Structural funds working group meeting
6th February 2009, Brussels
Participants
Claudia Taylor-East (Malta), Douhomir Minev (Bulgaria), Eugen Bierling-Wagner (Austria), Marie-Jose Domingos (Portugal), Krzystof Balon (Poland), Klaus Schneider (Luxembourg), Samuel le Floch (France), Reinhard Kühn (Germany), Rosalia Guntin (Spain), Nadia Isaila (Romania), Ibe Hassel (Noraway), Ray Phillips (United Kingdom), Nicoletta Teodosi (Italy), Elodie Fazi (EAPN), Amana Ferro (EAPN), Sian Jones (EAPN). 

Chair: 

Claudia Taylor East
Minute takers: 
Amana Ferro, Elodie Fazi (EAPN secretariat)

1. Welcome and introduction
The agenda and minutes from the last meeting were adopted. 
Participants presented their National Network’s current concerns. 

In Austria, since February, labour market issues have been managed by the ministry of social affairs. The yearly meeting of the EAPN network took place. 

In Germany, negotiations were finished with the ministry about the operational programme “personal development in social economy”, which will start in March (14 million ESF + national funding). The network is currently preparing meetings with Commission desk officers in Brussels, to discuss changes in regulations and OPs, and what is going on with social inclusion in Germany. Preparation for EU Year 2010 going on. 

In Spain, a new mechanism was put in place for the third sector: “network for social inclusion” (foreseen in the NSRF). It brings together managing authorities, bodies responsible for social inclusion (regional + national), NGOs (Caritas, Red Cross, Once foundation). EAPN Spain network will participate in the next meeting, which is a good step to dynamise the network. Inside the network at national level, a meeting took place in December to inform about the October EAPN capacity-building seminar. 
In Poland, the next General Assembly will take place in February. EAPN Poland is still in dialogue with governments about 2010 Year against poverty. The government is planning to spend money for public relations actions rather than cooperation with NGOs. EAPN is now preparing the Polish delegation for the meeting of People Experiencing Poverty. With regard to the ESF, a problem is that 60 percent of funds are dedicated to governmental structures. The Polish national network has had a project financed by Norwegian Fund. 
In France, two monitoring committee meetings happened recently (October, December). There was little room for NGOs, but this stressed that some problems come from France and not the Commission itself (confirmed by the European Commission). The focus will be increasingly put on simplification.  EAPN is now hoping for more constructive dialogue with governmental authorities. 

In the UK, this has been a difficult period. In the regular programmes, the general level of NGO involvement decreased from 35 to 25%. In London, the major co-financing programme supported by the Department for Work and Pension now puts NGOs in junior partner situation. One of the most positive systems is that global grants (community grants) has now started in London, with around 130 projects starting now. The transnational programme puts active inclusion as priority theme, which was most popular in London. The network is currently working to see if can make it work in Scotland and other regions. A thematic group will be set up on that, possibly linking with other sectors. On 2010, the EAPN Social Policy Taskforce should take a leadership role and be in a position to distribute funds. They will focus on the need to give a role to structural funds in 2010. Another interesting development is the re-evaluation of programmes taking place, due to changes in exchange rates for the pound: the programmes will increase in value, raising questions of absorption capacity: NGOs are hoping to build on this. 

In Malta, a key focus has been the partnership principle, with some good developments on pre-accession funds. EAPN Malta is also trying to sit on the Maltese Economic and Social Committee, where third sector participation is rather weak. Some good contacts were made with the monitoring committees about social inclusion proofing, using EAPN guidelines, and trying to influence for active inclusion activities and programmes. A key focus for ESF is currently on training and re-training, in particular in tourism sector and industry, as well as renewable energy: such programmes are lacking a social dimension. With regard to 2010, EAPN was not able to join the National Implementing Bodies, is seen mostly as bidder and is currently trying to contest this argument. A fund was now created which will be supporting NGOs with match funding and a unit will help NGOs to build their capacity and submit applications. 

