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Partnership in the early stages of
2014-2020 Cohesion Policy
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a
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Introductory note
The core value of SFteam is cooperation. The long-term goal
of our cooperation is to ensure that regional development and
Cohesion Policy in Central and Eastern European countries –
including the use of the Common Strategic Framework funds
of the EU – are applied in a sustainable way. To reach this on
a European, national, regional and local level, we think that it
is essential to build and maintain cooperation and partnership
between decision-makers and all the affected parties, including
citizens, municipalities, NGOs and entrepreneurs.
We are in a crucial period regarding the EU Cohesion Policy
funds. Although the legislative background – which, among
others, defines the minimum requirements of partnership – is
unfortunately still under preparation, the programming of how
to spend about 336 billion Euros between 2014 and 2020 has
already started.
Strong EU and national laws are obviously important to ensure
appropriate partnership during the programming period. Its
realisation is highly dependent on the will and competence of the
individuals and institutions involved. At the beginning of 2012,
SFteam developed a check-list of measures necessary for the
meaningful application of the partnership principle in Cohesion
Policy programming and at every other stage of the policy
cycle1. Since then, we have promoted this among officials and
NGOs and also tested the willingness of officials to apply the
recommendations and their usefulness perceived by NGOs.
To fulfil our role as a watchdog organisation, in this study we
summarize what has happened in the CEE countries (Bulgaria,
Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia, Poland, Romania, Slovakia)
during the programming for 2014-2020, focusing on partnership
issues. We made interviews with and requested feedback from
several officials and NGOs, and decided to present the situation
in each country from the viewpoints of both the government and
the NGOs. It is quite illuminating to see what the same process
looks like from different perspectives.
November 2012
Teodóra Dönsz-Kovács, István Farkas

1
Sixteen Principles for Successful Partnership in EU
Funds, in: The Key to Partnership for Successful EU Funds, May 2012,
http://www.sfteam.eu/index.php?id=68
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Chances of successful partnerships
in EU funding – a feedback report
on the Sixteen Principles of
SFteam.
Beyond the established framework of the EU, it is mainly up to the
Member States to decide what the real content of a partnership
process is: whether it is only meant to fulfil the EU requirements
or they want meaningful input and discussions. At the beginning
of 2012, SFteam developed a list of 16 principles2 which would
enable the realization of meaningful partnerships for the entire
policy cycle related to EU Cohesion Policy (Common Strategic
Framework) Funds.
When preparing this study, SFteam met several officials and NGO
representatives to learn about their experiences with programming
and the related partnerships. SFteam also consulted them on the
16 principles. It is important for SFteam that these 16 principles
do not only exist on paper but will be put into practice. Therefore,
SFteam will develop them based on their own experience and
using input from different stakeholders to best meet their needs
and maintain feasibility.
The conclusions of these discussions on the 16 principles are
summarized below.

NGOs on the principles
NGO representatives generally agree with the principles
and would be happy to see them realized in the different
partnership processes in their countries. Nevertheless, some
recommendations that they made are quite important:
• Most NGOs - non-environmental ones - expressed their
expectation that the Strategic Environmental Assessment or a
similar document should also assess the other two aspects of
sustainable development: the social and economic impacts of EUfunded programs and projects should be examined much more
carefully. The risk of a poorly designed project is not only that
nothing changes. EU money can actually have negative impacts
as well. This should be avoided in all stages of a program by
well-prepared documents and projects.
• It is important that not only the immediately relevant materials
2

Ibid
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are sent to stakeholders or published well ahead of meetings
or consultations but background documents, studies, research
documents and summaries should also be made available. This
would eliminate the disadvantage of partners resulting from lack
of information and ensure that they are able to give well-grounded
and subtle arguments during the meetings or consultations in
question.
• Justified responses to the submitted proposals should get
much more emphasis in the principles and in real life as well. It
is often the reason why NGOs feel that their work is useless and
without the need to justify a response it is easy to reject even a
legitimate and good proposal.

