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Audit scope, objective and approach
The European Court of Auditors examined whether the Commission and the Member States had achieved value for money with the rural infrastructure measures they decided to finance
. 
The audit focused on European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) infrastructure investments financed under measures 125, 321, 322 and 323. Projects financed using the LEADER approach were audited in Germany (Saxony) and Spain (Extremadura), as these two regions used this approach for significant infrastructure investments
.
The Court assessed: 
1) 
the justification of the need for EU funds for rural infrastructure and the coordination with other funds; 
2) 
several key aspects related to the Member States’ implementation of the measures like: the application of selection criteria, the checks on the reasonableness of costs, the sustainability-related requirements and the timeliness of the administrative processes; 
3) 
whether the results of the measures had been monitored and evaluated in such a way as to allow the Member States and the Commission to identify and respond to any problems which may have arisen, and to provide objective information on the results of the measures financed.
The audit was carried out between November 2014 and June 2015 and concerned the design and implementation of the infrastructure measures in the 2007-2013 programming period.
 Where possible, the changes in place for the programming period 2014-2020 were also covered by the Court’s assessment. 
Audit visits were made to the Commission and to five Member States, selected on the basis of the significance of the amounts allocated to rural infrastructure. These Member States were: Germany (Saxony), Spain (Extremadura), Italy (Sicily), Poland and Romania.
The audit analysed the systems used by Managing Authorities and/or Paying Agencies to implement support for infrastructure projects, as well as the key management information derived from Member States’ control and monitoring activities. This entailed the examination of 48 project files, selected as a sample of infrastructure projects typical of those financed in the Member State concerned. Site visits, involving interviews with the beneficiaries, were made to 32 of these projects, while the remaining 16 project files were checked through a documentary review. 
Court's findings and observations
1. 
Unclear justification, insufficient coordination and complementarity
The Court found that the audited Rural Development Plans (RDPs) explained why support was needed for infrastructure in rural areas. As part of justifying the needs of rural infrastructure investments the Court also expected to find quantification of the required financial resources for addressing these needs, but, in general, it did not found evidence that the audited Member States attempted to quantify the resources needed. Thus the Court considers justification given in RDPs as not clear enough. 
In respect to identifying the resources available to address those needs, the Court found that the audited Member States referred in their RDPs only to other EU funds supporting similar projects, which is a legal requirement checked by the Commission before approving the RDPs
, but did not referred to national, regional and local public funds, as well as private funds (except RDP Romania). Potential funding gaps in rural areas are particularly detrimental when they occur with infrastructure projects, given that infrastructure generally operates as a network of interconnected elements (e.g. roads, irrigation networks, water supply and sewerage, power grids, etc.), in which each element is important for the effective operation of the entire network. 
In this context the Court considers that in the absence of a strategy which coordinates all the potential funding sources and quantifies needs and the resulting funding gap, the justification for RDP intervention is weak. The Court also signals that in such situation substitution of funds is more likely to occur, whereby Member State funds earmarked for infrastructure projects are replaced by RDP funds, thus entailing the risk of compromising the added value of the EU intervention.
The Court found also that the risk of deadweight, which refers to the likelihood that a beneficiary would have undertaken the investment even without the grant funding, was in general not effectively mitigated. Nevertheless, the Court pointed out cases of good practices in four out of the five Member States audited.
As regards demarcation between the different EU funds, the audit showed that, although the Member States National Strategic Plans and RDPs for 2007-2013 generally set out clear demarcation criteria, these were not always consistent with criteria from other programming documents and overlaps of funds were explicitly allowed in certain cases. The Court also found that there was no demarcation between EU rural development funds and Member State funds for rural infrastructure. It considered an weakness that there was no critical assessment of the arguments in favour of having several funds acting independently to provide support for similar projects, despite the fact that this led to a duplication of management structures and required a greater effort to ensure coordination between funds and avoid double funding.
Four out of the five audited Member States set up coordination bodies to supervise the spending of EU funds and in two Member States, representatives of the Managing Authorities of other EU funds participated in the rural development monitoring committees. However, according to the Court, no evidence was available to show how this helped ensure better complementarity between funds, i.e.by filling funding gaps and operating in synergy in order to achieve common objectives. Although the term ‘complementarity’ was mentioned in Member States’ RDPs and during high-level meetings, it was often misused to refer to demarcation and the rules aimed at avoiding double funding. The audit only identified one mechanism aimed at promoting complementarity in the Member States audited: in Romania, selection criteria used under measure 322 prioritised sewage infrastructure projects that complemented projects supported under the Cohesion Fund with the aim to achieve the objectives of the Waste Water Directive.
