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1.
Summary

The mid term evaluations of all Structural Fund programmes were completed by the end of 2003 as required by the Regulation 1260/1999 and the mid term review of programmes is complete or underway in Member States.  It is appropriate, therefore, to pause and take stock of the process and results of the mid term evaluation and consider what has been learnt and how good practice can be built on in the future.

This paper has been prepared by the Evaluation Unit of the DG for Regional Policy and concerns the mid term evaluations of Objectives 1 and 2.  Its objective is to provide an input for discussion with the Member States on the experience and results of the mid term evaluation.  This discussion will take place at a seminar in October 2004 in Brussels, attended by members of the Technical Group on Evaluation as well as some evaluators and regional authorities who will present good practice examples to contribute to the discussion.  Following the seminar, the paper will be revised and developed further in light of the debate and further information on how the evaluations are being used.  The paper will then be published as a document of the Commission services.

1.1
The Role of the Mid Term Evaluation

The requirements for the Mid Term Evaluation were set out in Article 42 of Council Regulation 1260/1999.  These requirements were complemented by a Commission working paper
 which was drawn up in 2000 in consultation with Member States.  The aim of the mid term evaluation was to report on what had been achieved to date and, on that basis and on the basis of an examination of developments in the programme environment, to identify any changes which should be made to the programme in order to maximise its longer term impact.  The Working Paper provides guidance on the process for the mid term evaluation and its eight core elements.  

1.2
The Mid Term Evaluation Process

The mid term evaluation was a complex process involving the Commission, the Member State, the managing authority, the monitoring committee and the evaluator.  Two aspects of the process for the mid term evaluation can be identified as particular strengths:  the quality of planning and the positive contribution of partnership.  

1.3
The Evaluators

The evaluation market is relatively limited and the mid term evaluation did not see a significant expansion of the number of evaluators.  Evaluations were mostly undertaken by evaluation consultancy companies, with some involvement of academics and growing evidence of evaluations being undertaken by consortia of evaluators.  The single legal deadline for the submission of all mid term evaluations created pressure on the evaluation market and some evaluators who took on a number of evaluations were over-stretched.  

1.4
Quality of the Evaluations

The evaluations were of a higher quality than those undertaken in the past with some excellent examples.  The Commission’s examination of the quality of the evaluations resulted in two thirds being rated as being of good or excellent quality.  This increase in quality results from a growing capacity among evaluators and Managing Authorities.  Managing Authorities allocated more resources to the evaluation than had been the case in previous evaluation exercises.  

Limitations of the evaluations related to the scale of the task, with a large number of evaluation questions to be answered and some very large complex programmes being evaluated.  Some weaker evaluations related to evaluators being over-stretched in undertaking too many evaluation projects and not devoting sufficient resources to all projects.  Methodological weaknesses also limited the quality of some evaluations.

1.5
Cost and Cost Effectiveness

Over €35 million was spent on the Objective 1 and 2 mid term evaluations with an average cost per evaluation of €172,000 (nearly €240,000 for Objective 1 programmes and €97,000 for Objective 2).  The cost of the evaluations represented on average 0.08% of total annual allocations, 0.07% for Objective 1 and 0.09% for Objective 2.  The lower percentage cost for Objective 1 is to be expected, given the scale of many of the larger Objective 1 programmes.

Cost effectiveness depends on the usefulness of the evaluations in improving the quality and relevance of programmes, a process which is still underway.  The Commission’s perception is that the resources allocated to the mid term evaluation were appropriate and higher than previous allocations, but that cost effectiveness was limited by the late or slow start of some programmes, the large number of evaluation questions and the large scale of some programmes leading to in some cases a rather superficial approach, and methodological weaknesses.

1.6
Methodologies

The mid term evaluations in general were based on an appropriate mix of desk research, primary research and, for larger programmes, some macro-economic modelling.  Significant improvements were evident in the quality and rigour of the evaluations.  A difficulty for many of the evaluations was that the monitoring system was not yet functioning well and there was limited administrative data on the implementation of the programme.  Primary research undertaken included consultations, surveys, focus groups and case studies.  

Structural Fund evaluations are complex and evaluators should be encouraged to develop and improve appropriate methodologies.  The following methodological concerns need to be addressed in future evaluations :  

· As regards primary research, evaluations should be informed by the “on-the-ground” reality of the implementation of the programme.  While the scale of some programmes might make this difficult across all measures, at least the major priorities should be subject of fieldwork.  