In Luxembourg, the number of projects accepted is decreasing (from 44 in previous programming period to 10 now). However, a new regulation was passed for funding in the social economy, with strong focus on active inclusion. Elections are coming up next year. EAPN Luxembourg was involved in creating a foundation, focusing on housing and living conditions (from budget of Family Ministry). The network is also organizing the Meeting of People Experiencing Poverty. All this takes place in context of strong public budget reduction.
Romania is in waiting mood due to elections. In the last period, the network has tried to monitor the situation of structural funds: 2,250 million €, only 23 contracts signed so far in two years, mostly for regional funds, with a lack of interest on inclusion issues. EAPN has translated the manual and produced courses on how to manage projects. In Romania, RENASIS works at two levels: Bucharest and counties. The network is starting to work more with target groups (such as children). Yet it is hard to do anything on structural funds as they are blocked in Romania at the moment. 
EAPN Norway has been working with development organizations. With regard to structural funds, it is not easy for NGOs to access and the network is trying to find more information. Elections are coming up soon, but the word poverty has disappeared from public discourse. On 2010, the government needs to answer whether it wants to get engaged, but does not seem eager to put poverty on the agenda. Some groups are already planning for 2010. 
In Portugal, there was not much change with regard to the funds. The government just announced new social benefits for unemployed (long term subsidies). A national strategy was launched on homelessness. On 2010, social affairs bodies will be responsible. 

In Italy, the network has been facing a change period, out of which it came strengthened. The network will develop a PROGRESS project and is working with the ministry of social policies for the preparation of the Italian round table on poverty in 2009. With regard to structural funds, the situation is getting worse. EAPN Italy had printed and disseminated the previous manual, tried to organize public seminars on the issue, but regions withdrew. The network came to the conclusion that social affairs ministries are not the best interlocutors to talk about structural funds: there is a lack of information going beyond official publications, because NGOs are not involved in meetings around cohesion policy.  
In Bulgaria, the system of structural funds is in crisis, and was already before the Commission paid attention. Structural funds should be reconsidered now during the crisis. We need to see where they work best, under which system (e.g. need for strong monitoring and transparency). The idea of facilitating the access to the funds is a positive one too. Is it possible to change the system of preparation of projects, to make sure the good ones are not rejected? 
2. Structural funds and the crisis

Elodie Fazi made a presentation introducing the key changes introduced to cohesion policy as a result of the economic crisis: changes of the regulation to facilitate and simplify the management, re-focusing on some areas like energy efficiency in housing, renegotiation of Operational Programmes to encourage Member States to review their priorities. 
Participants then split into two groups to discuss the current impact of the crisis on cohesion policy in their country, their networks’ reaction so far and a possible EAPN answer. 
Workshop 1 (main room)

In Spain, the Network for Social Inclusion is a strong reason for hope. There is no formal decision yet about changes. There are often clashes between the OPs delivered by big NGOs (Red Cross, Caritas, Roma organisations etc) and those delivered by regional authorities – they are often not very coherent. A big investment was undertaken in training of workers, lifelong learning, especially for the unemployed. 

In Italy, it is difficult to change regulations which were already approved, so it is not very clear if there is a change of the regulation or not. There will be a long time till the decision is made. In December, a new decree against the crisis was issued, which foresees the increase of the ESF for training and minimum income, but only for people who have lost their jobs, not other categories. Social services should be a priority in our lobbying. 
Structural Funds were modified in Bulgaria: not as a response to the crisis, but because of requests from the European Commission. EAPN Bulgaria welcomes the Commission’s proposals, but it is not enough. EAPN and national networks should, to add something to go beyond just simplification. We could exchange on our proposals. In addition, this process should be an opportunity to strengthen participation. 

In Romania, Structural Funds suffered one modification, but not as a response to the crisis: the period of response for the EC will be shorter, 1 month instead of 3 months, as previously. In terms of opportunities, rural development was highlighted, as well the importance of having a cohesion policy in place, since for now it seems easier and more attractive to develop infrastructure projects. There is a need to create jobs, especially for people in the countryside. As a network, EAPN Romania tries to focus on social inclusion projects, and also to help NGOs to write projects. As a priority, they want to focus on social economy.

In Malta, the OPs are not going to be modified at all. There is a focus on retraining skills and also energy efficiency programmes for enterprises were launched. Yet they are too focussed on just enterprises and the business sector, there is no social dimension for these packages, no support for the socially excluded. A proposal for EAPN Brussels is to encourage MA to adopt a global grant system, were grass roots NGOs are really working on the ground benefit, not direct such packages at enterprises. Also, more investment in social enterprises and social economy is needed. We need to see what sort of social economy we have in our countries and really try to improve it. Italy has a great history of cooperatives and good practices, whereas Malta doesn’t, and it is a good idea to share these practices.