Officials on the principles
Although the officials asked also agree with most of the principles,
when it comes to concrete measures and finances they become
cautious. Nevertheless, it seems that officials increasingly
acknowledge civil society as a partner in the programming
process.
• Officials generally agree that (basic) information about EU
funded projects and their contracts should be available to the
public but they are not in favour of making the whole contracts
between Managing Authorities and beneficiaries publicly
available.
• Officials sometimes misunderstood the meaning of a public
consultation process. For example, as regards SFteam’s call for
public consultation on all calls (calls for applications, tenders),
authorities tend to think that they fulfil the requirements of public
consultation by involving the Monitoring Committee in the process.
Of course, it does not substitute consultation with the public and
all interested partners.
• Authorities are open to using Technical Assistance to support
partnership. However, they plan to do so mainly through indirect
means, e.g. by organising trainings for partners from Technical
Assistance and not covering the costs of the participation of
NGOs in the partnership processes, not covering their direct
costs (like travel costs, etc.). This also implies that there is no
willingness to cover the costs of NGO representatives working in
the monitoring committees.
Of course, every principle is worthless unless it is applied in real
life. SFteam and its member groups will work to realize more and
more of their aforementioned principles during the 2014-2020
programming, implementation and monitoring periods.
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Progress with programming – a
brief overview and assessment of
country cases
The following is a summary of how far countries got in the
programming process until the autumn of 2012; it also gives
a short overview of the opinions of the official and the nongovernmental side about the implementation of the principles of
partnership.

Official side

Bulgaria

Up-to-date information is available on the common information
www.eufunds.bg. On this
portal for the EU Structural Funds www.eufunds.bg
page, past and up-coming public events and public discussions
are announced and published.
As a part of the overall programming process, the government is
planning to hold working meetings, seminars and workshops to
discuss specific documents at the different stages of programming.
According to the plans of the government regular meetings must
be held every three months.
Decree No. of 2012 of the Council of Ministers describes the key
stages in the process of preparation of the Partnership Agreement,
the operational programs and the basics of the public participation
in this process. The Central Coordination Unit, which coordinates
and monitors the implementation of the use of the Structural
Funds, has developed a special mechanism according to the
decree for the selection of representatives from the NGO sector
into the working groups for the preparation of the Partnership
Agreement and the operational programs. So far, three working
meetings have been organized about the “New Programming
Period of the Cohesion Policy of the European Union 2014-2020”
and the National Development Program “Bulgaria 2020”. There
are two criteria for NGOs: applicants must have a clean legal
record and experience in the field of more than two years. As of
today, the working group for the preparation of the Partnership
Agreement is set-up. The setting-up of thematic working groups
for the preparation of each of the programs for the 2014-2020
period is also in progress.

NGO perspective
NGOs can get information about the programming process from
the government either via the Internet or at the events to which
they are invited. Organisations which are more active in this field
receive more detailed information and they also receive it sooner
from the EU level, from their colleagues in Brussels.
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One of the main failures of the partnership process is the procedure
for the selection of NGO representatives into the different working
groups working on the programming documents. Firstly, it is not
clear why it was necessary to develop a new system when there
was a successful system already in place, operated by the NGOs
themselves for more than 10 years and acknowledged by several
ministries. Regarding the newly approved system, the questions
concern the selection of the specific representatives. NGOs do
not have information on why one applicant for participation in a
consulting group is preferred to another one, especially when the
rejected one has bigger competence or expertise and is more
recognized in society.
The consultations carried out so far have been more informative
than consultative. At conferences and forums there is no real
possibility for real dialogue. This may be one of the reasons why
the standpoints presented by NGOs have not been taken into
consideration until now. NGOs presented their proposals for the
National Program Bulgaria 2020 several times but none of those
have been taken into consideration in the final document. It is not
clear why the proposals of the NGOs were rejected, there was
no feedback.
One of the main reasons for NGOs being pessimistic about the
programming process is that the government has outsourced
the task of developing the programming documents as well the
Partnership Agreement to consultancy firms. There is a risk that
plans prepared by them will not reflect the views and opinions of
the wide range of organizations that will then have to carry out
these programs. Such plans could lead to the concentration of
financial resources in limited areas and regions - implemented by
specific companies -, leading to unsustainable development. This
approach will make the partnership and the participation of the
NGOs in the working groups merely formal. Their participation
will only maintain the veneer of public participation.
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At regional level, processes have not started yet. There are signals
that some municipalities and Regional Administrations with
foresight have started to prepare their own plans for development.
In some cases the representatives of the civil sector are the active
party and at this stage they are still looking for possibilities for
real participation in the process of the oncoming planning. Most
of the administrations, however, are idle and expect orders from
the responsible ministries. There is a classic top-down approach.
In a situation like this it is interesting to follow to what extent the
national priorities will differ from the regional and to what extent
the local needs will be taken into consideration.

