Chairman’s Address from the Regional Assemblies to Commissioner Barnier
Portlaoise, 26/002/04


Mayor of Laois County Council, Councillor Joe Digan

Commissioner Barnier


Members of the Oireachtais

Members of the Assemblies

Ladies and Gentlemen
Ba mhaith liom failte a chur roimh Comisinéir Barnier chuig an cruinniú seo í bPortlaoise.  'Sé sin an chéad uair a tháinig Coimisinéir ó Coimisiún na hEorpa chuig chruinniú idir an dhá Comhthionól Réigiúnach.  'Sé ar leith speisialta go tharla an cruinniú seo in am go bhfuil Uachtarán na hEorpa againn in Éirinn.  Is eol dom go mbeidh ceisteanna polasaí réigiúnach le phlé ag an cruinniú neamhfhoirmiúil amárach agus tá fhios agam ó na ráiteais a rinne tú roimhe seo go bhfuil ról na réigiúin í polasaí EU gar le do chroí.
I would like to welcome you Commissioner Barnier to this meeting in Portlaoise, the first time ever that an EU Commissioner has addressed the two Regional Assemblies. It is of particular significance that this meeting takes place during the Irish Presidency of the EU. I am aware that issues of regional policy will be discussed at the informal Ministerial Council tomorrow and I know from previous statements that you have made, that the role of the regions in EU policy  is close to your heart.   
In addressing you Commissioner, I am speaking on behalf of the two Regional Assemblies in Ireland and I welcome the opportunity to make a number of points in relation to current and future cohesion policy. Firstly to acknowledge the significant role of the Structural Funds in the Irish context and the challenges facing us in the future. and also to look at some of the implications arising from the Third Report on Economic and Social Cohesion and raise a few queries relating to it. I would then like to address the issue of the role of the Regional Assemblies going forward and to emphasise our enthusiasm for European enlargement and the new opportunities that this will present. Finally I will present our position relating to future cohesion policy.


We, as Regional Assemblies would firstly like to acknowledge the important role that the Structural and other EU Funds have played in Ireland’s relatively recent economic success. The Third Cohesion Report estimates that in Ireland GDP in 1999 is 3% higher than it would have been without intervention. This represents the second highest contribution of Structural Funds to national GDP, after Portugal. 
Since Ireland joined the EEC in 1973, it has received over €50 billion in total receipts from the EU, including CAP payments, which represented up to 6.5% of annual GDP in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The Structural and Cohesion Funds have made an enormous contribution to economic and social development in all parts of Ireland.  Allied to this, a strong consensus approach to national development was achieved through the various Partnership agreements, which addressed medium and long-term challenges, good fiscal management, continued investment in human resources and infrastructure, and a focus on making Ireland an attractive location for indigenous and foreign direct investment.  The economy of Ireland has been transformed since the first Community Support Framework was put in place in 1989. Whilst we recognise the enormous benefits that we have received as a result of this aid, we are also aware that our GDP per capita has increased dramatically over this period and that Ireland now has 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 both between and within both Regions should continue to receive due attention. This is very clear when you look at the major differences in GDP between the two regions and the higher dependency rate in the BMW Region. In many ways, Ireland is seen as both an example and an inspiration to Accession States that significant economic and social progress are achievable, and that the support provided by the European Union can play an important part in this.

One of the principle objectives of the current Irish National Development Plan and Community Support Framework is to reduce disparities, both between and within the regions of Ireland.  While the needs of regions differ, it is clear that there is still much investment that is required in order to improve access both to and from the capital - Dublin and between and within the regions themselves. Indeed perhaps more than any other Member State, Ireland demonstrates the perils of relying on GDP as a single indicator of a Region’s relative wealth. The growth in Ireland’s GDP relative to the Union is a very recent phenomenon and masks the very considerable infrastructure deficits that still pertain, which in many ways would be more typical of the poorer Objective 1 Regions.
The two Regional Assemblies in Ireland have played a central role in the administration and monitoring of the EU co-funded Regional Operational Programmes since their establishment in 1999.  The Assemblies have benefited in this task from the support, advice and assistance of many officials in DG Regio, the EU Directorate for which you Commissioner have responsibility, and we wish to acknowledge that assistance here today.  I would also like to take this opportunity to commend you and the officials in DG Regio for the positive and constructive manner in which all matters are dealt with.

Apart from the financial impact of Community assistance there have also been benefits for public administration in the programming approach adopted through multi-annual budgetary frameworks and the strong emphasis on consultation, monitoring and evaluation allied with increased recognition of the importance of environmental sustainability and equality of opportunity. 

We would like to welcome the timely publication of the 3rd Cohesion Report, which was launched in Dublin last week. Before looking at the more substantive issues of the report, we would like to acknowledge the wide consultative process that you engaged in during the last two years, leading up to its publication. There were numerous opportunities provided for regions to make written and oral submissions or to discuss cohesion issues with you and your colleagues. The Regional Assemblies used these opportunities to attend a number of meetings and to make written and verbal contributions. We are also happy to see that many of the issues of concern raised by various regions have been taken on board in the final version of the report.
The Third Report on Economic and Social Cohesion recognises that if economic growth in the EU is to be sustained, then investment in physical and human capital needs to be increased, as well as investment in innovation and ICT.  It further recognises that this investment needs to happen throughout the EU and not just in the central parts where productivity and employment are highest.  The regions of Ireland who are represented here today, very much agree with, and support this view.

