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SHORT JUSTIFICATION

Your draftsman welcomes the proposals by the Commission for the next generation of 
cohesion policy programmes for the programming period 2007-2013. He agrees with the 
Commission's declared strategic aims such as: concentration of resources, simplification and 
decentralisation, more strategic orientation on the priorities of the Union, simplified 
programming system etc. 

In order to evaluate the impact of this proposal on the environment, your draftsman took into 
consideration, not only the Proposal for a Council Regulation laying down general provisions 
on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund and the Cohesion 
Fund (COM(2004)0492), but also the fund-specific draft regulations (COM(2004)0493, 
COM(2004)0494 and COM(2004)0495). 

Your draftsman feels that the EU needs an even more flexible approach for the whole system 
of programming and implementing the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund in order to 
enhance Europe's competitiveness and to reach the objectives set in Lisbon and in 
Gothenburg. He advocates further actions, which would lessen the administrative burden and 
increase, both the effectiveness and the efficiency of the implementation system. These would 
also enhance the absorption capacity of all the beneficiary countries and regions and thus 
boost the economic development of the whole of the Union. For the same reason, the specific 
development needs of the new Member States should also be sufficiently taken into account.

In order to facilitate the efficient use of the Cohesion Fund, the extension of eligibility to new 
fields in support of sustainable development such as energy efficiency, renewable energy and 
CO2 capture or clean urban transport and sustainable public transport is essential and has to be 
welcomed. Moreover, the Cohesion Fund financial instruments should be also directed 
towards water management in the catchment areas and in particular programmes linked to the 
flood protection programmes.

Another important point regarding the Cohesion Fund is the introduction of the N+2 rule and 
the automatic decommittment resulting from it. In the view of your draftsman, this could 
cause serious deficiences in both planning and implementation phases, especially for large-
scale environmental (e.g. mitigating damages, waste water treatment, improvement of 
drinking water or waste management) or infrastructure projects, where project preparations as 
well as implementation takes longer, sometimes several years.  In the case of the Cohesion 
Fund, which supports a significant number of projects in the environmental sector, current 
rules with respect to n+2 should be maintained. In addition, your draftsman believes that the 
decommitted funds should not be lost but should be reused for new projects.

In the next programming period, Strategic Environmental Assessments (SEAs) will be applied 
to all plans and programmes as required by the SEA Directive (2001/42/EC). In the view of 
your draftsman, the Commission should produce guidelines on how to undertake Strategic 
Environmental Assessments (SEAs) of Structural Funds and Cohesion Fund plans and 
programmes in accordance with the requirements of the SEA Directive. If applied 
systematically and correctly, SEA could be a powerful tool for minimising the risk of 
environmentally damaging projects.
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The Commission proposed a different threshold for environment projects. There is no 
convincing justification for such discriminative treatment: major projects require the 
preparation of more (often costly) documentation (e.g. full cost-benefit analysis), and are 
more likely to be delayed as they need approval from the Commission. The same thereshold 
should apply for all projects in order to avoid discrimination vis-à-vis environmental projects 
where the rationale and potential benefits are fairly obvious.

In order to enhance the absorption capacity by avoiding unnecessary decommittments, three 
points need to be underlined. Firstly, the level of pre-financing is crucial, since it largely 
contributes to the quick starting of operational programmes, in particular in the field of 
environment. Therefore, it would be vital to pay project level advances especially in case of 
financially weak beneficiaries. Your draftsman thus advocates a harmonised 10% ceiling for 
all funds, instead of differentiating between the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund (7% 
for the first and 10,5% for the latter). Secondly, more flexible programming rules are also 
needed regarding the possibility of eventual reallocations of resources between projects and 
priorities. Thirdly, the 'monofund approach' taken by the Commission  setting a cap of 5% for 
cross-financing between the different funds does not seem satisfactory. In the view of your 
draftsman this ratio should be increased to at least 20%, in order to enable Member States' 
authorities to re-direct unused monies from one fund to another.

