Gérman Granda’s contribution to the Seminar on Sparsely Populated Areas, 10 June 2003 in Brussels

Added Value of the Programme Work in the Northern Regions

As a head of unit working with the Danish, Finnish and Swedish programmes, my intention is to concentrate in my presentation on the experiences gained from the past - the first programming period. 

I will speak on two issues:

· firstly, the results of the past programming period 1995-1999, 

in light of the Commission’s evaluation studies,

· and secondly, the closure of the old programmes.

The ex-post evaluations of the programming period 1995-1999 have been finalised. As the topic of this seminar is Sparsely Populated Areas, I will only refer to the results of the Swedish and Finnish Objective 6 regions, which in the current programming period are Objective 1 regions. 
Job creation and human resource development were the key priorities in the Objective 6 programmes. The evaluation results suggest that more than 5000 sustainable new jobs were created as a result of these programmes. More than 6000 new firms were established and more than 110 000 people participated in training programmes funded from the Objective 6 programmes in the period 1995-1999. The community value added lies mainly in the good co-ordination of EU and national financing and policies.

Despite their positive impact, the programmes were not sufficient to stop the out-migration from the Objective 6 area. Given the magnitude of the problem, which has persisted for decades, and the volume of the programmes, it would not even be realistic to expect the programmes to be able to reverse the depopulation trend.

However, the programmes had a positive impact on the area, and the strategic choice made - to focus on human resource development and entrepreneurship - was highly relevant. 

At the beginning of the period, both Sweden and Finland had many start-up problems due to lack of familiarity with the Community system. Some problems were also caused by a tendency to fund many small projects, which increased the administrative burden. In Finland the implementation system also had a rather complex administrative structure. Later in the programming period, most problems were solved, and the implementation ran more smoothly.

Objective 6 programmes also contributed to institutional change by introducing new working practices and a different way of conducting regional policy with more emphasis on co-operation between various parts of the administration, as well as on partnership, monitoring, evaluation and de-centralization. This has largely been seen as a positive

contribution of the Community programmes. The advantages of multi-annual programming were somewhat reduced due to national co-financing being based on one-year budgetary periods.

The evaluation results contain a number of lessons for the current Objective 1 programmes as well as for the new Member States. They will also be used as a background for the preparation of the next structural funds reform for the period post-2006. The programming work should also in the future be seen partly as a learning process and the publication of evaluation results as dissemination of best practices acquired by experience.

For the Objective 6 areas, a more focused approach would have allowed a higher impact. In practical terms this means fewer and larger projects. However, in the Objective 6 area it is also sometimes appropriate to fund small (micro) projects. In such situations the evaluators suggest to support larger umbrella projects run by development agencies, for example, rather than individual projects. 

This would allow for better co-ordination between projects and let

project developers focus on project content, while the umbrella organization would deal with the administrative tasks.

The evaluation was to some extent constrained by the quality of programme data available. Basic indicators such as “new jobs” and “maintained jobs” were not well defined. For the current programming period, much effort has been invested in the registration systems, as well as in the development of operational and realistic indicators. 

With the view to the next structural funds reform for the post-2006 period,  it is of interest to note how  the Objective 6 programmes complemented national policies. The Community interventions could, for example, sometimes be applied in different contexts. As a result, 

a higher combined impact of national and Community interventions could be achieved. The evaluators considered this an important value added of the Community programmes.

As the last step in the management of the old programmes, a few audits are carried out in the projects (in Finnish Objective 6, for instance), while we are closing the accounts for the old programming period. We received the closure documents from Sweden and Finland by the final deadline of 31 March and are now working on them. Some minor shortcomings have be noted, and the Managing Authorities of the member states will soon be informed about them.  

At this stage, we hope to get the complementary information from the Member States as soon as possible, to be able to process the final payment requests. It should also be noted, that in the case of multi-fund programmes, what most old programmes were, also the inter-service consultations between different Structural Fund Directorates General take their time, but at the end, the programmes can be closed by fund.

While already half-way in the current programming period and involved in policy-making for the next programming period, we do our best to proceed with the previous period as soon as we can, but the arrival of so many final reports simultaneously, and in very many cases at the last possible date, has certainly created bottlenecks in all phases of process.

Now it’s also the time for Mid-term evaluation of the current term. This evaluation is very important, as it will serve as basis for the revision of the programmes for the remaining years of this period. I express the wish of all my colleagues, that we should get these evaluation reports in good time before the end of this year, and hopefully at somewhat different dates, so that the Commission’s evaluation units can start assessing the reports. Our unit has participated in the planning and monitoring of the evaluation in partnership with the representatives of the regions to get reliable evaluation reports.

The Mid-term Review is also part of the process of distributing the performance reserve, which will offer some extra financial resources for those regions and programmes which have already committed large shares of their finances in an efficient and effective way. The Mid-term Review is also a point where the orientation of the programmes can be changed if considered necessary on basis of the evaluation.

During my numerous missions to monitoring committee meetings in different regions of Sweden and Finland, and especially in the context of the project visits included in these meetings, I have become convinced on the importance of many innovative solutions found to the specific problems of the Nordic sparsely populated areas. 

These projects, including e-learning and e-medicine, in combination with the high level of information technology, are impressive. So are the applications of information technology in the more traditional industries, from forestry to wood processing. The co-operation between universities and enterprises is also strong, which isn’t the case in many other regions. 

To my understanding, these innovations can certainly be applied also in several other regions of the European Union, if we only are able to make them known elsewhere. They can become a contribution of the Nordic regions to the common well-being and competitiveness of many other regions.
___________________________________________________________

