ministry of 
Finance,
Ms Vesela Gospodinova, Deputy Minister of Transport,
Mr Chavdar Georgiev, Deputy Minister of Environment and Waters,
Mr Vasil Margaritov, Director of Cohesion Policy for Environment Directorate, Ministry 
of Environment and Waters,
Ms Shinka Marinova, Director of EU Funds for Environment Directorate, Ministry of 
Environment and Water

The Minister responsible for 
regional development Mr Asen 
Gagauzov, stressed the fact that 
new management and control 
systems have been introduced. The 
project assessment and monitoring 
service was dealing with 201 
projects for education, 73 local 
infrastructure projects. 
156 of the education projects 
concern small towns whilst road 
projects for more than 65 million 
leva have been signed under 
Regional development programme
(ROP).

The Minister expressed the opinion that the projects being considered are of a high 
standard. He stressed the fact that cohesion policy was having a very positive effect and 
has filtered down to local authorities. Bulgaria has a number of cross border programmes 
notably with Romania and Greece. It is also an active partner in Black Sea regional 
cooperation and programmes concerning the development of the South West Balkan 
region. 
Bulgaria is making an important effort to increase its competitiveness, increase 
employment opportunities and stimulate economic growth. In this respect the delegation 
was informed that 60% of the available funds are oriented towards achieving the Lisbon 
objectives whilst programmes to raise the level of water management and waste disposal 
to EU standards were well advanced. In the debate MEPs were particularly interested in 
finding out:

 How were towns selected to be beneficiaries of Bulgarian urban development 
policy?

 What structures were in place to ensure that an integrated approach was taken 
in programme implementation?

 Did Bulgaria make use of any of the financial instruments (Jaspers, Jessica, 
Jeremy?

They were informed that for the purposes of the ROP priorities Bulgaria's 264 
municipalities are grouped under agglomerations and mountainous areas. 32 
agglomerations around big towns have been defined. They have a leading town and 
encompass 82 municipalities. The leading town has the resources and capacity to 
coordinate and consider the different facets of any given programme. In this way, 
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educational needs, infrastructure requirements, the constraints imposed on development 
by the environment are all considered.  Economic development is also theme based. 75% 
of the total ROP's budget is designated to urban development. There are also priority axes 
for smaller municipalities.  
Jaspers, the tool supplied by the EIB to assist Member States to draw up complicated 
large scale programmes is widely used by the Bulgarian authorities, whilst the use of 
Jeremy and Jessica is more limited. The refurbishing of the housing stock is important 
and urgent. A major obstacle was the fact that 90% of housing is privately owned. The 
government has set up an assistance programme to help urban areas. The UN is also 
participating financially in this programme.

12:00 - 12:15 - Press briefing
The Chairman Mr Gerardo Galeote accompanied by the other Members of the delegation 
gave a press conference to Members of the Bulgarian written and television press. Having 
presented the delegation, the Chair explained the purpose of the delegation visit. It was 
not the role of the delegation from the Committee on Regional Development to carry out 
enquiries into cases of miss-management of EU funds. This was the role of other 
parliamentary bodies or the European Commission or OLAF. The delegation he was 
leading was interested in seeing how in practice programmes were being executed. In 
view of the very recent adhesion of Bulgaria, the projects being visited had been financed 
under the pre-accession programmes. The delegation had discussed the Bulgarian 
Strategic reference framework for 2007 - 2013 with Ministers and was hopeful that 
problems so far encountered would be satisfactorily dealt with. The new programming 
period would see Bulgaria receive five times the financial assistance it had previously 
received.

12:30 - 14:00 - Working lunch with Ms Meglena Plugchieva.-  Deputy Prime 
Minister of Bulgaria with special responsibility for coordinating the management of
EU funds.
The working lunch gave the Deputy Prime Minister the chance to explain some of the 
problems Bulgaria has encountered in managing EU funds and the measures she has 
taken together with her colleagues and the administration to make structural and 
procedural changes to eliminate fraud and corruption as well as to increase the 
administration's ability to absorb EU funds.

14:35 - 15:10 - Visit to see the extension and development of Sofia Airport ISPA 
project 2000/BG/16/PT/002
Members were taken round the airport by its Director, the deputy-minister of Transport 
Ms Gospodinova and the airport's staff. They were able to see for themselves the 
complete reconstruction which was financed partly by the Cohesion Fund partly by the 
Bulgarian government and partly by the EIB. The new terminal building, the aircraft 
aprons and taxiways have now been completed at a total estimated cost of € 135million 
including the landscaping works which should be completed by December 2008.