The Cohesion Report rightly acknowledges that wide disparities in output, productivity and employment still persist within and between countries and regions and that member states need assistance in overcoming these structural deficiencies and in developing their comparative advantages.

I would now like to look at some of the substantive issues of the Report and outline some areas, where we would appreciate further clarification:

Firstly, we recognise that, under the current proposals, no Irish Region will receive support under the Convergence Strand and that most of the support for Irish regions will be channelled through the Competitiveness and Employment Strand, 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?
In the report, you propose a two-fold approach, firstly of regional programmes to anticipate and promote economic change and secondly national employment related programmes. We would be interested to hear your views on how the regional and employment components will be divided up, and how the priorities for each region or Member State will be identified. 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. Whilst unemployment is relatively low in both regions in Ireland, this does not necessarily translate into an absence of employment problems, related to participation levels, education and skills levels and training deficits.  There will also be the added issue of rural employment difficulties, brought about through the inevitable restructuring of the agricultural and food sector, arising from the Luxembourg agreement on CAP reform. Measures to alleviate these problems go hand in hand with specifically-targeted regional policy instruments to improve living standards in the Regions.  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, the Cohesion Report proposes a New Neighbourhood Instrument to promote co-operation on both sides of external borders, including maritime borders. 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. 
Also of significance among the new proposals, is the Commission view that regions themselves should take greater responsibility for financing inter-regional cooperation from within their regional programmes. The Commission in turn envisages taking on a ‘facilitator’ role in encouraging inter-regional exchanges and cooperation.  It is not entirely clear at this stage what form this greater ‘financial responsibility’ will take but the fuller integration of inter-regional cooperation activities with mainstream regional programmes is in principle a positive development. 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. 
Finally there are a lot of practical issues arising from integrating an inter-regional or trans-national component into a Regional Programme of a single Member State which will have to be teased out. Notwithstanding these potential difficulties, given the active participation of the Regional Assemblies in all three strands of the existing Interreg Three Programmes, the Assemblies would wish to continue to have a direct involvement in the new proposed Co-operation Strand.
The Report also deals with the future of the Community Initiatives and makes provision for the continuation of URBAN in a new URBAN Plus programme, but integrated within the Regional Programmes. This decision is to be welcomed as we feel that there are significant challenges facing the rejuvenation of many derelict neighbourhoods of our cities. 
In relation to the LEADER Programme, it is proposed to replace the current programme with a more comprehensive rural development programme under the aegis of the CAP. With the reform of CAP underway, the question has arisen as to how the funding from modulated payments and EAGGF funding should be channelled into rural development measures.  The Assemblies are concerned about the view advocated by some farming organisations in Ireland that this funding should be restricted exclusively to farmers. This would be against the objective of modulation, which is intended to help overall rural development and to create new opportunities for people living in rural areas. There also needs to be some funding available to continue the existing LEADER programme, which has had huge benefits for rural areas. It is not clear how the rural development fund, and indeed any new Fisheries Instrument, will be integrated with the regional competitiveness strand, as they are no longer to be part of the Structural Funds regime.
Overall, we welcome the general thrust of the simplification proposals, including the reduction of the funds to three funds and the streamlining of the system of managing and monitoring of the programmes. However we would add one note of caution. The proposals on simplification must ultimately lead to a real reduction in the level of bureaucracy for all, and not simply a transfer of the burden to lower levels in the cascade. We do of course eagerly await the publication of the draft Regulations later this summer, when the detail will be filled in.

The two Regional Assemblies have built up considerable experience in the management and monitoring of the Operational Programmes and in the formulation of regional policy. Given this expertise, we would suggest 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 Region and the BMW Regional Assembly has recently initiated a Regional Foresight 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.


We would like to express our enthusiasm for the historic enlargement of the EU, which will be taking place during the Irish Presidency. This enlargement is sure to bring many benefits to the EU in terms of improved cohesion and co-operation in Europe, cultural richness and diversity and the opening up of new economic opportunities. The Irish Government and the Regional Assemblies have a very positive view of enlargement and 
support the Commission’s proposals to concentrate much of the Structural Funds resources in tackling  structural problems in the new Member States.


We in the two Regional Assemblies are very grateful to have this opportunity to meet with you during the Informal meeting of Ministers for Regional Policy that is taking place in Ireland.  We welcome the timely publication of the Cohesion Report and acknowledge that it represents an important step by the Commission to counteract the desire to re-nationalise cohesion policy and to maintain and nurture an important role for the Regions in the design, implementation and monitoring of cohesion policy.  We recognise the significant role that EU funds have played in bringing about greater economic and social convergence in Ireland, but are also aware that many regional disparities still exist and we feel that the Regional Assemblies are the best placed institutions to determine the differentiated regional needs post 2006. We look forward to working with you and your officials in conjunction with our national Government in the months and years going forward in drawing up a set of cohesive priorities and programmes, which can make the best use of EU Structural and national funds in bringing about greater inter and intra-regional convergence.
Finally can I once again thank you Commissioner on behalf of both Assemblies for taking time out of your busy schedule to be with us here today. Your presence reinforces what we already know is your deep personal interest in regional policy for the Regions of Europe. As representatives of two regions on the geographic periphery of Europe, we thank you for your solidarity, and we wish you well in your meeting with Ministers tomorrow, and your subsequent detailed negotiations which will take place with Member States in the months ahead.
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