· In relation to analysis, some evaluations contained extensive descriptive material rather than more synthetic analysis.   Evaluators should aim to analyse synthetically the performance of the overall programme at a strategic level, bringing together bottom up administrative (monitoring) data or primary research and analysis of changes in the global environment.  

· The presentation of reports needs to be improved.  Many reports were extremely long, often because of the extensive descriptive material.  This militated against their usefulness.  

Evaluators need to develop their capacities in these areas, while those who commission evaluations must demand high standards from the evaluators.  

1.7
Answers to the Evaluation Questions

The evaluations aimed to answer a number of evaluation questions and we can synthesise the answers as follows:

· In nearly all cases the evaluators concluded that the strategies adopted in the programmes were still appropriate.

· It was too early to assess effectiveness in many cases, given the late or slow start-up of programmes.  A difficulty was presented by the monitoring system which often required revision of the definition of indicators and their targets.  

· It was likewise too early to measure impact, although evaluations did in some cases recommend the revision of targets based on the experience of the early years of implementation.  Macro economic modelling undertaken for large CSFs suggests that programmes are on course to achieve their global objectives.

· Efficiency was more often defined as financial absorption rather than the cost per output or result achieved.  Financial absorption is clearly improved compared to the past, driven by the requirements of the N+2 rule.  

· Evaluations found an urgent need for improvement of the systems of quantification of objectives.  

· Implementation systems were found to fulfil the regulatory requirements and to be significantly improved on the past.  

1.8
Contribution to Lisbon Priorities

Although the mid term evaluations did not have an objective of evaluating the contribution of the Structural Funds to the Lisbon priorities, some evaluation findings provide interesting insights:

· As regards transport and accessibility, the evaluations find good progress being made in large road and rail projects.  Projects to develop ports, airports and local transport initiatives are also progressing but often at a slower rate.

· The Structural Funds are supporting the knowledge based economy through co-operation between research institutes and businesses, the development of business clusters and research centres, investment in broad-band access, the development of regional innovation strategies and the training of researchers, as well as applied research projects.  Many innovative projects and approaches are being supported with some taking longer to establish than originally anticipated.

· Entrepreneurship is supported through grant aid to start-up, small, innovative and large enterprises, the development of business parks, consultancy support and the creation of special venture funds.  Many of these interventions are demand led and slower progress than anticipated is linked to the global economic slow-down in the early years of the programmes.

· The promotion of social inclusion is an important dimension in the majority of Objective 1 and 2 programmes and the majority of evaluations find that performance is satisfactory or above target.  Integrated actions are found to be the most effective, although these are resource intensive.

· The environment was a horizontal priority for the Structural Funds and the evaluations provide insights into how to enhance the practical integration of the priority and how the concept of sustainable development can be made real in the programmes.  The Structural Funds also support direct environmental actions including the revitalisation of industrial sites, the development of renewable energy sources and the development of facilities for fresh water supply or waste disposal, as well as the development of protected areas.  In general, the more traditional types of projects are proceeding according to plan with more innovative measures taking longer to start up.

1.9
The Mid Term Evaluation – Strengths and Weaknesses

The mid term evaluation exercise demonstrates growing evaluation capacity among Member States.  While much improved compared to previous evaluations, there is still scope to further improve Structural Fund evaluation.  We can identify the following strengths of the mid term evaluation:

· Its organisation and planning,

· The contribution of the partnership,

· The allocation of resources – both financial and human to manage the process,

· Increased evaluation capacity in the market and in the administrations leading to higher quality evaluations.

The weaknesses identified in the report are:

· The rigid deadline leading to the evaluation being too early in some cases and creating pressure on the evaluation market,

· The requirements of the evaluation being too broad, covering all measures and eight different and complex evaluation questions, ranging from strategy to effectiveness to implementation,

· Evaluation terms of reference sometimes not sufficiently adapted to the needs of regions or sectors,

· Some evaluators not delivering sufficiently high quality work, with Managing Authorities not managing the process closely enough and demanding better quality.

In terms of proposals for the future, the Commission has proposed that the mid term evaluation should be replaced in the next programming period with a programme of ongoing evaluation of all or parts of the programmes depending on needs.  This would allow the strengths of the mid term evaluation process to be built upon, but would address the weaknesses related to rigidities and scope.