Period 2014-2020 
The new approach for 2014-2020 period, embodied in the single set of rules covering the EU’s five Structural and Investment Funds, focuses less on demarcation and more on complementarity. A positive element for rural infrastructure is the fact that the measure ‘basic services and village renewal’ can now also offer support to the development plans for municipalities and villages, thus encouraging them to carry out investments in a coherent way. The Court reviewed the checklist used by the Commission to ensure the consistency of the 2014-2020 RDPs and found that they included checks referring to the complementarity of the EU’s Structural and Investment Funds in the areas of local roads, irrigation and water treatment, but not to the risk of substitution of funds.
2. 
Limited value for money in the implementation of the measures audited
The Court examined if eligibility and selection criteria were in place and used. Whereas eligibility criteria should exclude projects that do not address the RDP objectives, selection criteria should enable the relative merits of project proposals to be evaluated on an objective and transparent basis, so that Member States spend the available budget on those projects that contribute most to the objectives.
The Court found that the eligibility criteria set by the audited Member States were generally clear and objective. Only one specific case was identified in Italy (Sicily) where an eligibility criterion applicable to rural road projects supported under measure 125 was not in line with the needs described in the RDP.
With regard to the selection criteria, the Court found that the audited Member States either did not set selection criteria or, if they did do so, the criteria set did not always lead to actual prioritisation of projects in relation to the RDP objectives. This happened in cases where the budget programmed for the measures was sufficient to support all eligible project applications and where the selection criteria were not relevant for the RDP objectives.
The Court found that the Member States audited generally relied on the use of reference prices and public procurement procedures to ensure the reasonableness of the investment costs. It considers that although widely used, the systems based on reference prices had serious limitations, mainly because the reference prices were provided by construction companies and were thus likely to overstate the real market prices following negotiations or competitive tenders. While the risk of using inflated reference prices may be mitigated when the final costs are established based on a fair, competitive tender, there is no safeguard for projects that are not subject to a competitive tender and in cases where the public procurement procedures are affected by serious weaknesses.
The Court examined sustainability of financed investments as a key factor in achieving project and wider RDP objectives. It considers the existence of an adequate maintenance plan and a dedicated budget vital to the effectiveness of these investments. The Court found that none of the audited Member States had asked beneficiaries to submit a detailed maintenance plan setting out the regular and extraordinary maintenance requirements and costs. Beneficiaries were not required to earmark funds for maintenance or to indicate the financing sources to be used.
With regard to the administrative process the Court found that the time limits set by the Member States for processing grant applications were exceeded for most of the measures. This was mainly due to the excessive time necessary to perform the required checks on the eligibility of the beneficiaries. Payment claims were generally processed quicker than grant applications. The audit found that Romania had devised a good practice in addressing the main causes of delays and limiting the administrative burden on the applicant.
Period 2014-2020
The Court points out that the Commission issued guidance in March 2014 encouraging Member States to ensure that eligibility and selection criteria are applied in a transparent and consistent way throughout the programming period, that selection criteria are applied even in cases when the budget available is sufficient to fund all eligible projects and that projects with a total score that is below a certain threshold are excluded from support. On public procurement, at the end of 2014 the Commission developed guidelines on how to avoid common errors in EU co-funded projects.
3. 
Monitoring and evaluation 
The Court found that all 32 audited projects delivered the expected physical outputs (e.g. modernisation of a road, construction of a sewerage system) and 20 of them respected the deadlines indicated in the grant agreement and/or in the contract for works. The delays that occurred were in certain cases partially justified by bad weather conditions or other circumstances beyond the beneficiaries’ control. By achieving the expected outputs, some of the projects also automatically achieved their objectives in terms of results. As this is not always the case, adequate information on that has actually been achieved should be provided by monitoring and evaluation system. The audit found that the Member States did not collect reliable information regarding the short- to medium-term success of the projects in terms of achieving RDP objectives and the project-specific targets. This was mainly due to the failure to establish relevant indicators and an absence of specific objectives and targets in the application and grant decision.
Although twenty of the 32 audited projects lacked measurable targets for results, the auditors could obtain some data on the actual results achieved. Whilst certain positive results were observed in 13 cases, in 10 of these the information was not sufficient to allow the auditors to conclude on the projects’ effectiveness in addressing RDP objectives. In four cases, the relevant indicators showed that targets had not been achieved. In three further cases, the information obtained was not reliable.