Official side
In the Czech Republic it is the Ministry of Local Development,
more specifically the National Body of Coordination (NOK)
which is responsible for coordinating the preparation of the new
programming period. There is an official plan for preparing the
implementation of the Structural Funds in the 2014–2020 period.
This plan is being implemented at the moment.

Czech
Republic

In June 2011, the Czech government identified five national
development priorities. Discussions were organised about these
priorities with trade unions and chambers of commerce for example.
The working groups of the Steering and Coordination Committee
of the current implementation structure were also consulted.
The Governmental Board of NGOs also delegated several
representatives to this body. Next, the national development
priorities were elaborated with political and professional
bodies established by the Ministry of Local Development and
by the government. During the year 2012, they developed the
guidelines for the preparation of the Partnership Agreement for
the 2014-2020 programming period. The guidelines named eight
operational programs and their aims.
An expert assessment of the guidelines was provided by NERV
(National Economic Governmental Board). For each national
development priority, there was an expert team appointed.
This team was responsible for the incorporation of comments
received.
The guidelines will be ratified by the government during the
autumn of 2012. Following that, an intensive discussion will start
about the specific form of operational programs. The goals or
priority axes of the operational programmes are not yet defined.
The guidelines defined four basic principles for the programming
period of 2014–2020. These are the principles of strategic focus
and interconnection, market viability, quality projects and an
easing of the administrative burdens of the preparation and
implementation of projects. The Partnership Agreement will be
prepared until the end of March 2013. According to officials,
the above activities are sufficient to fulfil the expectations of the
code of conduct on partnership and the principle of partnership
in programming.
In the field of agriculture and rural development funded by the
EAFRD, there is a separate process of programming. It is the
Ministry of Agriculture which is responsible for programming
and consultations. They consider the agrarian chamber and
the national network of local action groups as partners in
programming. There is a coordination group established which
contains representatives of all relevant partners.
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NGO perspective
NGOs feel that the structural funds can help to support specific
issues that are in the focus of the NGO sector. Therefore, they
are highly motivated to participate in programming. Unfortunately,
there is a lack of information about the process of programming
in general.
Active organizations try to obtain information from their contacts in
the public sector but there is no official information about current
activities, results or plans concerning programming.
The government tries to involve NGOs in the process through
the Governmental Board for NGOs. However, the Board is a
consultancy body of the Czech government and it does not consist
of consensual representatives of NGOs in the Czech Republic.
The government expects the NGO sector in general to delegate
representatives and provide a consensual body or organization
for communication about different issues. These should function
like the leadership of trade unions. However, the situation in the
NGO sector is different and the official side misunderstands the
situation. In the Czech Republic there are several thematic and
regional NGO networks but none of them covers the majority of
NGOs in the Czech Republic. Some of them would rather negotiate
about specific issues or problems separately, on their own. As
a result, the situation in the sector is unclear. There is lack of
information and coordination. NGOs participate in programming
randomly. The situation in the field of rural development and
agriculture is similar.
At same time, there are political pressures on independent
representatives of NGOs in the monitoring committees. The
position of the Governmental Board for NGOs as an accepted
partner was strengthened.

