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PRESS RELEASE

EU Commissioner for Regional Policy Addresses Joint Meeting
 of Regional Assemblies
EU Commissioner for Regional Policy, Michel Barnier addressed a joint meeting of Ireland’s two Regional Assemblies -  the Border, Midland and Western and Southern and Eastern 










at a special meeting in Portlaoise on Thursday 26th February 2004.  Commissioner Barnier outlined the EU Commission’s proposals for the Structural Funds post 2006, as contained in the Third Report on Economic and Social Cohesion, which was launched last week.







Representing the two Regional Assemblies, Cllr Matt Loughnane, Chairperson of the Border, Midland & Western Regional Assembly, acknowledged the significant role of the Structural Funds in the Irish context and highlighted the implications arising from the EU’s Third Report on Economic and Social Cohesion.  Councillor Loughnane stated  that the economy of Ireland had been transformed since the first Community Support Framework was put in place in 1989 to the extent that Ireland now had the second highest GDP per capita of the current 15 Member States. 
“This factor, combined with the upcoming enlargement of the Union, signifies an important shift for Ireland as a net recipient to net contributor of EU funds. We, in the Regional Assemblies, are ready to embrace this challenge, but are also concerned that the regional disparities, which still exist within both Regions should continue to receive due attention,” he explained.
Cllr Loughnane said that







, on the substantive issues in the Third Report, the Regional Assemblies 
recognised that no Irish Region would receive support under the Convergence Strand (Objective 1) and that most of the support for Irish regions would  be channelled through the Competitiveness and Employment Strand (Objective 2), and on a “phasing in” basis for the BMW Region. 
“We would like some clarification on how these phasing in arrangements will work and what level of aid both Regions are likely to receive. We would also ask you to clarify whether the reference to the possibility of higher aid rates for “areas most geographically disadvantaged”, could apply to disadvantaged and peripheral parts of Ireland?” he said. 
The report proposes a two-fold approach- regional programmes to anticipate and promote economic change and national employment related programmes. The Regional Assemblies asked the Commissioner for information on how the regional and employment components would be divided up, and how the priorities for each region or Member State would be identified. 
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“We, in the Regional Assemblies would be wary of an approach, which completely nationalises employment and social inclusion issues, as there are strong linkages between employment and regional development priorities. 
Cllr Loughnane said that there were rural employment difficulties, brought about through the inevitable restructuring of the agricultural and food sector, arising from the Luxembourg agreement on CAP reform. 
“We believe that greater linkages should be developed between the proposed national employment and  Regional competitiveness Programmes. In this regard the Regional Assemblies already have practical experience in managing multi-fund Programmes, and would be ideally placed to continue the Managing Authority function for the new programming period.”
In relation to the Co-operation Strand, Councillor Seamus Murray, Chairman of the Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly stated that 
“Ireland is the only current EU Member State with no fixed connection to mainland Europe and we would like to ensure that this will not act as a deterrent to our full participation in cross-border co-operation activities. 
“Clearly it will be important to ensure that the ERDF funds for the co-operation strand would be additional to the funds for regional programmes in the competitive strand,” he said.   
Given their active participation in all three strands of the existing Interreg Three programmes, the two Regional Assemblies have requested that they continue to have direct involvement in the new proposed Co-operation Strand.

The Regional Assemblies welcomed 
the future of the Community Initiatives and the provision for the continuation of URBAN in a new URBAN Plus programme, but integrated within the Regional Programmes.  

The EU’s Third Report proposes to replace the current LEADER Programme  with a more comprehensive rural development programme under the aegis of the CAP. 
In conclusion, Cllr Loughnane stated that t





he two Regional Assemblies have built up considerable experience in the management and monitoring of the Operational Programmes and in the formulation of regional policy.   
Cllr Loughnane said that the Assemblies should be tasked with helping to draw up future Regional Programmes and identify future priorities for the Region.  
“In this way, they could perform their part in the ‘tripartite’ approach advocated by the Commission for future programming.  Both Assemblies are already involved in the identification of future thematic priorities for their Regions.  The BMW Regional Assembly has recently initiated an exercise, in which it will identify future investment priorities for the region, on a number of themes, many of which are related to the themes in the Competitiveness and Employment Strand,” he said.

The Regional Assemblies 
 expressed their enthusiasm for the historic enlargement of the EU 
and recognised the significant role the EU funds have played in bringing about greater economic and social convergence in Ireland.
End
For further information:


Stephen Blair, Director Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly

087 6481599
Gerry Finn, Director BMW Regional Assembly


094 9862970
Editors Note

The two Regional Assemblies were established in 1999 to give effect to the designation of Ireland into two regions for Structural Funds purposes.  The Border Midland and Western Region has retained objective one status up to 2006, and the Southern and Eastern Region has qualified for objective one in transition.  The two Regional Assemblies are primarily responsible for the management and monitoring of the Regional Operational Programmes under the National Development Plan with a combined investment of over €9bn, and are responsible for Regional Innovation Programmes and as National Contact points for the Interreg IIIB Programmes.
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