
MINUTES OF FOURTEENTH MEETING OF THE 

BORDER, MIDLAND AND WESTERN

REGIONAL OPERATIONAL PROGRAMME

MONITORING COMMITTEE

Held In The 

Border, Midland & Western Regional Assembly Chamber Ballaghaderreen

On April 24th 2006
	


ATTENDANCE:  (See attached)

INTRODUCTION AND WELCOME:

The Cathaoirleach, Councillor Connie Hanniffy, of the BMW Regional Assembly presided.

Cllr. Hanniffy opened the meeting and welcomed Mr. Noel Farrell and Ms. Frances White (EU Commission) and all present to the fourteenth meeting of the Border, Midland and Western Regional Operational Programme Monitoring Committee.  
1.
ADOPTION OF THE AGENDA

The Agenda was ADOPTED and AGREED by all.

2.
MINUTES OF THE THIRTEENT MEETING OF THE MONITORING

     
COMMITTEE HELD ON 26th OCTOBER 2005 AND MATTERS ARISING 
The minutes of the thirteenth meeting of the Monitoring Committee held on October 26th 2005 were ADOPTED on the 

 PROPOSAL of Mr. Jim McGovern which was

 SECONDED by Mr. Noel Farrell
Mr. Gerry Finn, Director, (Managing Authority) referred to annex two of the minutes and the issues requiring follow up from the Monitoring Committee Meeting of 26th October 2005.  He outlined the items which had been followed up by the relevant Departments and expressed his disappointment with some items that remained outstanding.  Referring to north/south reporting he pointed out that there was no significant improvement in this area and stated that where activity was taking place reports should be more detailed. Mr. Finn expressed his concerns on the slow performing measures in particular the co-funded measures and informed the members that the meeting would concentrate on these issues together with the reports received on action taken to accelerate spend in these areas. 
The Cathaoirleach, Councillor Connie Hanniffy, highlighted the importance of following up on issues agreed at the meeting and stressed that all Departments should comply in this regard.  She acknowledged the need to focus on the slow performing measures and stated that particular emphasis should be placed on the co-financed measures.  Mr. Brian Humphreys (Dept of Finance) stated that information requested by the Monitoring Committee should be supplied to the Committee sooner rather than later. 
Ms. Kathleen Connolly (Gender Equality Unit) referred to the request for expected expenditure performance under the Probation and Welfare Sub-measure which remained outstanding.  She informed the meeting that she would take this issue back to the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform for attention. 
Mr. Trevor Donnelly (Dept of Community, Rural & Gaeltacht Affairs) informed the meeting that the YPFSF is restricted to operating in 14 LDTF (Local Drug Taskforce) areas and a small number of other urban areas designated by the National Assessment Committee. Spend in the BMW region is low as the only designated area within the region is Galway.  He further stated that the Regional Drugs Task Forces are now up and running. Four of these are in the BMW Region (the Western, North-West, Midlands and Mid-West) and are beginning to draw down funding. Although drawdown this year is expected to be low, the draw-down of funds should increase substantially next year.   With regard to the Community Development sub-measure and the request for new indicators to be broken down by gender, Mr. Donnelly informed the meeting that information with regard to indicators is collated via annual reports which were only received in March and therefore sufficient time was not available to the Department for processing.  He stated that this data would be available for the next Monitoring Committee meeting.
3.
INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW BY GERRY FINN, DIRECTOR, 

