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6.	Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution is positive about the analysis and solutions presented in the Staff Working Document on competitiveness in low-income and low-growth regions and welcomes the implementation of the pilot initiatives in lagging regions of Poland and Romania.
The resolution stresses the importance of cohesion policy in ensuring and promoting public and private investment and boosting the economic resilience, as well as competitiveness, investment and opportunities for cooperation, for European regions as well as its positive impact in creating growth and employment.
The resolution underlines that the development paths and the challenges facing low-income and low-growth regions differ greatly, recognises the role of cohesion policy as the main European economic policy instrument which takes into account regions’ specific economic, social and territorial characteristics, and calls for creating tailor-made strategies, programmes and actions for the different lagging regions. It underlines, in this context, the importance of the partnership principle, and of multi-level governance and subsidiarity.
The resolution stresses the importance of better support for the development of innovation systems, such as innovation strategies for smart specialisation, secondary and higher education and professional training, stronger institutional capacity, connectivity and digitalisation, improving local services (health, social, postal) and infrastructure, support for productive business activities including sustainable tourism, the circular economy, local energy transition, agriculture and fisheries, improving access to credit for creating a positive environment, making more efficient and effective use of existing resources, and boosting growth in lagging regions.
The resolution highlights the adverse effects of the economic and financial crisis and stresses the importance of debt reduction with a view to eliminating the budgetary deficit and tailoring public investment to growth requirements, and notes, in this context, the role of cohesion policy as a tool for rectifying competitiveness imbalances and macroeconomic asymmetries between regions.
The resolution takes into consideration the importance of sound economic governance for an efficient overall performance of the European Structural and Investment (ESI) funds, but underlines the need to review the rationale of the link between the European Semester and cohesion policy. It stresses that the link between cohesion policy and the economic governance processes within the framework of the European Semester must be balanced, reciprocal and focused on a system of positive incentives, and supports further recognition of the territorial dimension, which could be beneficial for the European Semester.
7.	Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
Recital A and paragraph 9 – National and regional co-financing under the European Structural and Investment Funds and its impact on national deficits
Current maximum co-financing rates have been justified in the context of a particularly difficult economic situation. The key role of cohesion policy in public investment reduced the impact of the crisis, by providing a stable source of investment as national investments declined. As evidenced by the findings of the Seventh Cohesion Report, cohesion policy has provided funding equivalent to 8.5% of public investment in the EU, a figure which rises to 41% for the EU-13 and to over 50% for a number of Member States. However, in order to ensure a genuine economic impact, support from the Funds should not replace public or equivalent structural expenditure by Member States. Under certain conditions, "investment clause" may be granted in the context of the assessment of the stability and growth pacts to national expenditure on projects co-funded under the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF).
Solutions in relation to the co-financing of investment from the ESIF will need to fit into the broad discussion of the next Multiannual Financial Framework. Higher national co-financing rates not only strengthen ownership and improve the quality of investment, but also contribute to maintaining higher levels of investment in scenarios where EU funding is lower than in the past. On the other hand, Member States should be granted greater flexibility to programme and allocate their national envelope, while providing safeguards with a view to addressing internal regional disparities more effectively.
Paragraphs 26 and 30 – Links between cohesion policy and macroeconomic governance
Sound fiscal and economic policies are an important condition for sustainable economic growth and jobs and – consequently – for the successful delivery of the ESIF. The links of cohesion policy with the European Semester, the country-specific recommendations and structural reforms will not only be maintained, but probably further strengthened. Structural reforms are crucial for the purposes of enabling the competitiveness and convergence processes in Member States and regions. Cohesion policy has already addressed and financed structural reforms through investment and ex-ante conditionalities. Building on the experience gained, ex-ante and macro-economic conditionalities should be maintained, but their application needs to be simplified and more credible.
Paragraphs 5, 19 and 34 – Regional and local strategies, including earmarking for sustainable urban development and community-led local development and tailor-made support
The Staff Working Document on the competitiveness of low income and low growth regions demonstrated that moving to the next level of economic development cannot be accomplished by a one-size-fits-all policy, but will require regionally differentiated investments and place-based policy responses. The next generation of cohesion policy programmes will continue to be based on national, regional and local integrated strategies to promote harmonious development of territories taking into account their specific socio-economic conditions.
As evidenced by the Seventh Cohesion Report, cities and towns were real growth and jobs creation engines. Despite their economic success, important pockets of poverty exist even in well-off cities. On the other hand, rural areas face specific challenges in terms of competitiveness and diversification. The Commission recognises the importance of cities in successful implementation of cohesion policy and acknowledges the contribution of communities to place-based development. In the current period, around 900 cities have developed or significantly upgraded their strategies, with a due consideration of urban-rural linkages, thus encouraging more strategic and integrated use of cohesion policy at the local level. Over one-third of the urban strategies establish real governance structures over administrative borders and explicitly targeted the functional urban area.
The Commission sees a particular added value of cohesion policy supporting long-term, strategy-based and integrated investments, i.e. investments that include elements from different policy areas, instead of a project-by-project logic. The thematic menu of the post-2020 proposal should reflect better the territorial specificities of European regions. Earmarking for sustainable urban development proved to be a helpful tool and, based on the experience, the Commission is exploring the options for next generation of programmes. The bottom-up approach to community-led local development, with a support for administrative capacity of communities to manage local strategies, will be continued.