1.10
Update of the Mid Term Evaluation

An update of the mid term evaluation is required by the end of 2005 and the Commission has recently produced guidance on its content.  The update will be produced at an important time, just before planning starts for the next programme period, and it will also be an important preparation for the ex post evaluation.  The Commission has proposed that the core element of the update should be an analysis of outputs and results achieved to date, but that there should be scope for particular evaluation questions to be addressed, depending on regional or sectoral needs.

1.11
Challenges for the Future

Having analysed the processes, methodologies, content and use of the mid term evaluations and concluded on the strengths and weaknesses of the exercise, we can in  conclusion identify a number of challenges for the future for evaluation and the Structural Funds.

· Further Strengthening Evaluation Capacity:  The Member States which undertook the mid term evaluation demonstrate a growing evaluation capacity which has led to the production of better quality reports.  However, performance was variable and there is a need to further strengthen capacity – both among those who commission evaluation and those who carry them out:  

· In some cases there is a need to increase the amount and quality of human resources devoted to managing evaluation.  

· As regards the evaluators, increased efforts to develop appropriate methodologies are needed to ensure accountability and to provide greater insights into the performance of programmes.  Proposals for more targeted evaluations in the future should permit the development of methodologies specific to the issues being evaluated.

· Evaluation capacity is at an early stage of development in many of the Member States which have recently joined the EU.  Here, the challenge is to build on experience of other Member States and to take action to build capacity both within the administrations and in the marketplace of evaluators.

· Improving Monitoring Systems:  There is a clear need to improve monitoring systems so that they become a genuine management instrument – providing timely and meaningful physical data on the implementation of programmes and contributing to better decision making and higher quality programmes.  Good monitoring systems are essential for accountability, in order to allow regional and national authorities and the European Commission account for and demonstrate the added value of the very considerable amount of resources being invested in Structural Fund programmes.  There is a need for monitoring systems to be refined to concentrate on core indicators and to ensure that data are gathered regularly and considered by decision makers and are available to evaluators.
· Creating a Platform for the Exchange of Experience:  With enlargement of the EU, there is now a wide range of evaluation capacity across the Member States and there is potential for that capacity to be enhanced through the exchange of experience.  The Commission will take action to encourage networking and proposes in the next year to develop the web-based GUIDE to the evaluation of socio-economic development (www.evalsed.info) into a truly interactive site which can facilitate such activities. 
2.
Introduction

The mid term evaluations of all Structural Fund programmes were completed on time by the end of 2003 as required by the Regulation 1260/1999.  The mid term review of programmes is underway in Member States with it already complete in some cases.  It is appropriate, therefore, to pause and take stock of the process and results of the mid term evaluation and consider what has been learnt and how good practice can be built on in the future.

2.1
Objectives of this Report

This paper has been prepared by the Evaluation Unit of the Directorate General for Regional Policy and it focuses on the mid term evaluations of Objectives 1 and 2.  Other work is being undertaken to distil the learning from the INTERREG III and URBAN II evaluations, while the DGs for Employment, Agriculture and Fisheries are also examining the mid term evaluations of the programmes for which they are responsible.  The purpose of this paper is to provide an input for discussion with Member States on the experience and results of the mid term evaluation.  This discussion will take place at a seminar in October 2004 in Brussels, attended by members of the Technical Group on Evaluation as well as some evaluators and regional authorities who will present good practice examples to contribute to the discussion.

Following the seminar, the paper will be revised and developed further in light of the debate and further information on how the evaluations are being used.  The paper will then be published as a document of the Commission services.

2.2
The Role of the Mid Term Evaluation

The requirements for the Mid Term Evaluation were outlined in Article 42 of Council Regulation 1260/1999.  These requirements were complemented by a working paper
 which was drawn up by the Commission in 2000 in consultation with the Member States through the Technical Group on Evaluation.  

