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I. COMMISSION AND EEAS REPLIES IN BRIEF 

Cross-border programmes along the EU’s external land and sea borders are a unique form of 
cooperation between Member States and neighbouring partner countries. This cooperation provides 
for enhanced people-to-people contacts and exchanges at regional and local level, and involves a 
broad range of actors (municipalities, NGOs, universities etc.). The 2014-2020 European 
Neighbourhood Instrument (ENI) Cross-border Cooperation (CBC) programmes are highly 
appreciated by all stakeholders and are widely perceived as successful ways of bringing together 
the EU and its neighbouring countries around common challenges and priorities, with ownership 
and partnership at the centre of this cooperation.  

The cooperation plays a unique role as part of the EU’s foreign policy toolbox. In a number of cases, 
ENI CBC programmes have enabled cooperation, which would have otherwise not taken place or 
would have faced difficulties for political reasons; for example cooperation between Israel and its 
Arab neighbours. As such, CBC represents an important apolitical, confidence-building tool. This is a 
major asset and added value, recognised by all partners involved.  

ENI CBC programmes are also of key importance in addressing gaps in the development of border 
areas and challenges that cross national borders, e.g. climate change or transport connections. 
Addressing such issues via a specific cooperation governance model, ENI CBC has proven itself to 
be an effective instrument for joint solutions.  

The Commission welcomes the overall conclusion of the ECA special report confirming that ENI CBC 
programmes have provided relevant and valuable support to the regions on both sides of 

the EU’s external border. Given its timing, the audit could necessarily only partially capture the 
results of ENI CBC that started full implementation in 2019. Complete results will only be known at 
closure, in 2025. 

The Commission recognises that the complementarities among EU instruments implemented on the 
same territory can always be improved.  We welcome the interest of the EU Delegations to be more 
engaged and better informed about the cooperation. We also welcome the ECA’s conclusion about 
the need for closer involvement of the EU Delegations and we consider that such involvement has 
to respect the rules on governance for these programmes under the shared management approach.  

The Commission recognises some of the issues that have faced ENI CBC implementation in the 
past, such as the late start of the programmes, some weaknesses in results monitoring or 
insufficient access to anti-fraud reporting tools. The Commission has addressed these issues 
through the integration of ENI CBC into the overall Interreg framework within cohesion policy. 
"Interreg NEXT programmes", as they are now known, will benefit in 2021-2027 from a simplified 
legal framework, new procedures and a continuous high level of commitment, despite the 
unprecedented challenges that have been created by Russia's military aggression against Ukraine. 
Interreg NEXT will be at the heart of the EU's support to Ukraine and its people on their European 
path, building capacities and fostering cooperation links with the EU in its border regions.  
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II. COMMISSION AND EEAS REPLIES TO MAIN 
OBSERVATIONS OF THE ECA  

1. Complementarity of ENI CBC with other EU-funded 

programmes  

The Commission welcomes the ECA’s main observation that the ENI CBC programmes were 
developed in a participatory manner and identified priorities aligned with common challenges of 
the border regions. It also notes that the ECA recognised that the thematic objectives selected by 
the programmes were in line with their analysis of regions’ challenges and weaknesses1 and that 
civil society played an important role in defining the needs and priorities of the participating 
regions.2 

The Commission encourages and promotes coordination among EU programmes and tools to 
enhance synergies among them and to avoid double-financing. We welcome ECA’s observation that 
the Commission made efforts to avoid double funding of projects and to identify possible 
synergies.3 The Commission also issued a recommendation to programmes in this sense. In 
addition, with the support of the Commission, Interact and TESIM (the Commission's technical 
assistance project supporting the ENI CBC programmes), created the dialogue platform ‘Improving 
synergies across the Mediterranean’ in July 2020. This platform is open to all 2021-2027 Interreg 
programmes that operate in the Mediterranean and it facilitates stronger coordination both during 
programming and implementation. The Commission also notes the ECA’s acknowledgement of 
coordination efforts being made by TESIM the Interact programme and the ENI CBC programmes 
themselves.4  

Managing authorities are responsible for ensuring synergies and avoiding duplication or double 
funding. In this respect, the Commission does not agree that the coordination that is carried out is 
“insufficient” and that there is a “lack of structured coordination”5. 

The Commission and the EEAS consider it important for EU Delegations to be more involved with 
ENI CBC and Interreg NEXT programmes.6 However, the legal framework for cohesion policy clearly 
defines the role of the Commission in the implementation of programmes. Under shared 
management, responsibility for project selection and project-level monitoring rests with the 
participating countries and the programme authorities, not with the Commission. 

For the 2021-2027 programmes, the Commission has significantly simplified the procedures for 
setting up programmes under cohesion policy measures. In particular, the designation of 
programme authorities is abolished, which should help prevent delays identified in the 2014-2020 
period7 and accelerate the start of the future programmes.  