As far as tailor-made regional support is concerned, the Commission provides hands-on support to a limited number of regions faced with a specific shared challenge. To do this, it will provide a combination of multidisciplinary technical expertise, sharing of good practices, analytical support and peer review by creating or building on existing instruments. Through the use of country and regional support teams, the services will work closely together to identify potential solutions, investment opportunities, reform needs and sources of EU support. The measures identified should be ambitious, yet realistic and implementable in the short and medium term. Currently, three closely related initiatives have been launched: regions in industrial transition, coal and carbon-intensive regions in transition and catching-up regions.
Paragraphs 4, 14 and 29 – Analytical tools and statistics with regard to lagging regions
The Staff Working Document on competitiveness in low growth and low income regions stemmed from the findings of Sixth Cohesion Report (2014), which brought to the fore considerable differences in development trajectory of lagging regions located in the periphery of the EU. The Commission will continue to provide in-depth analysis of the socio-economic situation of European regions, including in lagging regions, where possible at NUT3 level[footnoteRef:1] or local level, taking into account data availability and the cost of data collection. Flagship publications like the Cohesion Report, the Regional Competitiveness Index, the Social Progress Index or the Cities Report will be available for evidenced-based policy making. [1: 	NUTS – nomenclature statistique commune des unités territoriales/ common statistical classification of territorial units] 

As far as new data collection is concerned, the Commission, together with the World Bank, is investing in a regional enterprise survey and sub-national doing business reports to better capture business dynamics. These two new data collections can help to identify the obstacles to growth in lagging regions. In addition, Eurostat has started to collect regional business demography, which enables the identification of regions with low start-up rates and low shares of high-growth firms and monitoring how their performance changes over time. Furthermore the Commission is considering the possibility of providing regional estimates for several indicators, to make them more suitable for cohesion policy programming.
Paragraphs 22 and 32 – Best practice on efficiency of public administration and practical assistance to regions
The Commission fully agrees that administrative capacity is a prerequisite for the effective and efficient implementation of public policies and for delivering high quality services to citizens and businesses.
The importance of sufficient administrative capacity for cohesion policy is reflected in the legislative framework for the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF). Administrative capacity has had to be covered in the Partnership Agreements, programmes and annual reports and is addressed by several ex-ante conditionalities.
Furthermore, the Commission supports administrative capacity building in Member States through a number of tools and concrete actions like TAIEX-REGIO PEER 2 PEER, Integrity Pacts, guidance for practitioners on how to avoid public procurement errors, the EU Competency Framework, and training seminars on issues like management and control, result orientation, state aid and public procurement. In all those tools, the Commission acts as a facilitator for identifying good practices, promote them to relevant partners and encourage them to implement these practices in their own national or regional context.
For example, under the TAIEX-REGIO PEER 2 PEER instrument so far, support has been given to 137 good practice exchanges involving 1993 cohesion policy experts from 26 Member States. A study on public procurement linked to the management of the funds identified over 60 good practices; in a follow-up study several of these good practices were further analysed in feasibility studies, and an offer was made to Member States to develop tailor-made roadmaps to implement these good practices in their countries.
In addition, the Commission launched a call for participation in pilot actions to help national and regional administrations to further enhance the way EU funds are managed and invested. The selected Member States and regions will receive hands-on support in analysing and tackling their capacity building needs and an integrated and coordinated use of available assistance and instruments. In particular, managing authorities will be assisted in preparing a comprehensive roadmap with clear objectives, as well as in the implementation of the identified actions. This can also include actions on better monitoring systems and simplified application procedures for beneficiaries, involving digitalisation of some public services. These pilot actions are part of the Commission's broader initiative to ensure effectiveness of EU funds on the ground, in line with the Reflection Paper on the future of the EU Finances.
Paragraph 35 – Support for innovation systems/ smart specialisation strategies
Smart specialisation strategies have proved to be a very successful instrument to direct public support to productive sectors and enhance competitiveness and resilience at regional and local level. The Commission will continue to use smart specialisation as an enabling condition for investment within cohesion policy.
The Commission provides support for preparation and governance of smart specialisation strategies. On the basis of the Parliament's initiative on two preparatory actions, the Commission has developed supporting tools with a focus on smart specialisation development in lagging regions. The support covered a wide range of activities such as stocktaking, policy development support, improvement of the strategy design and its implementation and monitoring mechanisms as well as dissemination of results.
The Smart Specialisation Platform (S3 Platform) develops analytical tools and methodologies for smart specialisation and entrepreneurial discovery process, provides peer reviews and enhances interregional cooperation, including through support for Thematic Smart Specialisation Partnerships (TSSPs) – interregional cooperation initiatives to develop and implement joint investment pipelines in different thematic areas, thus creating new European value chains. Some regions have initiated a transnational cooperation process with a view to develop a joint programme for regional development based on their smart specialisation strategies. On the basis of this experience, for the next generation of cohesion policy programmes, the Commission intends to strengthen interregional cooperation for innovation investments to encourage still further the development of European value chains.