In France, the programming will be adapted to the crisis, this is what the Monitoring Committee said in December. There are two directions to be followed: training of workers to be adaptable to changes in the labour market, and increased financing for the revenu de solidarité active (RSA). This is the only information we have so far. The network also supports social economy, worked with the government on the programming for 2007-2013 and lobbied for more social economy. They will also work on energy poverty and energy efficiency. 
(workshop 2: report missing)

3. Transnationality

Rafal Zawada (European Commission, transnationality unit) presented the key features of transnationality in the ESF for the current programming period (click to see presentation). 
· Transnationality was mainstreamed in the ESF programmes, as a follow-up to EQUAL. Transnational cooperation is a special priority in 41 ESF OPs, and is mentioned in 76 out of 100 Ops. 
· Now that there is no rigid system of common rules for all Member States, a network of transnationality contact points was created to facilitate coordination across the countries. 
· A new website www.transnationality.eu was built by one of the Communities of Practice on transnationality, as a way to facilitate contacts between key actors (managing authorities but also potential applicants). 
· It was also completed by a toolkit www.transnational-toolkit.eu – for project providers on transnationality, developed by the Italian Ministry for Health, Labour and Social Policy together with the EC. It is a publicly open website, where once you register you have access to all features (promote your activities, learn about others, look for partners etc). 
· A key role of the transnationality unit is to set up Learning Networks (formally known as Communities of Practices) in different management and policy areas, which are a way for key actors to better learn from each other. Yet they concern primarily Managing Authorities. The minimum number of participants is 5 and it has to include Managing Authorities, but anybody can join. None were selected yet, but two calls have been taking place this year. 

The discussion with participants focused on the following points:  

Lack of NGO participation in the Learning Networks and EAPN involvement – EAPN is a partner in the Learning Network on Partnership (www.partnership.esflive.eu), yet there are strong concerns on lack of NGO participation in these Learning Networks. Rafal Zawada stressed that NGOs are encouraged to express their interest, but rarely do. All learning networks have a 6 month preparatory period, which is a chance for NGOs to be included. EAPN should also notify the Commission if NGOs face major problems then. 

Other types of transnational projects - Rafal Zawada stressed that his presentation focused mostly on learning networks, e.g. networks between managing authorities mostly, supported by the European Commission, which are do not represent all funding for transnationality (e.g. for example transnational dimension in OPs). It is important to find partners, for instance using the transnationality website, and then check with MAs when the funding is going to become available.
Access to information and transparency - It is difficult for the EC to ensure equal access to information for all stakeholders, this is why they provide it primarily to Managing Authorities, as they are the intended target audience (being the only ones who can apply for the Learning Networks). As the current transnationality website is not very user-friendly, it might be re-designed soon.  
Next call for tenders for learning networks - A call will be published in March/April on http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/emplweb/tenders/tenders_en.cfm?id=3525. Even if it will be a restricted call in terms of who can apply, the information will be publicly available. 
4. 2009 Work Programme

Sian Jones, Policy Coordinator, presented an overview of the Work Programme for 2009, globally for EAPN as well as for the Social Inclusion Working Group (see Power Point presentation).Amana Ferro presented the Work Programme for 2009 for the Employment Working Group. Elodie Fazi presented the draft Work Programme for 2009 for the Structural Working Group (document sent to the group head of the meeting). 
Discussion on general EAPN priorities and strategies 
General EAPN vision

· We need to look not only at priorities, but also at the obstacles and difficulties in implementing these priorities, otherwise we’ll constantly be stuck at a theoretical level. 

Post 2010 debate and May seminar 
· The seminar bringing together key EAPN working group on 29th & 30th of May will look at EAPN proposals for the EU Year 2010 as well as input to the debate on the post-Lisbon Strategy. The Commission will issue a Communication on this in September 2009 and it will be particularly timely. 

EAPN enlargement 
· There are the only three EU Member States who are not yet part of EAPN: Latvia, Estonia and Slovenia. About Iceland, we haven’t gone out of our way to contact them, but we would welcome contact from them. 
· We provide sport and advice to candidate countries, discussions with Turkey are progressing. Tanya Basarab, our Development Officer, is actively working on that.    