      
BMW REGIONAL ASSEMBLY 

Mr. Gerry Finn, (Managing Authority) in presenting the progress report to the Monitoring Committee stated that progress and expenditure had increased overall in 2005 and now stood at 70% of forecast, the highest so far in the programme.  Mr Finn informed the meeting that progress on a number of key investment areas needed to improve further over the next two years if expenditure targets are to be met.  He stated that in 2005 the N+2 targets were met but highlighted the need to concentrate on the slow moving measures in order to avoid any N+2 issues going forward. Referring to the Agriculture and Rural Development Priority he stated that the percentage spend in this area was increasing but pointed out that there was still considerable ground to be made up.
Mr. Finn reported on the Pre-closure Assurance Programme and informed the Committee that this process had commenced.  He stated that a number of final beneficiary bodies had been visited by assigned BMW Assembly staff to provide on-site assistance and guidance to deal with issues arising from the various audit reports and to prepare for pre-closure audit visits.   Arising from these checks a number of recommendations have been made to the various agencies and a further round of follow-on visits will commence in the next few weeks. 
Referring to the new reporting arrangements of the Horizontal Principles, Mr. Finn informed the members that in general reporting using the new templates had shown an improvement over the old system but pointed out that there was room for improvement in some areas. He informed the Committee that these reports are reviewed by the relevant NDP/CSF Horizontal Co-ordinating Committees who will each prepare an Issues Paper for the Autumn Monitoring Committee Meeting. 
Mr. Finn informed the Committee of the two written procedures since the last Monitoring Committee meeting under the Farm Waste Management sub-measure.  He referred to the improvement of grant rates and revision of the pilot scheme for anaerobic digesters in this regard and stated that both of these have now been finalised. Finally Mr. Finn outlined the format changes of the Summary Report and stated that he hoped that the style of the report was now more user friendly with more relevant information provided.  
4.   
PROGRESS REPORT OF THE BMW REGIONAL OPERATIONAL 

     
 PROGRAMME

Local Infrastructure Priority 
Non National Roads Measure 
Mr. Finn (Managing Authority) informed the meeting that the Non National Roads Measure was the best performing measure and briefly outlined the progress to date. 
He also stated that there was room from improvement on north/south reporting and informed the Committee that a number of cross border initiatives were taking place but not reflected in the report. 

Rural Water Measure 

Mr. Finn (Managing Authority) reported on the good performance under the Rural Water Measure and referred to Agenda Item 8.2, response to the evaluation of the NDP investment in water services 2000-2006, which would be dealt with later. 
Waste Management Measure
Mr. Finn (Managing Authority) pointed out that the Waste Management Measure was one of the slow performing measures and invited comments on progress from the relevant Department in this regard.  Mr. Gerry Byrne (Dept. Environment, Heritage & Local Government) responded and informed the meeting that at the end of 2005 the Minister announced two allocations of €9m for the BMW Region. He reported on the slow take up of projects under the measure but stated that the Department was confident that they would meet the targets in the time period of the programme.

Mr. Brian Humphreys (Dept of Finance) expressed his concerns on the gap in the certification process under the Waste Management Measure, with expenditure of €7.25m reported but only €3.4m claimed to date.  He pointed out the importance of the certification process and stated that all expenditure incurred should be certified as soon as possible.  Mr. Noel Farrell (EU Commission) expressed his disappointment with the low CSF expenditure of 48% and stated that there was a lot of room for improvement in this area.  

Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) stated that he was disappointed with the north/south reporting and pointed out that there was a lot happening in this area which should have been reflected in the report.  Mr. Gerry Byrne (Dept of Environment, Heritage and Local Government) informed the Committee of the co-operation in place regarding illegal dumping issues. Mr. Jim McGovern (West Regional Authority) raised the issue of waste and energy generation and asked what can be done in this area under the Waste Management Measure.  Mr. Byrne reported on the progress of the two private sector pilot projects that were already in place in Meath and Cork.  Mr. Byrne informed the meeting that he would bring back all the comments and issues raised to the Department. 

Urban & Village Renewal Measure 
Ms. Carmel Sherry (Dept. of Environment, Heritage & Local Government) reported on the progress under the Urban & Village Renewal Measure and informed the meeting of the additional 69 projects approved since the progress report was submitted.  
E-Commerce and Communications
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) expressed his concerns over the low spend under the E-Commerce & Communications Measure and pointed out the importance of accelerating spend and processing claims in this area.  Mr. Kieran Duffy (Dept Communications, Marine & Natural Resources) highlighted that the total CSF expenditure had reached 63% to date with 182% spend reported for 2005.  He informed the Committee that progress was accelerating in this area and gave a general overview of the construction of the MANs programme to date.  More than 90 towns with a population of 1,500+ have been selected for open access infrastructure investment under the next phase with 26 of these towns in the BMW Region.  He reported that the design and procurement for phase II of the MANs Programme was well advanced in all regions and stated that the balance of public expenditure would be fully met by the end of 2007.