The Regulation states that the role of the mid term evaluation is, along with ex ante and ex post evaluation, to appraise the impact of programmes with respect to the objectives of the Structural Funds and to analyse their effects on specific structural problems.  Effectiveness was to be measured on the basis of the impact on the strengthening of economic and social cohesion and the impact of the individual priorities in the programmes.  The Working Paper outlines the role for the mid term evaluation in more specific terms, taking account of its place in the evaluation life cycle and the contribution it could make at the point in time in which it took place:

“The mid term evaluation is not an end in itself but a means to improve the quality and relevance of programming.  It provides an opportunity to identify reorientations to the programming which may be needed to ensure the achievement of the original objectives.”

“The overall aim of the mid term evaluation is to assess the initial results of the various forms of assistance and to make recommendations for any changes needed to ensure that they achieve their objectives.”

The twofold aims of the mid term evaluation are therefore clear.  It aimed to report on what had been achieved to date and, on that basis and on the basis of an examination of developments in the programme environment, to identify any changes which should be made to the programme content or implementation system in order to maximise the longer term impact.

The Working Paper provides guidance on the process for the production of the mid term evaluation and its core elements.  The core elements were extensive, comprising the following:

· Analysis of previous evaluation results;

· Analysis of the continuing validity of the ex ante evaluation’s analysis of the strengths, weaknesses and potential of the State, region or sector;

· Assessment of the continuing relevance and the consistency of the strategy;

· Quantification of objectives – outputs, results and impacts;

· Evaluation of effectiveness and efficiency to date and expected socio-economic impacts;

· Quality of implementation and monitoring arrangements;

· Results for performance reserve indicators.

Article 42 of Council Regulation 1260/1999 – The Mid Term Evaluation

1.  Mid-term evaluation shall examine, in the light of the ex-ante evaluation, the initial results of the assistance, their relevance the extent to which the targets have been attained.  It shall also assess the use made of financial resources and the operation of monitoring and implementation.

2.  Mid-term evaluation shall be carried out under the responsibility of the managing authority, in cooperation with the Commission and the Member State.  It shall cover each Community support framework and each assistance.  It shall be carried out by an independent assessor, be submitted to the Monitoring Committee for the Community support framework or assistance concerned in accordance with Article 35(3), and then sent to the Commission, as a general rule three years after adoption of the Community support framework or assistance, and no later than 31 December 2003, with a view to the revision referred to in Article 14(2).

3.  The Commission shall examine the relevance and quality of the evaluation on the basis of criteria defined beforehand by the Commission and the Member State in partnership, with a view to reviewing the assistance and allocating the reserve referred to in Article 44.

4.  As a continuation of mid-term evaluation, it shall be updated for each Community support framework and assistance and completed no later than 31 December 2005 in order to prepare for subsequent assistance operations.

2.3
Content of the Report

The structure of this report follows the structure proposed for the seminar in October.  The first section deals with the process of the evaluation, including the roles of the various actors involved and an assessment of the quality of the evaluations.  This is followed by a section on the methodologies used.  The following substantial section deals with the findings of the report, both in terms of the answers to the main evaluation questions for the mid term evaluation and an analysis of how Structural Fund programmes are contributing to the achievement of the Lisbon priorities.  This section is based on a review of a sample of 65 evaluations across all Member States most of which were assessed by the Commission as being of good quality.  The section on the use of the evaluations which follows is as yet incomplete and will be expanded following discussion at the seminar in October 2004.   Finally, some conclusions are drawn on the mid term evaluation process and results and some thoughts for the future are raised for consideration and debate.

3.
The Process

The mid term evaluation involved a wide range of partners, extending from beneficiaries who were interviewed for the evaluation, through the evaluator, the steering group, the monitoring committee, the managing authority, the Member State and, finally, to the European Commission.  Each stakeholder had a different role and responsibility in the process, but all contributed to the quality of the process and, ultimately, the quality of the product – the final evaluation report.  This section analyses the role and responsibilities of the different actors and also examines the quality and cost of the evaluations.

3.1
Partnership Working – the Roles and Responsibilities of Actors

The mid term evaluation was carried out on the basis of the partnership – with Regulation 1260/1999 specifying a role for the Commission, the Member State, the managing authority, the monitoring committee and the evaluator.  In addition, the beneficiary was involved.  The experiences and views of beneficiaries are important since it is their needs and the needs of their regions which programmes aim to address.  In most cases, steering committees were set up, as recommended by the Commission.  They usually comprised a sub-committee of the monitoring committee and their role was to guide the evaluation process from the establishment of terms of reference to the finalisation of the evaluation. The table below outlines the range of interacting roles and responsibilities discharged by the different partners involved in the evaluation.  