                                                 
1 See ECA observation 15.  

2 See ECA observation 22.  

3 See ECA observation 23.  

4 See ECA observation 28. 

5 See ECA observation 29. 

6 See ECA observation 31. 

7 See ECA observation 33. 
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2. Selection, monitoring and reporting  

The Commission welcomes the ECA conclusions about the selection process qualified as “largely 
transparent and designed to select the most suitable ENI CBC projects”, and the role of the 
Commission and the managing authorities in providing useful guidance on project implementation 
and on mitigating the risk of fraud. We take note of the ECA findings related to the projected (good) 
performance of the projects as well as some weaker cross-border impact in a minority of projects 
audited. In early October 2022, the Commission obtained information from the programme 
authorities that the weaknesses identified by ECA are being, at least partly, addressed in the 
meantime.8 For example, the construction of the road border crossing in Malhowice, Poland, which 
will enhance the cross-border dimension to the regional road 885 project, is on-going and should 
be finalised in 2025. According to the information received from the programme authorities, all the 
delayed on-the-spot checks from the 2020-2021 yearly plan were performed by the end of June 
2022. 

Regarding the monitoring and reporting framework for the programmes, all programmes chose at 
least one common output indicator per priority, which allows a plausible level of aggregation on ENI 
CBC level.9 Further work is planned to support the programmes, including through technical 
assistance, to help them set up the indicators system at project level accurately.  

3. NEXT programmes and outlook for the future 

The Commission welcomes ECA's recognition that changes made to the new legal framework and 
procedures for 2021-2027 reflect the lessons learned from the past. The Commission is convinced 
that the simplification measures introduced will offer tangible benefits for the programmes as well 
as for their implementation, and for the project beneficiaries. The Commission considers that the 
new regulations provide for a more than sufficiently robust system to identify any weaknesses in 
programme management and control systems, without the negative consequences and lengthy 
delays that the former designation procedure created.10 Likewise, the Commission sees only 
advantages and no substantial risks in applying the simplified procedure for the Large 
Infrastructure Projects. The legislation still allows the Commission to give its opinion prior to a 
project´s selection, but this intervention should not delay the implementation of such projects. 

The Commission considers that the weaknesses of ENI CBC monitoring and reporting systems 
identified by the ECA have been appropriately addressed by the new regulations. Programmes have 
to apply the cohesion policy performance framework, setting up a clear system of common output 
and result indicators. The Commission has consistently encouraged programmes to make use of 
these common indicators and all Interreg NEXT programmes have chosen to use the new common 
output and result indicators, which will result in a level of aggregation for the 2021-2027 
programmes much higher than in 2014-2020. 11 

The multiannual strategy document´s adoption was indeed delayed due to the Russian military 
aggression against Ukraine. However, it was adopted on 12 August.  

Due to the Russian military aggression against Ukraine all EU cooperation activities with Russia and 
Belarus are suspended, and the 2021-2027 cooperation programmes with the two countries are 

                                                 
8 See ECA observations 59 and 66. 

9 See ECA observation 61. 

10 See ECA observation 77. 

11 See ECA observation 81. 
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not likely to start in the near future. Despite a very challenging political context, there is on-going 
enthusiasm and high level of commitment to the Southern Neighbourhood cooperation in the 
Mediterranean area.   

On top of that, the cooperation with Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova is gaining further 
momentum and importance as both countries are granted the EU candidate status. Interreg 
provides a unique occasion for Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova to be directly part of shared 
management programmes. With the investments in education, health, green infrastructure or 
border crossing management, the Interreg NEXT programmes will help to tackle various challenges 
and the pressing needs of the border regions in the partner countries, and offer invaluable 
opportunities to regional and local stakeholders to raise their capacities through joint projects with 
their Member States counterparts. The Commission is making its utmost to strengthen this 
cooperation both financially and through the adaptation of the legal framework. The Commission is 
also doing everything to adopt the new programmes by end of 2022 to be able to start new 
cooperation and investments in the border regions as soon as possible.  

III. COMMISSION AND EEAS REPLIES TO THE 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE 
ECA  

Recommendation 1 – Improve inter-programme coordination  

The Commission should: 

(a) when reviewing the draft Interreg NEXT programmes, assess whether programmes with a partial 

geographic overlap have committed to ensure inter-programme coordination, complementarities 

and synergies;  

(b) in its monitoring role, verify the effective implementation of the inter-programme coordination 

established. 

Target implementation date for (a): 31 December 2022 

Target implementation date for (b): 30 June 2023 

The Commission accepts this recommendation. 