15:30 - 16:30 - Meeting with the Mayor of Sofia General Boyko Borissov
The Chair of the delegation presented the other Members pointing out that the delegation 
from the Committee on Regional Development reflected the multi-party structure of his 
Committee as there were Members from the three principal parliamentary groups. He 



European Parliament - Committee on Regional Development - The Secretariat

7 of 11

went on to explain the purpose of the visit which was to monitor the programmes being 
implemented in the country aimed at reducing regional imbalances. The Mayor pointed 
out that whilst the city's budget had doubled over three years to reach 1 billion leva, there 
has been an exponential increase in the population, as people were deserting rural areas in 
search of better paid jobs and living conditions. This has put a heavy strain on the city's 
resources in terms of social requirements such as kindergartens, housing, hospitals, 
transport and land. 

Sofia has applied for €185 million in EU assistance for the extension of the Metro 
system and the project has been the first approved under the Transport Operational 
Programme. The Sofia municipality is very interested in participating financially in EU 
funded programmes. This is a priority. It has also applied for €125 million for road 
construction. It is also important to deal with waste management which will require 
financing by up to 85% by the EU.
The mayor regretted that Sofia water had been privatised claiming that the contract 
negotiated with the UK Company now running it was unsatisfactory. It is also 
necessary to undertake urgent repairs to bridges which have not been properly 
maintained for 34 years.

16:45 - 17:45 - Cultural visit in the city centre the National Museum of Archaeology

20:00 - 22:00 - Official diner with the Mayor of Sofia

During the meal Members were able to discuss regional development in Bulgaria with 
the Mayor and his other guests in a congenial relaxed environment.

WEDNESDAY, 1 OCTOBER

8:00 - 11:30 - Bus transfer to Gorna Orjahovica
On the road to Gorna Orjahovitca participants were able to see on site the ISPA 
Project N°2000/BG/16/P/PT/001, Transit Roads Rehabilitation Project III, LOT 4, 
ROAD A-2, 4 lanes, Pan-European corridor IV, Section Hemus motorway, 39 km
The project concerns the rehabilitation and upgrading of sections of main roads in 
Bulgaria along the route of priority Pan-European transport corridors N° IV, VIII and 
IX. The objectives of the Transit Roads Rehabilitation Project III have been to improve 
traffic flows, reduce vehicle operating costs, and enhance safety by upgrading 
Bulgarian road infrastructure to EU standards (load-bearing capacity of 11.5 tons axle 
weight and design speeds of 80 km/h) along some 250 km of main highway in a very 
bad state experiencing the heaviest traffic.
The now completed project was the continuation of the Transit Roads I and II 
programmes, which were financed by the European Investment Bank, PHARE and the 
Bulgarian authorities, that rehabilitated some 1500 km of main highways in Bulgaria.

11:30 - 12:00 - Visit of the Daily Centre - Gorna Orjahovica, PHARE project
BG 2003/004-937.01.4-02 "Improvement of quality of life of people with mental 
disabilities"
The Daily centre which looks after children with mental disabilities has a teacher/child 
ratio of 2 to 1. Members were informed of the very low running costs of the Centre and 
were able to see the building which has been renovated with PHARE funds.
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12:15 - 12:45 - Visit of ISPA Project 2001/BG/16/P/PE/005: Regional Waste Water
Treatment Plan for Gorna Oryahovitsa, Dolna Oryahovitsa and Liaskovets
The project is considered as a pilot initiative in the Bulgarian water sector being the 
first project financing a tertiary treatment plant in a very sensitive river basin (the 
Danube basin) both for Bulgaria and the neighbouring countries situated on the Black 
Sea basin. The measure comprises the construction of a wastewater treatment plant for 
the treatment of wastewater generated in the cities of Gorna Oriahovitsa, Liaskovets 
and Dolna Oriahovitsa, and of some elements of the collection system. Its objective is 
to reduce the pollution from untreated sewage discharged into the Yantra River, a 
tributary to the Danube River. The new regional wastewater treatment plant will serve a 
population of 67,100 by the year 2030. It will treat a flow of approximately 16,000 
m³/day. Members visited the plant and saw it in operation.

13:00 - 14:30 - Working Lunch in Arbanasi
Lunch and a short presentation on the current state of the Bulgarian economy were
given by the Minister of Economy. 
After lunch a representative of Veliko Tarnovo municipality presented in brief the 
project Water-Supply and Sewage in Arbanasi.