Mr. Brian Humphreys (Dept of Finance) raised the issue of certification of claims and pointed out that there was a gap of €10m between what has been reported and certified under the E-commerce and Communications measure. He reiterated the need to give priority to the certification process in order to avoid any problems going forward.  In response Mr. Kieran Duffy (Dept Communications, Marine & Natural Resources) informed the meeting that the Department would be certifying further expenditure in the coming weeks which would close the gap.  
Mr. Dara Calleary (Business/Employer Pillar) referring to the performance indicators, commented that the final targets were far behind in the programme and queried out- turn versus final targets in this regard.   Mr. Kieran Duffy (Dept Communications, Marine & Natural Resources) noted that the targets were currently under review. 
Cllr Michael Mc Greal (BMW Regional Assembly) expressed his disappointment with the poor performance under the measure and raised the issue of broadband availability in the BMW Region.  He stated that a recent report showed that Ireland was 2nd from the bottom on broadband availability in the EU and queried if there would be another round under the Group Broadband Scheme.  Mr. Matt Donnelly (Border Regional Authority) reported that the Regional Authorities were the co-ordinators in this area and informed the Committee that under the County and Group Broadband Scheme the minister is expected to announce a third call for proposals shortly.
Mr. Kieran Duffy (Dept Communications, Marine & Natural Resources) informed the meeting that Ireland’s broadband take-up was different from broadband availability.  He stated that the availability problem was due to lack of investment by the telecom sector and briefly outlined progress to date in this area.  He informed the meeting of the open access networks that are now available in 120 towns around the country and also reported on the success of the Group Broadband Schemes, stating that a 3rd call was imminent.  Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) reported that Ireland’s international comparisons on broadband availability was a cause for concern and pointed out that inward investment was being affected in this regard.  In referring to the Ireland’s broadband take-up he highlighted the need to create awareness and stimulate demand in this area.
Seaports Measure 
No issues were raised under this measure 
Regional Airports
No issues were raised under this measure 

Culture Recreation and Sports Measure 

Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) informed the meeting of the correction to the Inland Waterways sub-measure financial table. Cllr. Michael McGreal (BMW Regional Assembly) queried the nil spend reported under the Recreation and Sports Facilities sub-measure.
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) informed the meeting that there had been no provision for expenditure in the Department’s estimates under the Recreation and Sports Facilities sub-measure to date and stated that a review of the sub-measure was on-going.   Mr. Edmund Quigley (Dept of Arts, Sport & Tourism) reported that he would have the up to date position on the review for the next Monitoring Committee meeting.  
Jim McGovern (West Regional Authority) commented on the fact that the commencement of the sub-measure was originally dependent on the completion of the National Spatial Strategy with regional sports facilities to be targeted for the gateway towns.  Cllr. Jacqui McConville (Border Regional Authority) stated that feedback for the next meeting on the issues raised was too far back and requested that emergency action be taken now.  Mr. Gerry Finn agreed to request the information as soon as possible. 
Mr. Matt Donnelly (Border Regional Authority) queried the progress of the Ulster Canal and Mr. Trevor Donnelly (Dept of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs) stated that he would follow up this issue with the Department and revert back.
Technical Assistance Measure 
Mr. Kieran Moylan (Managing Authority) reported on the Technical Assistance Measure and the up to date position regarding the clarification of some costs incurred by Enterprise Boards and ADM on Technical Assistance. He stated that clarification on this was being sought from the EU Commission.  Mr. Noel Farrell (EU Commission) informed the meeting that a response would be submitted as soon as possible. 
Local Enterprise Priority 
Tourism Measure 

Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) expressed his concerns on the underperformance of the Tourism Measure since the start of the programme.  He stated that spend will have to accelerate in order to avoid N+2 difficulties arising and pointed out that there was no longer any room for manoeuvre.  Mr. Finn informed the meeting that this was a serious issue which would have to be kept under review and referred to the limited time scale in this regard. 
Mr. Noel Farrell (EU Commission) commented on the consistently poor performance of the Tourism Measure with no real progress being achieved. He spoke of the loss of confidence in this area and stated that it was regrettable that there had been no drawdown under the measure to date.  Mr. Brian Humphreys (Dept of Finance) referred to the commitments from the Department on acceleration of expenditure and stated that time was now running out.  He also pointed out the importance of delivering on the promises made in order to meet the closure deadlines.  Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) informed the meeting of the recent claim of €1.7m received from Fáilte Ireland which has yet to be processed. 
Mr. Gordon Gaffney (Fáilte Ireland) in response to the concerns raised informed the meeting of the progress to date under the Tourism Measure.  He reported on the rigorous evaluation process to ensure that the correct projects were approved and informed the meeting that to date €22m of projects were fully approved with a further €5 to €6 million in the process of being approved.  Mr. Gaffney stated that a number of projects have now submitted claims with further claims pending and reported on the grant draw downs which have been processed to date.  He informed the meeting that Fáilte Ireland was now directing resources towards increasing expenditure and drawdown and stated that the Department and Fáilte Ireland were taking this issue seriously.
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) pointed out the importance of the certification process and the early submission of claims in order to avoid loss of EU funds.  He reported that every effort should be made to get claims in and stated that the Department should concentrate strongly on the drawdown issue.  Councillor Connie Hanniffy (Cathaoirleach) queried the ability of project providers to carry out the programme of work within the time frame set. Mr. Gordon Gaffney stated that all projects were given a deadline of December 2006 in this regard and reported that the vast majority of work had already commenced.
Micro-enterprise Measure 
Mr. Finn (Managing Authority) reported that the Micro-enterprise Measure was performing well and informed the meeting that the Managing Authority had no issues on the delivery of targets in this area. 
Regional Innovation Strategies Measure 
Mr. Noel Farrell (EU Commission) informed the Committee that the Commission was pleased with the progress of the Regional Innovation Strategies Measure.  He stressed the importance of research and development and the linkages with the 3rd level institutions in this regard. Mr. Farrell referred to the manual of best practice for operating Incubation Centres and stated that he would welcome a copy of the manual. Mr. Brian Humphreys (Dept of Finance) referring to the reported expenditure of €8.29m to date, requested clarification on claims versus spend in this regard.  Ms Grainne Ni Uid (Enterprise Ireland) informed the meeting that a substantial claim was currently being processed and stated that she would bring this issue back to the Department. 
Forestry Measure 
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) pointed out that spend under the Woodland Improvement sub-measure was down for 2005. Ms. Theresa Ryan (Dept of Agriculture and Food) informed the meeting of the impact of the Rural Development Regulation and the Single Payments Scheme which affected confidence in the sector.   She referred to the review of grants under the scheme and stated that the Department was confident that spend would pick up.  Mr. Finn expressed his concerns with the under spend and pointed out that there was nowhere to move EAGGF funding under this measure if targets were not met.  
Mr. Jim McGovern (West Regional Authority) pointed out that afforestation grants were not available to people who were in the REPS Scheme.  He asked why the Harvesting Sub-measure was suspended and referred to the importance of environmental issues in this regard.  Ms. Theresa Ryan reported on the closure of the scheme.
Fishery Harbours,Gaeltacht/Islands Harbours Infrastructure Measure 
No issues were raised under this Measure 
Aquaculture Development Programme 