On a more specific point concerning the rules on eligibility of expenditure, the draft 
regulation declares VAT ineligible for financing from the ERDF (and the Cohesion Fund) in 
all cases, notwithstanding, whether it is reimbursable or not. Consequently, if the new 
eligibility rules on VAT enter into force, the actual support rate would be reduced by the VAT 
rate applied, which effectively means that the level of national co-financing would increase. 
Taking this into account, your draftsman thinks that the current rules on eligibility of VAT 
should be maintained for the next programming period. The VAT, which is non-reimbursable 
should therefore remain eligible for the ERDF contributions as it is the case for the European 
Social Fund. It is very important that the rules for all the Funds be the same.

When it comes to the 'polluter pays' principle, environmental projects require tariffs imposed 
on users of the infrastructure. At the same time, co-financing is decreased in line with the 
estimated future revenues from the infrastructure project. This combination leads to an 
undesirable incentive incompability, as the better implementation of polluter pays principle 
(i.e. the higher percentage of environmental costs is levied on users) the lower co-financing 
for a given project is applied. To address the problem, the Commission proposed for this new 
programming period a different, more favourable rule for calculation of co-financing in case 
of environmental projects. However, the provisions of the new regulation are unclear with 
respect to this aspect and there is uncertainty if the modified rule could be applied under the 
new regulation.

Finally, the Commission should also ensure that the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund 
co-finance the conservation, management and sustainable development of zones with high 
biodiversity value, especially the Natura 2000 network.
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The Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety requests the Committee 
on Regional Development, as the committee responsible, to take into account the following 
points when discussing the Commission proposal.

1. Welcomes the repeated references to the Community's priorities for sustainable 
development (SD), in particular the environment dimension defined at Gothenburg as well 
as the emphasis on the coordination of types of funding from Cohesion policy, the 
European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and the European Fund for 
Fisheries (EFF);

2. Takes the view that reports presented by the Member States in accordance with the 
regulation should assess the contribution of the Funds to the goals of the European 
Sustainable Development Strategy (EU SDS) in order to assess progress towards SDS 
targets;

3. Agrees with the Commission's view that it is essential that activities supported by the 
Funds, EAFRD and EFF form part of an integrated plan of action;

4. Stresses the need for more flexible programming rules in particular regarding the 
possibility of eventual reallocations of resources between projects and priorities in line 
with implementation performance; 

5. Welcomes the confirmation that the evaluation of the strategic guidelines, national 
strategic reference frameworks and operational programmes must take into account the 
requirements of the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) and Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) legislation;

6. Considers that Member States should specify the arrangements for the Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEA) of national strategic reference frameworks and 
operational programmes, and ensure timely Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) of 
the major infrastructure projects;

7. Stresses that an equal threshold of EUR 50 million  should be established for all major 
projects;

8. Suggests that, within the 'monofund approach' taken by the Commission, the ratio for 
cross-financing between the different funds should be increased to at least 20%;

9. Believes that in the case of application of the “polluter pays” principle, the rules for   
calculation of eligible co-financing for projects generating revenue should reward 
(provide incentives for) project promoters in relation to the extent the principle is applied.

10. Takes the view that under technical assistance, the Funds should also contribute to 
increasing the capacity of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) involved in Structural 
Funds partnerships;
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11. Considers that non-reimbursable VAT should remain eligible for the contributions of all 
funds, and not only in the case of the ESF;

12. Underlines that the level of pre-financing is crucial, in particular in the field of 
environment and recommends a common 10% ceiling for all funds;

13 Underlines that as far as automatic decommittment is concerned, some adverse effects of 
the N+2 rule should be recognised and alleviated, and that therefore current rules for the 
Cohesion Fund should be maintained and the amounts subject to the N+2 rule should be 
reused within the cohesion policy;

14. Calls on the Commission to ensure that the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund co-
finance the conservation, management and sustainable development of zones with high 
biodiversity value, especially the Natura 2000 network;

15. Takes the view that the European Social Fund should contribute to the further training of 
professional staff with qualifications related to the environmental protection.


