Make it happen!

In 2006 much of my work was devoted to preparing the reformed framework for Cohesion Policy. The agreement on 17 May 2006 of the Council, European Parliament, and the Commission on the financial perspectives was a key step that creates a stable budget for the Union's policies for the period 2007-2013. The share of Cohesion policy is 36%, which translates into € 347 billion for the 7 years. This agreement paved the way for the Council and Parliament to approve the legislative framework for the 2007-2013 Cohesion policy in August, and for adoption of the Community Strategic Guidelines in October.

2007 will be another very busy year. With the framework for cohesion policy firmly in place, action will now begin on the ground. The first part of the year will be marked by the approval of the National Strategic Reference Frameworks for each of the 27 Member States. Indeed the first of these – for Malta – was already approved by the Commission in December 2006. At the same time, we will approve 328 Operational Programmes for the European Regional Development Fund and the Cohesion Fund and 122 for the European Social Fund. Once these programmes are in place, we will also be able to adopt many of the 900 major projects expected for the period 2007-2013.

That is why my motto for 2007 is "Making it happen"!

This work on the new programmes for 2007-2013 will of course be done in parallel to the completion of the 2000-2006 programmes. Most of these will continue to run for another 2 years. 2007 will be a year when two programming periods overlap and, as a consequence, we will face a double challenge.

The presentation of the Fourth Report on Economic and Social Cohesion at the end of May will be a significant event for cohesion policy. The report will do four things: first, it will update information on the situation and trends in the regions using the latest statistical data. Secondly, it will analyse the key factors which determine growth, job creation and competitiveness, and thereby contribute to reducing socio-economic and territorial disparities. Thirdly, it will assess the impacts on economic and social cohesion of Cohesion Policy, other Community policies, national policies, and the linkages among them. Finally, it will assess the 2007-2013 programming documents, particularly in light of the growth and jobs agenda and the Community Strategic Guidelines.

This report will therefore not only analyse how the policy is contributing to the creation of prosperity and growth in Europe. It will also look forward to ensure that the policy continues to help the Member States and regions to address the future challenges in the most effective way possible. The report will be discussed at the Cohesion Forum which I will host in September, and I look forward to an interesting and challenging debate with all stakeholders.

In May 2007, at the Ministerial Meeting in Leipzig, I will present an analysis of the territorial and urban dimension in the National Strategic Reference Frameworks and Operational Programmes. This is confirmation of the priority I attach to developing the urban dimension in regional policy programmes.

In June, I will take forward the discussion on the future of the Union's strategy for the Outermost Regions. In a Communication we will assess the implementation of the strategy which has been in place since 2004. We will present our ideas for future actions to improve the competitiveness and accessibility of the Outermost regions and to deepen their integration into their immediate neighbouring areas.

In October I intend to present a Communication on the contribution of Cohesion Policy to the growth and jobs agenda. The Communication will focus on how innovation is taken into account in the Operational Programmes, both from a qualitative and quantitative point of view. It will also assess the commitment of Member States and regions to the broader "earmarking" exercise, which aims to ensure that the bulk of Cohesion Policy resources are targeted at the investments most relevant for the modernisation of Europe's economy. The Communication will be a major input to the Third Annual Progress Report on Lisbon which the Commission will submit to the Council in 2008.

Public events that contribute to better communication of our policy play a vital role in getting our messages across to a wide audience. We will therefore organise a number of events in 2007:

· Two conferences within the Regions for Economic Change initiative: "Demographic Challenges for Regional Development" (25-26 January); and "Fostering competitiveness through innovative technologies, products and healthy communities"(7-8 March). At the second conference we will launch the first set of 'RegioStar' awards. 

· The Fourth Cohesion Forum (September). 

· The fifth edition of the Open Days European Week of Regions and Cities. The title for this year's event is "Making it happen: regions deliver growth and jobs" (8-11 October). 

· A conference on communicating cohesion policy "Telling the Story - Cohesion Policy for growth and jobs" which will bring together around 500 experts responsible for communicating on our programmes in the Member States (26-27 November). 

Meanwhile, I will continue my programme of visits to Europe's regions. It is my ambition to visit all these regions by the end of the mandate of this Commission in November 2009. It is a great pleasure to do so and to meet representatives of local and regional authorities, of businesses, universities, and other stakeholders. These are the people who make the policy work "on the ground", and it is their energy and creativity that ensures the success of the policy. As of February 2007, I have made 121 visits to the regions. Detailed information on all of these is available on my website. 

This brings me to my final point. European Cohesion policy is successful because it is built on partnership between the Union and the Member States, our regions and cities, and social and business partners. The policy flourishes because it is based on direct contacts between the institutions in Brussels and the citizens of Europe. As we celebrate the 50 th anniversary of the Treaty of Rome in 2007, and prepare a new Treaty for the European Union this should not be forgotten! The Draft Constitutional Treaty contains provisions which are of direct relevance to cohesion policy and which I warmly welcome: provisions which recognise local and regional self-government, extend subsidiarity to them, and broaden the concept of cohesion to include the territorial dimension. These provisions would help to ensure that the principle of multi-level governance becomes firmly established in the European Union, and would improve the design and implementation of our policies across a wide range of areas. 

This is a full and ambitious agenda. Together, I am convinced that we can "make it happen" again in 2007! 

 