Mr. Finn (Managing Authority) stated that spend under this measure was satisfactory.
Agriculture and Rural Development Priority
General Structural Improvement Measure 
Ms. Theresa Ryan (Dept of Agriculture & Food) reported on the revised Farm Waste Management Scheme effective from 23rd March 2006 and informed the meeting that the initial round of applications was proving popular.   She also reported on the pilot Waste Processing Scheme to be introduced on EU approval.   Ms. Frances White (EU Commission) expressed her concerns regarding the under spend in this priority and pointed out that the remaining funds need be absorbed in order to avoid decommitment.
Ms. Ryan responded to the concerns raised and reported on the projected expenditure for the remainder of the programme.  She stated that because the Farm Waste Scheme is a demand-led scheme, the absorption of funds depends on the number of applications processed.  Ms. Ryan pointed out that the new scheme had received a lot of positive publicity and stated that the Department was confident that expenditure would accelerate.  Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) pointed out that there may be issues in relation to meeting expenditure targets prior to closure.  
Mr. Noel Farrell (EU Commission) reported on the amendments to the programme complement in relation the Farm Waste Management Scheme and informed the meeting that these amendments have not yet been fully approved.  He sated that the Commission was currently working with the Department of Agriculture & Food to accommodate progress in this regard.  Cllr. Michael McGreal (BMW Regional Assembly) stressed the importance of ensuring that sufficient funds were made available under the Farm Waste Management Scheme and highlighted the importance of this scheme to rural areas. 
Alternative Enterprises Measure

No issues were raised under this measure 

General Rural Development Measure 
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) referring to the Area Based Rural Development Initiative sub-measure queried the expenditure of 66% of forecast reported for the period to end of 2005 and stated that it should be higher at this stage of the programme.  In relation to the certification process Mr. Finn asked what was preventing claims coming in.  Mr. Trevor Donnelly (Dept of Community, Rural & Gaeltacht Affairs) reported that progress in this area has been accelerating and informed the meeting that he would take the issues raised back to the Department for consideration.   He also pointed out that the Department had provided the measure with an additional €2 million in funding in 2006, above the Estimates allocation, from their Capital Carryover allocation.

Services for Agriculture and Rural Development Measure 

Mr. Michael Silke (IFA) commented on proposals by the Department of Agriculture and Food to water down the research facilities under the Teagasc sub-measure and asked that the facility in Athenry, Co Galway, be retained. Councillor Connie Hanniffy (Cathaoirleach) noted the comments made but informed the meeting that the Monitoring Committee Meeting was not a suitable place to raise this issue. 

Social Inclusion and Childcare Priority
Childcare Measure

Mr. Finn (Managing Authority) stated that progress was quite good in this area.  Mr. Brian Humphreys (Dept of Finance) referred to the additional funds which were transferred to childcare and highlighted the need to incur expenditure and certification in this area as soon as possible.  He queried the gap of €12m between the reported expenditure and the certified amount of ERDF funding and asked for clarification on this issue.  Mr. Gerald O’Regan (Dept of Justice, Equality and Law Reform) stated that he would clarify the certification issue with the Department and revert back. He informed the meeting that the primary focus of the childcare programme was initially in the S&E region but reported that priority is being given to the BMW Region this year.  

Equality for Women Measure 
No issues were raised under this measure 

Community Development and Family Support Measure 

No issues were raised under this measure 

Crime Prevention Measure 
No issues were raised under this measure 

Youth Services Measure 

Cllr Michael McGreal (BMW Regional Assembly) referring to anti-social behaviour issues under the Youth Services Measure asked if funding was available in all areas in this regard.  Mr. Trevor Donnelly (Dept Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs) reported that currently the Young People’s Facilities and Services Fund only operates in Galway City in the BMW region.  Ms. Kathleen Connolly (Gender Equality Unit) stated that under the Garda Youth Diversion Programme funding was only available in selected areas and informed the meeting that she would provide a list of these areas.  
Local Development Measure 
No issues were raised under this measure 

The Progress Report of the BMW Regional Operational Programme was APPROVED and AGREED by all. 