Partnership worked at several different levels during the mid term evaluation process and in different ways depending on national and regional practice, budgets involved and the scale of the programmes.  The role of the steering groups varied across programmes and countries and they were not always involved from the beginning of the process.  In general, the contribution of the steering groups resulted in higher quality and more relevant evaluations and enhanced ownership and involvement in the evaluation process by the partnership.  That said, in some cases there seemed to be some attempt to steer the evaluation too much towards particular conclusions and recommendations.  The presentation of the report to the monitoring committee broadened the involvement of the partnership in the process.  In some cases (e.g., Greece, Ireland, Wales), there was keen media and political interest in the findings of the evaluation.

The evaluation process was also characterised by a strong partnership with the European Commission.  The Commission provided an overall framework for the evaluation in consultation with the Member States.  It participated in the steering groups and focused particular efforts on the terms of reference and the inception and draft reports.  In this way it aimed to stimulate improvements in the evaluation at significant moments in the process.

Roles of the Different Partners/Stakeholders in the Mid Term Evaluation

Partner/Stakeholder
Role

Commission
· To provide overall guidance;

· To give views on the terms of reference, inception report and draft final report;

· To participate on the steering committees;

· To examine the draft final report and feed back views to Managing Authorities;

· To assess the quality of the final reports;

· To use the evaluations in considering proposals for the allocation of the performance reserve and the mid term review.

Member State
· To provide overall guidance at a national level, including core terms of reference in some cases;

· To co-operate in the carrying out of the evaluation;

· To organise the assessment of quality, in some cases.

Managing Authority
· To manage the mid term evaluation process under its core responsibility;

· To develop draft terms of reference;

· To organise the selection of evaluators and award a contract;

· To manage the evaluation;

· To provide information to the evaluator, in terms of documentation, monitoring information and views and opinions;

· To co-ordinate the work of the steering committee and the role of the monitoring committee in contributing to the mid term evaluation;

· To submit the evaluation to the monitoring committee and then the Commission;

· To facilitate the process of consideration of evaluation findings in the context of the mid term review.

Monitoring Committee
· To agree the membership of the steering committee;

· To agree the terms of reference (in some cases);

· To comment on interim outputs from the evaluation (in some cases);

· Members to give interviews to the evaluators on the performance of the programme;

· To consider the evaluation findings in the context of the mid term review.

Steering Committee
· To approve the terms of reference;

· To select the evaluator;

· To provide guidance and information to evaluators on content and methodologies based on knowledge of the programme;

· To review interim and final reports and provide feedback to ensure their quality;

· To assure the quality of interim and final reports.

Evaluator
· To undertake the evaluation in line with the terms of reference and taking account of the guidance and information provided by the steering committee and the managing authority, but maintaining an objective view in drawing conclusions and making recommendations.

Beneficiary
· To provide information to the evaluator on how the programme is impacting on him/her or his/her business.  This may be in response to a written questionnaire, a telephone interview or a face to face interview or through a group interview.

3.1.1
Organisation of the Mid Term Evaluation

The mid term evaluation process was a complex and wide-ranging exercise and this was particularly the case in large Objective 1 regions with Community Support Frameworks, the evaluation of which built on the findings of Operational Programme evaluations.  The quality of the organisation of the mid term evaluation process contributed to higher quality of the final reports.  

Core terms of reference and guidance were drawn up at Member State level in a number of countries (e.g., Austria, France, Italy, UK).  These interpreted the Commission’s guidance into a national context and contributed to ensuring the evaluations were well designed.  The only drawback to the provision of core terms of reference was that in some cases regions did not adapt them sufficiently to meet their needs and at the end of the process it became clear that additional evaluation questions relevant to the region or sector which should have been added were not included.

3.1.2
Timing

In its guidance, the Commission emphasised the need for sufficient time to be devoted to the mid term evaluation exercise.  In most cases, planning started appropriately early and evaluators were in place in time to allow them to produce high quality work.  Delays occurred in Greece and Luxembourg (Objective 2).  In Luxembourg this was due to the late start and small scale of the programme and a good quality evaluation was produced in a short time.  In Greece intensive work once the evaluators were in place ensured that harmful impacts on the quality of the work were minimised. 