Inclusion, employment and the crisis 
· In Poland, there is a fundamental discussion on whether social inclusion is possible without employment, whether the crisis is the end of a model of economic development. 

Discussion on priorities for the structural funds working group

Crisis, and post 2013 debate 

· There is a renewed enthusiasm for Government intervention programmes, which puts the Structural Funds in an important position.
· 2010 is a moment to make proposals about how regulations and programmes are being interpreted.  A mid term review would have been necessary as the crisis changed the context in which the funds operate. 

· This links to the big picture and general EU Priorities (Lisbon Strategy driving everything). We need to look into how Structural Funds can be used to input into the bigger Lisbon debate.     
· In a context of crisis, we need to look at concrete management tools (pre, co, up-front financing) and make sure the cash given to managing authorities has an impact on the ground. We should also say that bigger projects carry greater risk too. 
· It is also a moment to look again at technical assistance and we could approach the Commission again with our project
Role of national networks 

· Beside making recommendations for the European Commission, we need to look at what actions National Networks can take, at grass root level, dealing directly with the people affected by the crisis. 

· Can we “exploit” the crisis into something positive for our national networks? With 2010 the word poverty will be everywhere and we need to get more visibility, credibility. How can EAPN help national networks develop visibility and credibility? 

Other priorities 
· Some time could be spent in making manual more accessible to people on the ground and more used. 
· Looking at social impact of structural funds: do they contribute to reinforce social inequalities? 

· Developing new communication tools

· Twinning is more than hearing about a good project. EAPN Romania is interested in twinning and needs partners for projects. 
· EAPN members should disseminate more widely social inclusion indicators and other EAPN working groups should increasingly discuss them. 
· How much do we focus on ERDF? Little funding is available for NGOs but it plays a key role to fight inequalities. 

· Working group will feedback on the programme of the May meeting
· Members will send any amendments they have to the work programme, based on their own capacity and needs
· Transnational project will be put on hold until we know more about the Bridges for Inclusion project. Minutes from this group should be sent to people from bridges from inclusion meeting. 

· Claudia Taylor East will send more information on the PROGRESS project EAPN Malta is involved with. 
· Meeting with desk officers will be set up for May. 

· Economic crisis will be kept as an important issue throughout the whole work programme. 

5. Structural funds Manual
The Manual has been finalized and will be printed in 800 exemplars (600 EN + 200 FR). A launch event could be considered around May. It was noted that some networks are planning to translate it (Austria) or have done it (Romania). It was also suggested to add an introductory sentence linking to the crisis (yet this needs to be checked with the printer who already received the file). 
· Elodie Fazi will contact the printer to see if possible to print more copies 

· National Networks will have to think how many they want to receive
· Elodie Fazi will check if possible to support money for translation from networks. Yet members are encouraged to seek it from technical assistance budgets too and maybe use it as co-financing for EAPN
6. European Year 2010
Elodie Fazi recalled the key phases for the EU Year preparation: national programmes to be elaborated until April (with consultation of civil society), selection of projets during the Autumn. EAPN members are invited to look at the EAPN toolkit on 2010 for more information. 
Key action taken by members: 
· The UK Social Policy taskforce has submitted contribution to the NIB, where structural funds still need to be strengthened. 
· EAPN France has started to work on the issue by setting up two working groups on energy (housing) and migrants. DGAS (social affairs ministry) will be organizing. The network will be in the advisory committee through FNARS and UNIOPSS. Thematic proposed so far are: female poverty, working poor. A first meeting will take place in March. EAPN members will work clearly with regional networks. 

· In Italy, EAPN has won a project financed by PROGRESS for 2009 and 2010. Until recently there was a difficulty to know who the National Implementing Body will be. The NIB is supposed to involve ESF managing authorities, but the ESF is managed by the Economy Minister. 

· In many countries it seems that a lot of money will go to public authorities. Yet in Malta there will be extra point with projects with NGOs. NGOs will be consulted and be stakeholders for the bid. In Malta a major conference on development and MDGs will take place in April 2010 and will give EAPN a key speaking slot. There might be a panel discussion of people experiencing poverty. 
This is an opportunity for national networks to become more visible. 
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