Concerning point (a), all 2021-2027 Interreg programmes, including Interreg NEXT, are required to 
describe in their programme document how complementarity and synergies with other funding 
programmes and instruments are taken into account. (Article 17 (3)(b)(ii) Interreg Regulation). The 
Commission therefore assesses during its quality assessment of programmes, and prior to 
approval, whether this requirement is fulfilled. This includes a description on how programme 
authorities intend to coordinate with other EU funding streams, including for EU bilateral 
cooperation with partner countries. The coordination can vary based on the complexity, context and 
geographic specificities of a programme.  

Concerning point (b), the Commission will verify whether programme authorities implement the 
inter-programme coordination in their Interreg NEXT programmes.  
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Recommendation 2 – Enhance the involvement of EU 

Delegations 

In its advisory capacity, the Commission should systematically involve, as observers, the EEAS and 

relevant EU Delegations in the work of joint programming committees and joint monitoring 

committees. 

Target implementation date: 31 March 2023 

The Commission accepts this recommendation. 

DG Regional and Urban Policy is chef de file for the management of ENI CBC and Interreg NEXT 
programmes and it therefore represents the European Commission in the monitoring committees. 
As with all cohesion policy programmes, the lead DG will consider the agenda of each monitoring 
committee and will arrange for appropriate representation of the Commission, as well as the 
European External Action Service and EU Delegation colleagues.   

The Commission will ensure a systematic sharing of monitoring committee documentation with 
relevant colleagues, including those in the European External Action Service and EU Delegations. 
This is a practice already in place for some ENI CBC programmes, e.g. ENI CBC Mediterranean.  

The Commission underlines that joint programming committees are not formal programme bodies. 
They are created on an ad hoc basis by the participating countries to write the new programme 
documents. They will cease to exist in 2022 once programmes are adopted. 

Recommendation 3 – Adapt a fraud-reporting IT tool  

The Commission should allow anti-fraud bodies in non-EU countries (identified in financing 

agreements) to report potential irregularities directly via the Irregularity Management System. 

Target implementation date: 31 December 2023 

The Commission accepts the recommendation. 

Access to new reporting authorities and users is technically possible. It can and will be granted. 
However, the Commission would like to underline that, given the current level of human resources 
available, providing training, guidance and assistance to the new users may be challenging. The 
Commission also notes that in non-EU countries benefitting from EU assistance there may be 
issues of competence for reporting irregularities via the Irregularity Management System at 
national level. 

Recommendation 4 – Provide guidance on monitoring 

sustainability after project closure 

The Commission should provide guidance, in the form of advice and support, on monitoring the 

sustainability of projects (financed by ENI CBC and Interreg NEXT programmes), recommending that 

projects above a certain value and/or with an infrastructure component report to managing 

authorities on the sustainability of their results after project closure. 

Target implementation date: 31 December 2023 
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The Commission accepts this recommendation. 

Sustainability of projects is an important principle for the delivery of all EU policies. The 
Commission will pro-actively address the question of sustainability of ENI CBC projects during 
experience-sharing events for the programme authorities, such as the ENI CBC Consultation and 
Coordination Group (CCG) and/or at the monitoring committee meetings.   

The Commission highlights that for the Interreg NEXT programmes, durability of operations is a 
regulatory requirement under Article 65 of the 2021-2027 Common Provisions Regulation. 
Durability will be followed up by the programme authorities in line with this requirement.  

Recommendation 5 – Consult all relevant services on large 

infrastructure projects 

Given the strategic importance of large infrastructure projects in bilateral relations with partner 

countries, the Commission should ensure that the Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy 

(DG REGIO) consults all relevant directorates-general, the European External Action Service and EU 

Delegations, on the list of planned projects and on related concept notes. 

Target implementation date: 31 December 2022 

The Commission accepts this recommendation. 

In line with Article 57(3) and (4) of the 2021-2027 Interreg Regulation, DG Regional and Urban 
Policy will receive lists of planned large infrastructure projects as well as concept notes outlining 
the location, the budget, the lead partner and the partners as well as the main objectives and 
deliverables of large infrastructure projects to be financed under Interreg NEXT programmes. DG 
Regional and Urban Policy will consult relevant services, including EEAS and EU Delegations, on 
both the lists and the concept notes. 

Recommendation 6 – Enhance use of common indicators 

When reviewing the draft Interreg NEXT programmes, the Commission should assess the consistency 

of indicators, and promote the widest possible use of common output and outcome indicators. 

Target implementation date: Immediate  

The Commission accepts this recommendation. 

The enhanced use of common indicators has been enshrined in the regulations for the 2021-2027 
period. The regulations provide for a systematic approach to performance, monitoring and 
evaluation and set out common output and result indicators, which are to be used to the widest 
possible extent. This also applies to Interreg NEXT programmes and the Commission checks the 
consistency of indicators during its quality assessment of all draft programmes. The 
methodological descriptions of the common output and result indicators are outlined in 
Commission Staff Working Document SWD(2021)198. 
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