5.
REPORTS ON HORIZONTAL PRINCIPLES

Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) informed the meeting of the additional horizontal principle reports that were being circulated at the meeting.
Mr. Stephen Hanna (Office for Social Inclusion) welcomed the improved quality of the horizontal principles reports and pointed out that particular credit should be given to the Department of Education in this regard. He informed the meeting that the Office for Social Inclusion and the Combat Poverty Agency were still available to provide technical assistance in this area.  Ms. Kathleen Connolly (Gender Equality Unit) referred to the six measures prioritised under the gender horizontal principle and informed the meeting that there were two strands emerging in this regard. She reported that all the measures were collecting data with the Micro-enterprise Measure making genuine steps way beyond data collection.  Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) informed the meeting that there was improvement in reporting but stated that more could be done  and pointed out that in some cases the same report was submitted for different horizontal principles.
The Reports on the Horizontal Principles were APPROVED and AGREED by all. 

6. 
CONSIDERATION OF REPORTS FROM THE NDP/CSF

            CO- ORDINATING COMMITTEES
The Consideration of Reports from the NDP/CSF Co-ordinating committees were 

APPROVED and AGREED by all.
7. CONSIDERATION OF PROGRAMME COMPLEMENT AMENDMENTS 
The Cathaoirleach, Councillor Connie Hanniffy informed the meeting that Agenda Item 7.1, E-Commerce & Communications Programme Complement amendments was being deferred. 

Agenda Item 7.2, Miscellaneous Programme Complement Amendments was APPROVED and AGREED by all.
8.
CONSIDERATION OF RESPONSE TO EVALUATIONS
In-Company Training Measures under the NDP 
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) gave a brief summary of the response to the In-Company Training Measures under the NDP and welcomed any comments from the Department on this issue.  

Mr. Fergus Clarke (Dept of Enterprise, Trade & Employment) informed the meeting that the Department of Enterprise, Trade & Employment had noted the recommendations made in the Evaluations Unit’s report.  He stated that the Department accepts that there are issues to be addressed in this regard and stated that the County Enterprise Boards training programme was actively being looked at.   He acknowledged that there was overlap in training between the County Enterprise Boards and FÁS and reported that informal inter-divisional discussions were taking place with a view to weed out the overlap.   Mr. Clarke reported that the Small Business Forum established to look at the needs of the small business sector would have a report available for submission to the Minister in May with further recommendations and pointed out that greater co-operation and better quality dialogue with other agencies was required going forward. 
NDP Investment in Water Services 2000-2006
Mr. Jim Ganley (Dept of Environment, Heritage and Local Government) complemented Fitzpatrick Associates on the evaluation of Water Services Investment programmes under the NDP.  He informed the meeting that the report was well presented and researched and largely complementary to the rural water sector. Mr. Ganley reported on the progress to date under the Rural Water Measure and the recommendations of the evaluation report.  He pointed out the need for private sector investment in this area and referred to the roll-out of Design Build & Operate (DBO) schemes in this regard.  He also outlined the importance of critical mass in the sector and outlined the benefits to be gained in the bundling of schemes.  
Cllr Michael McGreal (BMW Regional Assembly) welcomed the additional funding being provided to local authorities by the Department of Environment under the Rural Water Measure.  He highlighted the importance of additional funding in this area with population increases demanding better water treatment facilities.  Cllr McGreal raised the issue of funding difficulties for local authorities under the metering programme proposed by the Department for non domestic consumption.  He asked had the Department any change of mind in relation to who would be responsible for funding in this area.  Mr. Michael Silke (IFA) also expressed his concerns with the funding issue of the metering programme and pointed out the difficulties for the farming sector in this regard particularly where farms are fragmented and several meters are required. 
Mr. Jim Ganley (Dept of Environment, Heritage & Local Government) highlighted the cost effectiveness of private water schemes versus local authority schemes.  Mr. Ganley also reported on the importance of water conservation and pointed out the problems with water loss and water wastage in this regard.  He reported on EU and Government policy in the water sector and highlighted the requirements of EU Directives and the Polluter Pays Principle in relation to payments for metering of non-domestic usage.  
Update Evaluation of the BMW Regional OP 

Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) outlined the background to the Update (Final) Evaluation of the BMW Regional OP.  He informed the meeting that this evaluation was carried out by Fitzpatrick Associates between May and September 2005 and the report was made available to the October 2005 Monitoring Committee meeting for consideration.  Mr. Finn reported on the Managing Authority’s response to the evaluation and stated that the BMW Regional Assembly accepts all of the recommendations on financial and physical progress. He pointed out that these recommendations would be incorporated into the preparation of the next programme and stated that there were lessons to be learned from the current programme in this regard.  Mr. Finn reported on the financial profile of the new programme which requires 79% of funding to be committed in the first 3 years.  He informed the meeting that it is the intention of the Managing Authority to closely monitor the progress of measures and to act on any problems in a timely fashion with more emphasis to be placed on the development of appropriate indicators.
Agenda Item 8, Consideration of responses to Evaluations, was APPROVED and AGREED by all. 
9. COMMITTEE DECISION RE: ANNUAL IMPLEMENTATION REPORT
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) informed the meeting that approval of the Annual Implementation Report would be sought by written procedure shortly and submitted to the EU Commission by the end of June.  He reported that a revised version of the Annual Implementation Report would be provided this year with improvement in presentation. 
Committee Decision re: Annual Implementation Report was APPROVED and AGREED by all. 
10.   CLOSURE OF BMW REGIONAL OPERTIONAL PROGRAMME 
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) reported on the closure of the BMW Regional OP and informed the meeting that under the aegis of the Department of Finance a closure steering committee has been established to guide the closure process.  He pointed out that an agreed timeframe has been set out which has now been communicated to all participant bodies by the Managing Authorities. In issuing this timeframe the opportunity has also been availed of to address other issues including under-performing measures. He stated that an information day on the closure process would also be considered to deal with the issues arising.  
Mr. Brian Humphreys (Dept of Finance) informed the meeting of the draft closure guidelines issued by the EU Commission which will be adopted shortly and circulated for approval.  He stressed the importance of avoiding delays in the closure process and pointed out that emphasis should be placed on preparing early in this regard.  Mr. Michael McCauley (Managing Authority) reported on the letters issued by the Managing Authority to the relevant Departments in relation to the closure process and informed the members of the plans to meet all of the Measure Leaders in this regard. In relation to the pre-closure checks he sated that the initial phase of checks had been finalised with follow up visits to take place in the next few weeks. 
Mr. Pat Casey (Dept of Finance) pointed out the difficulties encountered on the closure process of the last programme and highlighted the need to learn from this.  He stressed the importance of starting the planning process now and making the best use of resources and information available. Mr. Michael McCauley (Managing Authority) reported that in accordance with the provision of Article 10 of the Regulations two types of audit must be carried out i.e., Systems Audits and Verification Audits and outlined the up to date position of both. 
11.  Preparation of Regional Operational Programme 2007-2013
Presentation by Mr. Pat Casey (Department of Finance)

Mr. Pat Casey (Dept of Finance) gave a comprehensive presentation on the National Development Plan 2007-2013 and the National Strategic Reference Framework.  The new National Development Plan will cover the 7 year period from 2007 to 2013.  It will particularly focus on the priorities for investment in public transport, environmental services, housing, education, health, childcare and R&D areas and investment in human resources in the education and training fields.  Mr. Casey reported that the plan will take account of the National Spatial Strategy with particular emphasis on the gateway towns and balanced regional development.  
His presentation included:
· Purpose of the NSRF