Period 2014-2020
The Commission has encouraged Member States to improve monitoring and evaluation. However, according to the Court some weaknesses are likely to persist in the 2014-2020 period as Member States are required to prepare the first ‘enhanced annual implementation report’ including evaluation findings, in 2017, even though spending started quite late due to delays in the RDP approval process.
Court's conclusions
The Court points out that all individual audited projects delivered their expected physical outputs and, in some cases, made a clear positive contribution to the rural areas. Nevertheless the Court found that the Member States and the Commission had achieved only limited value for money, as aid was not systematically directed towards the most cost-effective projects addressing the objectives set in the RDPs and there was insufficient information to demonstrate the success of the measures. 
Töödokumendi koostaja soovitused võimalikuks lisamiseks iga-aastasesse eelarve täitmise kinnitamise aruandesse
Euroopa Parlament:
1.
tunnustab ELi vahenditest ja eeskätt Euroopa Maaelu Arengu Põllumajandusfondi (EAFRD) poolt toetatavaid maapiirkondade taristu investeeringuid valdkondades, mis muudel juhtudel ei pruugiks saada rahalist tuge maapiirkondi kimbutavate majanduslike probleemide ja ressursside nappuse tõttu; 
2.
märgib, et taristuprojektide rahastamine EAFRDst põhineb eelarve täitmisel koostöös liikmesriikidega, kus liikmesriigid vastutavad projektide valiku ja rakendamise ning haldamise, järelevalve ja kontrolli eest, sellal kui komisjoni ülesanne on liikmesriikide haldus- ja kontrollisüsteemide nõuetekohase toimimise järelevalve; rõhutab nii komisjoni kui ka liikmesriikide kohustust järgida usaldusväärse finantsjuhtimise põhimõtteid;
3.
peab kontrollikoja eriaruandes nr 25/2015 toodud leide ja soovitusi vajalikuks ELi maapiirkondade taristu investeeringute tulemuspõhise kasutamise edasiseks parandamiseks ning paremate tulemuste ja kulutõhususe tagamiseks, ning nõuab, et komisjon neid rakendaks;
4.
soovitab tungivalt suunata ELi maapiirkondade taristu investeeringud selgelt avalikke teenuseid parandavatesse ja/või maapiirkondades töökohtade loomist ja majanduslikku arengut soodustavatesse ning tõestatult riiklikku toetust vajavatesse ja lisaväärtust loovatesse projektidesse; 
5.
soovitab liikmesriikidel rakendada koordineeritud lähenemisviisi, kus arvuliselt määratletakse võimalikud puudused ja rahastamislüngad ning põhjendatakse RDP meetmete kasutamist, ja mis arvestab lisaks ELi vahenditele ja programmidele ka riiklike, regionaalsete ja kohalike programmide ning avalike ja eravahenditega, mis võiksid tegeleda – või juba tegelevad – samade probleemidega nagu RDP; 
6.
palub komisjonil edasi arendada ELi eri vahendite tõhusa kooskõlastuse ja täiendavuse tagamisel tehtud esimesi samme, mis toimus maaelu arengukavade 2014–2020 vastavuse kontrollnimekirja alusel, ning anda liikmesriikidele edasisi juhiseid programmide rakendamisel parema täiendavuse saavutamiseks ning vahendite asendamisohu vältimiseks ja tühimõju riski leevendamiseks; palub sellega seoses komisjonil edendada ka heade tavade kasutamist;
7.
soovitab liikmesriikidel anda enne infrastruktuuri toetuse määrade kehtestamist hinnang investeeringute soodustamiseks vajalike avalike vahendite tasemele, et vähendada tühimõju riski, ning kontrollida projektide valikuprotsessi kestel, enne toetusavalduste heakskiitmist, taotleja piisava kapitali olemasolu või sellele juurdepääsu projekti täis- või osaliseks finantseerimiseks; kutsub liikmesriike üles paremini kasutama juhtimisteabe süsteeme;
8.
nõuab täiendavuse põhimõtte järgimist kõikidel tasanditel ning seetõttu sobiva struktuuri sisseseadmist järelevalvekomiteedele ja nende aktiivsele osalusele kooskõlastamise protsessis; palub komisjonil kasutada nõuetekohaselt tema nõuandvat rolli järelevalvekomiteedes;
9.
