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SUGGESTIONS
The Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development calls on the Committee on Regional Development, as the committee responsible, to incorporate the following suggestions into its motion for a resolution:
[bookmark: restart]1.	Takes note of the Commission communication regarding negotiations of partnership agreements (PAs) and operational programmes (OPs) as required by Article 16(3) of the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR);
2.	Is of the opinion that the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESI Funds), which include the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), are crucial investment tools, and are the main financing vehicles for boosting rural development in many Member States; points out that complementarity and additionality among those funds is essential for establishing the conditions for job creation and growth in rural areas; stresses that POSEI is chiefly responsible for creating direct and indirect agricultural sector jobs for the outermost regions, and strongly supports the updating of its budget to respond to the specific characteristics and constraints of these regions, in line with the provisions set out in Article 349 TFEU;
3.	Emphasises how important it is that the development needs of rural areas are adequately taken into account in partnership agreements, and that the provisions of partnership agreements in this area are transposed into the various cohesion policy operating programmes;
4.	Takes the view that rural areas, in particular the least developed areas, can make a significant contribution to increasing employment and reducing poverty by boosting investment in innovation and education and making them more competitive, thereby guaranteeing generational renewal; takes the view, therefore, that in order to guarantee economic growth in rural areas, any cutting or freezing of the funding allocated to those areas must be avoided; rejects any freezing or cutting of aid from the ESI Funds as enforcement action for failing to comply with the deficit targets, without taking into account the socioeconomic impact of those measures;
5.	Stresses that the ESI Funds should contribute to the development of infrastructure in rural areas, and in particular to promoting the expansion of broadband, developing and modernising the agri-food sector, and improving access to funding for SMEs in this sector; takes the view that many of the current CAP instruments should be used to implement targeted investments successfully and efficiently;
6.	Emphasises the role of agriculture in providing jobs and in preserving the countryside;
7.	Underlines that the new EAFRD builds on the previous programming periods by providing flexibility to better address specific territorial needs and broadening the objectives to six EU priorities for rural development divided into 18 focus areas, all of which contribute to the three cross-cutting objectives of innovation and environment/climate change mitigation and adaptation; stresses that fostering technological and social innovation in the coming financial periods is a key to sustainable and competitive European agriculture; also stresses that the ESI Funds should first and foremost target investments that are likely to boost the business cycles;
8.	Recalls the important contribution of the EAFRD to climate protection and the target of spending at least 20 % of the EU budget on climate action;
9.	Points to the importance of the EAFRD for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises;
10.	Regrets that the budget initially allocated for the current programming period under Pillar II was EUR 99.6 billion, which represents a sharp decrease in real terms compared with the previous period; stresses the added value of multi-fund financing and insists on the need to harmonise the rules on the synergy of funds;
11.	Is concerned by the long adoption process of the Rural Development Programmes (RDPs); expects the Commission, the Member States and regions to have drawn lessons from this process with a view to preventing similar delays in the future; points out that the delays in adopting the RDPs and in awarding payments to farmers are contributing to the worsening crisis in the agricultural sector, and calls on the Commission and the Member States to introduce transitional measures to safeguard farmers’ access to financing;
12.	Points out that the late adoption of the RDPs has inevitably delayed the publication of notices concerning specific measures and sub-measures, and that this has caused considerable inconvenience to farmers;
13.	Believes that one of the reasons for the delays lies in the fact that RDPs, because they have to encompass several levels and varying degrees of detail, are drafted in an overly fragmented form and that this adds to the work entailed in the practical management of assistance, thus running counter to the desired aims of simplification and clarity in the rules;
14.	Believes that priority should be given in the RDP to proposed projects that have a direct impact on agricultural development, taking care to ensure that this programme does not include projects that, while they are intended for rural areas, could be included in other European programmes;
15.	Emphasises once again the important role played by young people and women in rural areas; regrets that on average only 28 % of farms in Europe are run by women, while female entrepreneurship represents an important pillar in social, economic and environmental terms for sustainable development in rural areas; notes that, particularly in rural areas, women and young people are among the groups whose situation is the most precarious, with a high rate of unemployment; stresses the importance of RDPs that support agricultural employment, particularly in terms of quality job creation for young people and women; calls on the Commission to support and encourage access for women in rural areas to the labour market as a priority in their future development policies; calls on the Member States to fully reinforce and promote the gender dimension in the implementation of rural development programmes and for particular attention to be paid to projects aimed at integrating young people, thus encouraging them to take up farming as a career and enabling generational turnover;
16.	Recalls that rural areas in the EU are facing a whole range of long-lasting problems –depopulation, ageing of the remaining population, lack of social services and other socio-economic problems – that should be taken as a core priority in European cohesion policies funded with the ESI Funds;