· Community Strategic Guidelines/Objectives 

· EU Financial Perspectives 2007-2013
· NSRF - Context, Structure and Timetable 

Mr. Casey (Dept of Finance) reported on the purpose of the NSRF, the Community Strategic Guideline Priorities and the Lisbon agenda.   He highlighted the objectives of these guidelines and pointed out the key priorities in this regard.  Mr. Casey outlined the current position under the EU Financial Perspectives and informed the meeting that the BMW region will no longer qualify under Objective 1 but will qualify for transitional support under the Competitiveness and Employment strand.  He stated that the member states will have to prepare a National Strategic Reference Framework to identify their own key priorities and set out a strategy for the structural funds.  The NSRF is broken down into five main parts with the key part providing a national framework for building competitiveness in the regions.  He informed the meeting that the consultation process on the new plan was on-going which involves the social partners and regional interests and set out the timetable.
The Cathaoirleach, Councillor Connie Hanniffy, thanked Mr. Casey for his presentation and invited comments from the members.  Mr. Kieran Duffy (Dept of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources) queried the difference between the NDP and NSRF.  Mr. Casey informed the members that the NSRF was an EU Co-financed programme and that the NDP was a broader exchequer funded programme with higher levels of funding attached.  
Presentation by Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority)
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) gave a comprehensive presentation on the Regional Operational Programmes 2007-2013.  His presentation included the EU Commission Proposals for 2007-2013 Programmes, Eligible Measures, Programme Planning and Candidate Measures.  Mr. Finn informed the meeting that the focus of the new programme would differ from the current programme due to a decrease in the level of funding available form the EU and a reorientation of EU priorities towards innovation and knowledge economy, environmental protection, accessibility and sustainable urban development.  He reported that the BMW Region will be a phasing-in region under the Competitiveness and Employment strand with higher amounts of funding in the early years of the programme and 79% of funding to be committed in the first 3 years.  He outlined the main priorities, including Innovation & Knowledge, Environment & Risk Prevention, access to Transport/Telecommunications Services and Sustainable Urban Development.  The programme planning process requires Regional Assemblies to prepare Regional Operational Programmes, determine priority measures consistent with EU policy and national/regional objectives and hold consultations with relevant Government Departments, agencies and regional/local bodies.  Mr. Finn informed the meeting that Indecon Consultants have been selected to provide consultancy support services.  He referred to the conclusions of the update evaluation of the current programme and pointed out the need for more effective programme planning with lessons to be learned from the current programme in this regard.  
The draft Operational Programme is due to be prepared by May of this year and subject to ex ante evaluation and strategic environmental assessment should be endorsed by the Regional Assembly in July 2006.  A Government decision will then be made in September 2006 and negotiations with the Commission to follow thereafter.  

The Cathaoirleach, Councillor Connie Hanniffy, thanked Mr. Finn for his presentation and invited comments from the members.  Cllr Jacqui McConville (Border Regional Authority) referred to the April/May deadline for preparation of the draft OP and asked what the next step was.  Mr. Finn (Managing Authority) outlined the process involved and informed the meeting that the draft OP would be the subject of consultations, ex ante evaluation and would be considered by the Assembly.
Mr. Michael Silke (IFA) expressed his views and concerns in relation to the planned new measures, referring particularly to the farming sector in this regard.  Mr. Finn (Managing Authority) responded to the issues raised and informed the meeting that there was no final decision on investment or planning of measures yet and that the new Rural Development Programme currently being drafted by the Department of Agriculture and Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs would likely address farming and rural investment issues.  
Ms Kathleen Connolly (Gender Equality Unit) complemented Mr. Finn for his excellent presentation and pointed out that this was the roadmap forward.  She raised the issue of equal opportunities and stated that unless steps were taken in this regard the gender gap would widen with the well educated women leaving the region.   She stressed the importance of balanced growth for gender equality and informed the meeting that she looked forward to being involved in addressing this challenge. 
Mr. Gerry Finn (Managing Authority) thanked the Monitoring Committee for their contribution and the staff of the Regional Assembly for their work in preparing for the meeting.  He informed the meeting that the critical message going forward was to meet targets. 

The foregoing minutes are confirmed
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    Secretary

_____________________________

Date 
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