väljendab heameelt selle üle, et komisjon andis 2014. aasta märtsis liikmesriikidele suunised abikõlblikkuse ja valikukriteeriumide läbipaistvaks ja järjepidevaks rakendamiseks kogu programmitöö perioodi vältel, et valikukriteeriume kohaldatakse isegi juhtudel, kus eelarvevahenditest piisab kõigi toetuskõlblike projektide rahastamiseks, ning et teatud künnisest madalamale jääva punktiskooriga projektid arvatakse toetusest välja, ning kutsub liikmesriike üles ELi maapiirkondade taristu projekte käsitlevaid suuniseid täpselt järgima;
10.
nõuab, et liikmesriigid määraksid kindlaks ja rakendaksid järjepidevalt kriteeriume, millega tagada kulutõhusaimate ja enim ühikuhinna järgi maaelu arengukava eesmärkide saavutamisele kaasa aitavate projektide väljavalimine; palub liikmesriikidel tagada hinnanguliste projektikulude vastavus ajakohasele, reaalseid turuhindu peegeldavale teabele ning riigihangete korra õiglane, läbipaistev ja reaalset konkurentsi kindlustav menetlus; võtab teadmiseks ELi kaasrahastatavates projektides kõige sagedamini esinevate vigade vältimise suunised, mille komisjon töötas välja 2014. aasta lõpus, ning kutsub liikmesriike üles täitma riigihanke nõuete eeltingimusi 2016. aasta lõpuks; 
11.
nõuab, et valikuprotsess peab olema läbipaistvam, ja leiab, et toetustaotluste heakskiitmisel tuleks korraldusasutustel arvestada avaliku arvamusega maapiirkondades esinevate kohalike probleemide kohta; tõdeb, et kohalikud tegevusrühmadel võib antud protsessis olla oluline roll;
12.
soovitab komisjonil järgnevate auditite käigus uurida maapiirkondade taristu projektidega seotud tulemuslikkust ning loodab, et komisjoni poolt programmitöö perioodiks 2014–2020 sisse viidud muudatused, mis põhinevad varem tuvastatud probleemidel, avaldavad soovitud positiivset mõju;
13.
palub komisjonil ja liikmesriikidel kehtestada nõuded, mis kohustavad toetusesaajaid tagama ELi investeeringutest rahastatud infrastruktuuri pikaajalise jätkusuutlikkuse ja nõuetekohase hoolduse, ning kontrollida nende nõuete täitmist;
14.
palub liikmesriikidel kehtestada mõistlik ajakava toetus- ja väljamaksetaotluste menetlemiseks ning seda järgida.
15.
soovitab komisjonil ja liikmesriikidel koguda perioodil 2014–2020 õigeaegseid, asjakohaseid ja usaldusväärseid andmeid, mis annaksid rahastatavate projektide ja meetmetega saavutatu kohta kasulikku teavet; loodab, et säärane teave võimaldab teha järeldusi kulutatud vahendite tõhususe ja mõjususe kohta, määrata kindlaks kõige rohkem ELi eesmärkide saavutamisele kaasa aitavad meetmed ja taristuprojektide liigid ning anda meetmete haldamise parandamisele usaldusväärne alus.
16.
kutsub liikmesriike üles kehtestama rahastatavatele projektidele selged, konkreetsed ja võimaluse korral kvantifitseeritud eesmärgid, mis lihtsustaksid nende täideviimist ja järelevalvet ning annaksid kasulikku tagasisidet korraldusasutuste jaoks; 
17.
möönab, et kohalikel vajadustel põhinev arengul on tähtis ja otsustav roll kontrollikoja poolt tuvastatud puudujääkide kõrvaldamisel.
�  	Some 13 billion euro, amounting to13.5 % of the total EAFRD funding were allocated to infrastructure investments in the 2007-2013 programming period. The total public expenditure programmed by Member States in their RDPs (Rural Development Programmes), including national co-financing, was 19 billion euro, of which almost 12 billion euro had been spent by the end of 2013. Taking into account the beneficiaries’ own contributions, the total volume of investment was expected to reach nearly 29 billion euro by the 31st of December 2015.


� 	The main measures chosen by the Member States to support infrastructure under their Rural Development Programmes in the 2007- 2013 programming period were the following: measure 125 the projects should contribute to the objective of improving the competitiveness of the agriculture and forestry sector; measures 321, 322 and 323: the project should contribute to the objective of improving the quality of life in rural areas. Infrastructure projects contributing to the same objectives could also be implemented following a bottom-up (‘LEADER’) approach.


� 	In terms of project types, the audit concentrated on rural roads, water management infrastructure and social and cultural infrastructure, as these are the main project categories supported under the relevant measures.


� 	There was no similar requirement with regard to the Member States’ own funds and support programmes.
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