17.	Welcomes the higher allocation by the Member States and regions of funds for environmental measures and for physical investments aimed at boosting competitiveness and sustainable development of rural areas; expects that those measures, together with the services which managers of the countryside provide to the benefit of climate policy and biodiversity strategy, will have a long-lasting impact and high economic leverage fostering efficient additionality between the various funds; highlights the importance of introducing the risk-management instrument as part of the EAFRD, and calls on the Member States to support the setting-up of mutual funds and insurance premiums with a view to removing vulnerabilities in the agricultural sector; notes furthermore that ensuring productivity and therefore competitiveness in the long term depends very much on investing in environmental aspects of farming and sustainable management of soil, water and biodiversity, such as soil erosion prevention, efficient nutrient cycling, optimal pollination, topsoil creation and integrating agroforestry and sustainable forest management to build resilience to climate change and to further develop a strong bioeconomy; notes that farmers are less able to invest in these kinds of measures themselves while their incomes are being squeezed in the current economic situation, which makes EU and Member State funding vital to enable a response to increasing challenges, such as future productivity prosperity, food security and climate change;
18.	Calls on the Commission to guarantee easier and geographically balanced access to funding, according particular priority to undertakings and cooperatives in rural and structurally disadvantaged areas, and to projects seeking to promote territorial cohesion and the networking of rural areas;
19.	Highlights that the measures of the rural development funding directed at fostering innovation and investment in emerging technologies and precision farming should be substantially reinforced in order to enhance the competitiveness of European enterprises in rural areas;
20.	Maintains that projects financed under RDPs must genuinely meet the need to create growth and employment, and calls on the Commission and managing authorities to draw up ex ante and ex post assessments of the added value and the economic and social impact of the projects and operations financed;
21.	Calls on the Commission to ensure that mechanisms are in place to correlate production and sales prices and thus ensure that the main beneficiaries of CAP financing are agricultural producers;
22.	Considers that the EAFRD was not fully taken advantage of by some Member States and regions owing to the increased complexity and control requirements imposed by the Commission, and therefore calls for a centralised, digital system to be introduced at European level, thus enabling accounting issues to be identified; asks the Commission to ensure that all parties are in due time informed about the renewed EAFRD structure and to actively facilitate the uptake and visibility of these funds;
23.	Stresses the importance of adjustments to the ESI Funds that will enhance their applicability to the outermost regions, boosting the economy and local employment in these areas that are characterised by distance, remoteness, dispersion and small size, and that consequently require particular attention in relation to creating and preserving jobs;
24.	Notes that some Member States or regions, sometimes those most in need of rural development, do not promote participation in schemes, nor in some cases even offer schemes which are needed in their territories;
25.	Calls on the Commission to strengthen its role for the purpose of exchanging and disseminating best practice among Member States and regions regarding the use of the EAFRD;
26.	Calls on the Member States, regions and the Commission to efficiently and fully implement the EAFRD and avoid gold-plating or adding unnecessary procedures; underlines that oriented advisory services and continuous monitoring and assistance are essential in the operational programmes to support farmers, forest holders and rural communities for the purpose of efficient and transparent implementation; asks the Commission to continue the simplification of the CAP while not decreasing the scope of the RDPs, and thus to reduce unnecessary administrative burdens and red tape without compromising policy objectives, and, where feasible and necessary, to adapt the basic legislation to this effect so as to allow for quick and easy access to European funding, especially for small farms, with a view to achieving the CAP objectives; calls on the Commission and the Member States to ensure that sufficient resources are dedicated to successful fulfilment of remaining ex ante conditionalities; is concerned that excessive bureaucracy and complex rules are making CAP-based financing less attractive; hopes that simplification will be achieved without delay;
27.	Welcomes the establishment by the Commission of the High Level Group of Independent Experts on Monitoring Simplification for Beneficiaries of the European Structural and Investment Funds, with the aim of reducing the administrative burden for beneficiaries of these funds, including the EAFRD; hopes that the group’s reports will make it possible to identify practical ways to implement further simplification of European funds and to make them easier to access;
28.	Stresses that, in order to improve the environment for investment in the EU, the necessary structural reforms must be carried out and bureaucracy reduced;
29.	Is concerned that measures to help farmers manage risks and to set up producer groups were not included in many programmes that could support farmers to better react to increased market volatility;
30.	Considers that the Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural Development has the necessary technical knowledge and overview of rural and agricultural issues and is therefore the natural manager of the RDPs, and urges the Commission to ensure that staffing levels are in place to ensure proper implementation and auditing of the CAP;
31.	Stresses that the successful achievement of PA and OP objectives is greatly facilitated by active involvement of the local and regional levels and of the Local Action Groups (LAGs) and other relevant stakeholders on the ground such as cooperatives, trade associations and POs in ensuring that projects are successfully embedded in their local areas and effectively operated; welcomes the success of Community-led local development (CLLD) instruments and the expertise of LAGs in project management at local level; calls on the Commission and RDP managing authorities to consult stakeholders regularly from the planning of RDPs to their implementation;
32.	Calls on the Commission to adopt a set of guidelines in order to show the agri-food industry the funding options available under the ESI Funds, in combination with the new European Fund for Strategic Investments;
33.	Calls on the Commission, furthermore, to seek to harmonise definitions and rules in order to provide greater coherence among the funds and instruments;
34.	Calls for action to improve awareness among the Member States of the need to boost mechanisms for initial and further training in agriculture, by means of European Social Fund resources and programmes such as the Youth Guarantee, for example.
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