Hungary

Official side
The National Strategy 2014-2020 will serve as a basis for the
programming in the next period in Hungary. The National Strategy
will be the combination of the National Spatial Development
Concept and the National Development Policy Concept. The
National Strategy will be adopted by the Parliament.
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Public consultation of the Strategy will be carried out during the
autumn; it is expected to last 45 days. The interested partners
will be reached via the Internet, direct mails, forums and a roadshow.

The Operational Programmes will be prepared based on the
National Strategy and the ministries are expected to have more
responsibilities in the preparation than during the previous
period.
The strategic planning is the duty of the Ministry of National
Economy. The Ministry of National Development and the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs are responsible for EU-level negotiations on
the Multi-annual Financial Framework and Cohesion Policy. The
Office for National Economic Planning, a background institution
of the Ministry for National Economy is preparing the content
of the National Strategy. This Office was established in June,
2012.
The roles have changed more in depth on the regional, county
levels. The tasks of the 7 regions regarding spatial development
will be taken over by the 19 counties. This also affects the
programming and implementation of EU Funds.
Strategic Environmental Assessment is expected to be carried out
for the National Strategy and for the Operational Programmes.
The whole programming is supervised by the Government
Committee for National Development, established in July. The
Committee is chaired by the Prime Minister; members are the
ministers and under-secretaries responsible for the programming.
This committee approves the Operational Programmes, ActionPlans, the rules of procedures and its changes and decides on
major projects.

NGO perspective
The situation of programming can be summarised shortly: it is
late and information is missing. Hungary is lagging behind with
the EU funds planning and consequently with the preparation
and implementation of partnership. Even NGOs active in this
area know very little about the planned programming process,
the documents, the partnership etc. Moreover, the information is
typically obtained from informal sources.
At the beginning of the autumn of 2012, the structure of the
Operational Programmes was still not known 3, nor was the
division of tasks between responsible organisations. Some
evaluations of the programmes of the 2007-2013 programming
period have already been prepared, however, with little or
unknown involvement of stakeholders. The role of the Monitoring
Committees in the process of analysing the past period and
3
It was only in mid-October that the government started
to present a proposed structure of OPs at various events.
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the programming of the next one s also limited. Monitoring
committees are the most important forums related to EU Funds,
where NGOs can send official representatives, so the inclusion
of these committees in the evaluation would be very important.
Unfortunately, in the past two years the role and responsibilities
of the Monitoring Committees have been reduced and they have
become more of a formality.
A presentation of the National Development Agency, from an
international meeting in mid October identifies the following
as parties and processes of partnership: counties, dialogue
with professional organisations, chambers of commerce and
inter-ministry consultative groups. Even though “professional
organisations” is a relatively flexible term, this suggests that
there was no government intention to involve civil society and
the wider public in programming at all.
A meaningful public partnership process should be based on
sufficient time allocated for the discussion and enough information
for all parties. At present, it appears that none of those are
available. Even a formally appropriate public partnership process
could be fruitless and counterproductive if no one was dealing
with the proposals and if there was no substantive explanation
of why the various proposals have not been used. This apparent
partnership without true dialogue is quite discouraging for NGOs
regarding participation in the upcoming discussions. NGOs tend
to ask themselves whether it is worth the scarce resources of
civil society to commit significant investment of time and human
capacity to develop proposals when the authorities do not have
any obligation to accept the proposals or to present a convincing
answer as to why they rejected them.
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The primary purpose of the government is twofold at present: on
one hand to absorb all the available EU funds in the 2007-2013
period, and on the other hand to prevent getting considerably
lower allocations from Cohesion Policy Funds in 2014-2020
than in 2007-2013. NGOs also point out that the funds carry
as much risk of worsening the situation as they are likely to
improve it if their spending is well-planned. Since such analyses
are rare, it is not clear what problems a poorly-planned project
could cause even at the local level. The risk of such a project
is not that it would effect no change but that it would trigger
negative change by, for example, increasing social and spatial
inequalities. Therefore, careful planning and programming with
the consideration and integration of a wide range of factors and
the identification of well-chosen priorities is key to the success
of EU funds. In this respect, the composition of the Government
Committee for National Development gives ground to serious
concern, as the basic membership of the Committee does not
include the ministries of two major fields affected by Cohesion