3.2
The Evaluators

In total approximately 170 evaluation companies were involved in the evaluation of Objective 1 and 2 programmes.  In many cases consortia of evaluators were established.  This is particularly the case for Germany, which had the largest number of evaluators (28) involved in the mid term evaluation process, compared to the number of evaluations (19).  By contrast, in Sweden one evaluation company undertook all 6 evaluations while another company carried out two evaluations concerning management issues for ESF measures under Objective 1.  The largest number of evaluations undertaken by one evaluation company was 10 in Spain, but in several cases this company worked in consortium with other companies.  In Portugal one evaluation company was involved in 9 evaluations while another was involved in 7, but in both cases the companies were in consortium with each other and/or other companies.  In France, one company undertook 6 evaluations.  For Germany, Belgium, Greece, Italy and the UK, the maximum number of evaluations undertaken by one company was 4.  It was less than this in Austria, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Luxembourg and the Netherlands.

In terms of involvement in evaluations across national boundaries, there is some limited evidence of transnational involvement with evaluators from Ireland, Austria, UK and Denmark involved in the German evaluations, Swiss evaluators undertaking one Austrian evaluation, a Belgian evaluator undertaking the Luxembourg evaluation a Spanish evaluator involved in one Portuguese evaluation, and a German evaluator involved in the Irish CSF evaluation.

An innovative approach to the mid-term evaluation based on a transnational exchange of experience was demonstrated in the Objective 2 regions of Nordrhein-Westfalen and the  East and West of Scotland.  Building on long term co-operation links, the regional authorities decided to launch a comparative study on the mainstreaming of horizontal issues in these Objective 2 programmes.  The objective was to stimulate debate on experience of implementation of the Structural Funds and to strengthen the learning process.   The results of the study were discussed in a workshop of representatives of the three regions. 

Overall, the mid term evaluation process does not demonstrate a significant increase in the size of the marketplace of evaluators.  There is evidence that there was extreme pressure on that market with the 31 December 2003 deadline for all mid term evaluations while at the same time some evaluators were also working on ex ante evaluations for the new Member States.  Contacts with the Member States during the process suggest that those responsible for managing the evaluations had to insist on obtaining quality work as scheduled, particularly from evaluators engaged in a large number of evaluations, some of whom appeared to be over-stretched.   This underlines the importance of evaluation capacity in the management of evaluation being available in the managing authorities to ensure the quality of the process.  It also highlights a need for evaluators to ensure that they meet professional standards for evaluation in carrying out Structural Fund evaluations.

3.3
The Quality of the Mid Term Evaluations

Article 42(3) of Regulation 1260/1999 required the Commission to examine the quality and relevance of the mid term evaluations on the basis of criteria defined beforehand by the Commission and the Member State.  The criteria used were those developed under the MEANS
 programme of methodological guidance on evaluation of the Structural Funds.  In order to contribute to raising the quality of the evaluations, the Commission decided to undertake quality assessments of Objective 1 and 2 reports at draft stage where they were available and to feed back views to managing authorities in time for evaluators to improve the quality of the final reports.  The following table demonstrates the very considerable improvement made in the evaluations between draft and final report stage.

Quality Assessments – Objective 1 and 2 Reports


Draft Reports %
Final Reports %

Good/Excellent
34
65

Acceptable
48
35

Unacceptable
18
0

Total
100
100

The final outcome, with nearly two thirds of the evaluation reports assessed as being good or excellent, is positive.  At draft stage, the higher number of unacceptable reports was due to many being unfinished.  To be judged acceptable, a report needed to address all the key evaluation questions.  Good or excellent evaluations did so in more depth and based on a greater degree of primary research.  The end result, with the significant improvement in quality of the reports between draft and final stage demonstrates contribution of the partnership between the Commission, the managing authorities and the steering groups in the management of the evaluations.

3.4
Cost of the Evaluation and Cost Effectiveness

Very significant resources were allocated to the mid term evaluation exercise, which contributed to its higher quality compared to the past.  In total, Objective 1 and 2 evaluations cost over €35 million with an average cost of €172,000 per evaluation (nearly €240,000 for Objective 1 evaluations and €97,000 for Objective 2 evaluations).  There was a very large range in costs, with the lowest cost of an evaluation €27,000 and the highest at €906,000.  Some Member States allocated more than others to the mid term evaluation, with the cost of the entire mid term evaluation exercise highest in Italy, followed by Germany, Greece, the UK, Spain and France.  Figure 1 below presents the average costs of the mid term evaluations broken down by Member State and by Objective (excluding CSF evaluations).
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Note:

In Italy, many of the evaluation contracts extend up to the end of 2005 or beyond.  The costs reflected here relate to average costs up to the end of 2003.