15:00 - 17:30 - Flying visits of the following projects

Project PHARE BG 0102.04 "Roads access to tourism sites", Lot 3, Financial 
memorandum 2001, Panoramic road Shumen - "Founders of Modern Bulgaria" 
Complex – the Old Town– Shumen Fortress – Shumen
Project PHARE BG 0102.04 " Roads access to tourism sites", Lot 3, Financial 
memorandum 2001, “Pliska – Starinite”-(3 кm reconstructed road under PHARE 
program, amounting 162 331,20 euro)
Project PHARE BG 2004-937.11.03-01.11 " Rehabilitation of Municipality Road MP 
III-2008 (Devnya)"
Project PHARE BG 0102.04 " Roads access to tourism sites", Lot 4, Financial
memorandum 2001, ІV-90117 Bulgarevo village-Cape Kaliakra - (6,9 кm reconstructed
road under PHARE program, amounting 431 670,34 euro)
Members were provided with short written information about the projects they had the 
opportunity to see. 

16:15 - 16:45 - Visit of Projects in  Balchik
Project PHARE BG 0102.04 " Roads access to tourism sites", Lot 4, Financial 
memorandum 2001, ІV-90017 Albena-The Palace-Balchik - (10,8 кm reconstructed 
road under PHARE program, amounting 1 127 147,15 euro)

Project ISPA 2002 BG 16 PE 017 "Balchik Integrated Water Project in Bulgaria"

The projects were presented by the deputy mayor of Balchik Mr Ilyan Stoyanov and Ms 
Dimitrinka Niklina, expert from the Ministry of Environment and Waters. 

                                               
 The rest of the group went directly by bus to Varna.
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18:00 - 19:00 - Meeting with the Mayor of Varna in the Varna Municipal buildings

Varna is the largest city on the 
Bulgarian Black Sea and the third 
largest city in Bulgaria with a 
population of 450 000. It is the 
most important tourist and festival 
centre on the Bulgarian Black Sea.
During the meeting with the Mayor, 
officials presented Power point 
presentations of projects completed 
in the pre-accession period as well 
as projects to be financed by ERDF 
during the 2007-2013 programming 
period. 
Of particular importance are the projects dealing with sanitation waste treatment and 
water management all of which come under strain during the tourist season. A number 
of cultural programs are also being implemented.

20:00 - Diner with the Mayor of Varna
Members were able to discuss the programmes and ambitions of Varna with the Mayor 
and his other guests in a relaxed atmosphere.

THURSDAY, 2 OCTOBER

09:00 - 10:30 - Meeting with representatives of socio-economic partners business 
and academia in Varna
The meeting was held in the Municipal offices in the presence of the Mayor
The following subjects were presented:

 Regional Innovation Strategy for North-East Region" - Mr. Dimitar Radev –
Executive Director Regional Agency for Entrepreneurship and Innovations – Varna 
with Hightechnology Business Incubator;

 "Environmental problems of Spatial Planning" -Mr. Lyudmil Ikonomov – Executive 
Director, Institute of Ecological Modernization and Head of the Environmental 
team, preparing the new Urban and Land-use plan of Varna municipality;

 “Riviera” Day Centre – good practice of partnership between local and central 
government, civil sector and business for the development of social services in the 
community" - Dr. Todorka Siderova – Executive Director, Association for 
Supporting People with Mental Disabilities.

 "European cooperation in university education" - Prof. Anna Nedialkova, rector of 
the Varna Free University

In the debate that followed the presentations, the attention of Members was drawn to 
the problems encountered by the town in its efforts to implement development policy. 
Among these figured the constraints imposed on Bulgarian territorial development by 
Natura 2000.
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The official programme of 
the delegation finished 
with statements of the 
participants. 

10:30 - Departure for Varna Airport and return.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The visit was a good opportunity for the Members to get acquainted and see what 
Bulgaria managed to achieve prior to joining EU in 2007 as well as to discuss the 
implementation of ERDF and Cohesion fund Programmes to be carried out over the 
period 2007-2013. They learnt that many of the management problems that Bulgaria 
has encountered recently can be explained by a lack of trained staff. In some cases 
corrective measures entailed the setting up of new administrative units. The 
effectiveness of the changes introduced remains to be seen, however, Members were 
able to frankly discuss these problems with the responsible Ministers as well as to 
obtain an insight into the ambitious programmes central government and the regions, 
and local authorities hope to successfully implement from now until 2013.
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ANNEX

MEMBERS OF THE DELEGATION:

 Mr Gerardo GALEOTE (PPE-DE, Spain),
Chair of the delegation

 Mr Evgeni KIRILOV (PSE, Bulgaria)

 Ms Constanze Angela KREHL (PSE, Germany)

 Mr Ambroise GUELLEC (PPE-DE, France)

 Mr Jean Marie BEAUPUY (ALDE, France)

 Mr Vladko Todorov PANAYOTOV (ALDE, Bulgaria)

 Ms Filiz Hakaeva HYUSMENOVA (ALDE, Bulgaria)

 Ms Rumiana JELEVA (PPE-DE, Bulgaria)
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