Policy, i.e. the Ministry of Human Resources and the Ministry of
Rural Development (also in charge of environmental protection).
It remains to be seen whether, with the establishment of a
Government Committee for National Development planning will
speed up, whether there will be sufficient time for real social
debate and whether and how this Committee will meet the above
challenges of integrative planning.

Official side

Latvia

In Latvia, the Ministry of Finance is responsible for the
implementation of EU Structural and Cohesion Policy and the
drafting of the Operational Programs. Priorities for EU Funds
in Latvia have to be in line with the strategic priorities defined
by the National Development Plan 2014-2020, which is under
preparation now and should be approved by the Cabinet of
Ministers and the Parliament by the end of 2012.
Latvia’s government distributes up-to-date information about
planning via its special web-page (www.esfondi.lv) which has
been the source of information for the 2007-2013 period. The
authorities have already organised public discussions about
proposed EU regulations, e.g. on November 9, 2011 the Ministry
of Finance organized a public hearing on the draft EU Structural
and Cohesion policy regulations, and they are planning to
organise bilateral meetings with social partners.
The main platform of official participation is planned to be the
Temporary EU Funds Monitoring Committee for the preparation of
planning documents. It will be headed by the Managing Authority
and will include, beside representatives of the responsible
authorities, non-governmental and regional partners. Similar to
the Steering Committee of the current programming period (2007
- 2013), which is a collegial EU funds (Structural Funds and
Cohesion Fund) institution aimed to ensure the effectiveness of
program implementation and quality monitoring, the Temporary
EU Funds Monitoring Committee will involve voting and nonvoting members. Any social partner has a possibility to participate
in the Monitoring Committee in non-voting (advisory or observer)
capacity.
The basic platform for discussion will be the Supervisory
Committee, set up particularly for the new programming period
to discuss the draft regulations. Similarly to the Monitoring
Committee, it will include all partners who have been working in
the EU fund planning and monitoring and will be open for new
partners.
The government is planning to prepare the Partnership
Agreement in an open and democratic process and will also
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prepare the Strategic Environmental Assessment of the planning
documents.

NGO perspective
So far, the programming process is just starting and ministries are
waiting for the government to approve the National development
plan of 2014-2020, which will set the bases for the OP and SF
activities. There is no active information distribution from the side
of the state on the national structural funds programming process.
Meanwhile, NGOs are actively seeking for information about the
plans and activities of the ministries and have not experienced
problems with access to information.
It is too early to assess which forms of consultation will be used
as the programming process is just starting. However, NGOs
have expressed interest in inter-institutional working groups
(especially on the sectoral level), involving the relevant ministries,
social partners and NGOs. It is also important to have timely,
publicly available and easily accessible information on the forms
and ways of participation.
There are good initiatives, like the proposal of the Ministry of
Finance to set up a shadow monitoring committee which would
include any interested institutions, to follow developments and the
implementation of the OP. The Cabinet of Ministers also initiated
a Memorandum on Cooperation between NGOs, which involves
more than 250 NGOs from different areas. Both of these initiatives
could be helpful forums for discussion in the programming period.
However, their role in programming is not yet clearly defined.
NGOs expect clear rules of the game and a transparent process,
timely information and clear distribution of responsibilities among
the different institutions involved. It is also expected that ministries
will actively distribute information and use participatory methods
to gain comments and feedback. It should also be made clear
what opinions are taken into consideration and what are not, and
why.
Environmental NGOs are aiming to integrate environmental
aspects – safeguards – into the OP and all the activities,
allocating more resources to energy efficiency and renewable
energy projects, while regional development NGOs aim for more
localized activities reflecting regional aspects and subsidiarity
principles. NGOs are also asking to open funds not only to the
state agencies but also to social partners and NGOs, which would
improve the quality of the projects and efficiency of the funds.
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Participation in the programming process for NGOs in Latvia has
never been restricted. Therefore the Partnership Contract is not

expected to bring in more participation opportunities. However, the
Partnership Contract (Agreement) can be used as an additional
tool and reference point by NGOs to lobby DG REGIO and the
national government to include some new provisions in national
regulations.

Official side

Poland

As early as late 2011, the Ministry of Regional Development
(MRD) began to involve the public in preparations for the new
programming period – as a starting point, the package of draft
regulations proposed by the European Commission for EU
funds 2014-2020 was discussed. A working meeting on the
regulations was organized on 26 October 2011, gathering input
from the partners to the government’s positions regarding those
documents. In December, the draft positions of Poland to the
proposed regulation package were uploaded on the MRD website
and a public consultation was announced.
The programming process itself started in 2012. Wide-scale
consultations are going to start once the government adopts an
outline of the Partnership Contract setting out the overall strategy
for the spending of EU funds 2014-2020. This will take place
before the end of 2012.
Nevertheless, partners are already being involved in shaping the
future of EU funds in Poland in several ways, including:
• expert debates on various thematic objectives of EU cohesion
policy 2014-2020 with participation of partners including NGOs;
• meetings of the National Territorial Forum, which is an advisory
body for regional policy; a dedicated session on partnership was
held on 12 September 2012.
The MRD is also open to NGOs’ and other partners’ initiatives
regarding discussion on the future of EU funds, sending speakers
to events such as the conference organized by the National
Federation of NGOs on 22 October 2012.

NGO perspective
Although the government claims that the programming is based
on close cooperation between public administration and social
and economic partners, in reality the process has several
shortcomings.
The preparation of source materials and key parts of the
Partnership Contract do not fully follow the partnership principle.
Most importantly, the foundations of this document are prepared
by an inter-ministerial group without involving representatives of
partners such as NGOs.
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Effectiveness of the current programming period and its
partnership processes has not been reliably assessed. Although
the government administration does talk about evaluation
of how the partnership principle has been implemented, no
concrete measures have been undertaken. Moreover, the
programming time-frame specified by the government is not
clearly communicated to the public.
Experience shows that inclusion of organisations in the
consultation process is frequently only a formality and the
time-frame is very short. For example, the time for consulting
the government’s positions on EU regulations (announced on
the Ministry’s website) was too short (fewer than 14 days) and
it spanned through Christmas and New Year’s Eve. This made
it difficult for NGOs and other social and economic partners to
thoroughly analyse and comment on the government proposals.
These problems are confirmed by NGO representatives. Most
NGOs voiced similar opinions to the one expressed by the
President of the Executive Council of the Polish Committee of
the European Anti Poverty Network (EAPN Poland):
“We are not involved in such consultations. We have participated
in the consultations of the National Reform Programme and
recently we have become a member of the Inter-ministerial Group
for the Europe 2020 Strategy. But the EU funds programming for
the coming period has not been directly discussed in either of
these bodies.”
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The impact of social and economic partners on the strategic
documents connected with the new EU funds perspective is very
low. The are no clear, binding and enforceable rules ensuring
participation of social partners and civil society organisations
during development of the key programming documents and the
strategic part of the Partnership Contract (i.e. vision, priorities,
scope of investments, sources of financing and implementation
strategy). All these areas remain largely unknown to social
partners. Documents prepared by the European Commission, i.e.
regulations and the Common Strategic Framework prove helpful,
as they contain suggestions on thematic objectives, investment
strategies or the general framework for the vision to be adopted by
the Member States. Nevertheless, it is Member States that specify
in greater detail the general framework and define the structure
of the programmes and measures to be implemented. Moreover,
NGOs have been excluded from the approval of assumptions
to analyses or strategies for Operational Programmes. Members
of Monitoring Committees and Subcommittees that represent
social partners are merely informed about EC proposals – no
consultation process is envisaged.

Official side

Romania

In Romania, the authorities are well aware that the programming
documents have to be elaborated in cooperation with social
partners and in dialogue with the Commission. In order to ensure
the coherence of the realisation of partnership throughout
the whole structure, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a
Memorandum in June this year. The aim of the Memorandum is
to give a common guide to the implementation of the partnership
principle. It includes several consultation possibilities with the
representatives of the authorities from national, regional and local
level, with the organizations of civil society, and with economical
and social partners during the programming process.
Based on the principles of the Memorandum, the Development
Agency from the Central Region developed a partnership
framework proposal for the Regional Development Plans. For
the regional level, this proposal offers total transparency and
involvement of all the interested actors in order to ensure the
efficiency and sustainability of the process and the developed
documents.
Involvement of the partners in the programming process started in
2011 by establishing working groups on county level. The groups
were established and are led by the County Councils under the
coordination of the Regional Development Agency. Members
are the representatives of the administrative, economic, social
and educational bodies from each county. These groups had two
meetings until now and were joined by representatives of the
economic sector and civil society this year. In the future, countylevel working groups will be complemented by thematic working
groups.
The ministries which coordinate the development of the
different OPs also launched a selection process for all kinds of
organizations interested in the programming (NGOs, trade unions,
chambers of commerce, universities). Selected organisations will
have the opportunity to participate in the Thematic Consultative
Committees. The selection will be done through a transparent
process, based on letters of intent and established indicators.
The committees will have 30 members, 10 of which will represent
different professional and civil sectors.

NGO perspective
In Romania, NGOs generally agree that they do have information
about the planning process, especially the NGOs specialized in
the monitoring of the programming and the implementation of the
EU Funds.
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In spite of the appropriate information flow, NGOs have a very bad
impression of the way the partnership principle is implemented. In
several cases it is only superficial and NGOs are not considered
equal partners of the authorities. The latter may be due to the
lack of capacity of NGOs. Civil society organisations, on the other
hand, do not have good experience concerning the reaction of
the authorities to their initiatives.
The establishment and the activities of the Thematic Consultative
Committees are also controversial. The announcement that
NGOs can apply for membership in the Consultative Committees
was made in summer time during the holidays. Some NGOs,
which applied for membership, have not received any official
answer up until now. But they did get a phone call from the
Managing Authority in which they were informed that they do not
have a good chance of becoming a member of the Committee,
as there are other “more representative coalitions” which can
delegate representatives. Other NGOs did not even send their
application because they were sure that they would not have a
chance of becoming a member anyway. The general opinion of
those interviewed was that membership should be open for all
the interested NGOs.
In the new programming period, NGOs expect more possibilities to
apply for funds for NGO-related activities, “more humane” (better,
easier) conditions to access the funds, and less bureaucracy
during the implementation of the EU-funded projects. In the
current period the idea has been that it is better to allocate the EU
funds to the authorities because they have a higher absorption
capacity. This assumption has proved to be false. Authorities,
municipalities have had problems both at the stage of application
and during the implementation of their projects. They do not
seem to be used to the strong rules of EU funds. NGOs are on
the opinion that the lessons from the previous programming
period should be drawn and applied to the new programming
period. However, NGOs so far have not been consulted in any
evaluation of the current period.

Slovakia

Official side
In Slovakia the main administrating body responsible for the
negotiation and management of the main strategic documents is
the Ministry of Transport, Construction and Regional Development,
acting as Central Coordinating Authority (CCA).
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There are several official forums for participation in the
programming process. In February 2011 the CCA established
the working group “Partnership for Cohesion Policy”, which is
an advisory body to the CCA on the programming of new EU
funds.

After the new government started to operate in April 2012,
a “Government Council for Future Partnership Agreement”
was established as an advisory authority for the programming
of the Cohesion Policy. NGOs do not have representatives in
the Council. The Plenipotentiary of the Government for the
Development of Civic Society, who acts as an advisory authority
for the Government of the Slovak Republic and is a member of
this Council, is willing to act as a representative of NGOs and
to inform them on the matters discussed and decided by the
Council, although he formally represents public administration.
He has already started to gather the positions of NGOs on the EU
funds in the next programming period and wishes to present and
promote them in the Council. However, this remains an indirect
representation of NGOs and is not a direct partnership.
Another possibility for NGOs that are members of monitoring
committees of individual OPs is to demand information on
programming in certain sectors and to demand inclusion in the
preparation of analytical and strategic documents.

NGO perspective
On a general level the CCA is willing to cooperate with NGOs and
to include their contribution in their work. However, the CCA does
not plan to adopt any written rules on partnership and they prefer
“ad-hoc cooperation” with NGOs. There is no willingness to go
beyond the rules set on the EU level. It also seems that there is
a very low level of awareness about the civic sector among state
officials and they have a problem finding an appropriate partner,
acknowledged by a wider coalition of NGOs as their representative.
Overall, NGOs are viewed as one of the interest groups who are
trying to lobby for their own agenda in the programming process
and state authorities view them more or less the same as trade
unions or business and industrial associations.
Although the discussions about future Cohesion Policy and EU
funds are already running, the official information on the progress
of these discussions is scarce and is often available only on
demand. This signals that the NGOs will probably have a very
small say in the discussions and will only be able to comment
on the documents drafted without their participation, unless they
actively promote their demands in a coordinated way.
Even in the case of the existing conciliatory bodies there are several
questionable issues which make it hard for civil representatives
to participate effectively in the programming process. NGOs are
often not satisfied with the distribution of power within working
groups and call for a more even representation of the different
sectors (state authorities, regional and local governments, private
actors, social partners and civil society) in the bodies.
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The issue of the legitimacy of NGO representatives is also
problematic. There is no official mechanism according to which
NGO representatives are to be selected. Additionally, NGO
structures related to the government have changed several
times during the past years. There are several working groups
and Monitoring Committees where the formal representative of
NGOs is completely unknown within the sector, and there is no
communication between the representative and the NGOs working
on this issue. The criteria according to which an organization can
be regarded as a representative of civil society are not clearly
defined. A clear and transparent process should be set up to
appoint NGO representatives acknowledged by the NGOs and
the authorities. At the same time, it is important for NGOs to
approve a code of conduct in order to provide for a timely flow of
information, democratic representation and to assert the ideas of
individual members of platforms.
In addition, the operation of working groups with NGO involvement
is complicated by the very short periods which are usually
allocated for commenting, (e.g. commenting on a document from
Friday to Monday). As the tight deadlines are often set centrally
by the CCA or directly by the European Commission it raises the
question whether the partnership process is inhibited by EC which
does not provide enough time and space for proper discussion
with the partners.
Lastly, the question of accessibility of EU funds for NGOs is
quite important. At the moment, EU funds are not accessible to
NGOs due to the administrative and financial criteria. In order
to guarantee the access to funding for NGOs, a simplification
of project administration, a lower level of co-financing and
the possibility of advance payments would be necessary. The
system of global grants is also important and could significantly
improve the accessibility of funds for small NGOs and would
allow implementation of small, sustainable projects.
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