There can be no hard and fast rules about the most appropriate cost of an evaluation.  The new GUIDE to the evaluation of socio economic development suggests that the cost will be generally less than 1% of the total annual cost of the programme being evaluated, but notes that there are cases where from 5-10% of the annual programme budget is allocated to implementation evaluation or intensive evaluation in the case of highly innovative pilot projects.  For very large Structural Fund programmes, such an amount would be clearly inappropriate and this is particularly the case for CSF evaluations which cover all programmes in a country or macro region.  

The mid term evaluations for the 1994-1999 period cost significantly less than 0.1% of the total annual cost.  For the 2003 evaluations of Objective 1 and 2 programmes, the average cost (excluding CSF evaluations) was 0.076% of total annual cost of programmes, with the average cost for Objective 1 evaluations 0.071% and for Objective 2 evaluations 0.091%.  The lower percentage cost of Objective 1 evaluations is to be expected, given the scale of many of the larger Objective 1 programmes.  The highest percentage costs for the Belgian, Danish and Luxembourg Objective 2 programmes reflect the small scale of those programmes.

There was no correlation between the cost of the evaluations and the Commission’s perception of their quality.  The size of the programme was a more important factor in determining the budget for the evaluation, although here too significant variation is evident across Member States.
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Note:

In Italy, many of the evaluation contracts extend up to the end of 2005 or beyond.  The costs reflected here relate to average costs up to the end of 2003.

It is difficult to assess the cost effectiveness of the mid term evaluation process.  It is undoubtedly true that a very significant amount of resources was allocated to the mid term evaluation.  The ultimate cost effectiveness relates to the usefulness of the evaluations in improving the quality of the programmes and whether the evaluations provided added value to managing authorities and to Member States and the Commission in pointing to possible improvements to programmes and in accounting for what had been achieved to date.  This is an issue to which we will return in our conclusions following our analysis of methodologies used and the content of the evaluations in answering the key evaluation questions.

4.   Methodologies

As demonstrated in the previous section, the scale of programmes to be evaluated and the scale of the budget allocated to the evaluations varied considerably.  The scale and complexity of the programme and the budget for the evaluation clearly influence the methodology for the evaluation.  In general, the evaluations were based on a mix of desk research and some fieldwork.  For larger Objective 1 programmes or CSFs, some macro economic modelling was carried out.  In this section we analyse the methodologies used and highlight some concerns which need to be addressed in the future.  The analysis is based on a sample of 88 evaluations.

4.1
Mix of Methodologies Used

As noted above, the mix of methodologies used included desk research, some primary research and some modelling work.  The mix was required, given the wide range of questions posed in the mid term evaluation, which included evaluation of:

· developments in the programme environment,

· the implementation mechanisms of the programme,

· the performance of the individual measures, the priorities and the programme  as a whole in achieving their objectives.

These different elements required different techniques and approaches from the evaluators in order to answer the questions posed.

Some excellent evaluations had a mix of methodologies specifically designed to answer the evaluation questions and to build on the available information.  For example, the Merseyside evaluation, in addition to desk research and key stakeholder consultations, was based on 128 project reviews explicitly designed to provide a “reality check” on the views of implementing bodies and two beneficiary surveys targeted at businesses and individuals.

In general, the examination of implementation systems took on greater importance than foreseen in the Commission’s working paper because of the late or slow start-up of many programmes, leading to limited information on outputs and results on which to base judgements on the performance of programmes.  This focus of the evaluations on implementation systems was particularly notable in Italy and France.

4.1.1
Desk Research 

All mid term evaluations had an important element of desk research.  This research included analysis of previous evaluation reports and studies and the updating and analysis of recent trends in national statistics.  This was done extensively in most cases, although it was notable how few evaluators concluded that changes in the programme environment had any implications for the programme strategy, despite the global economic slowdown.  

An important element of the desk research was analysis of the monitoring data provided by the managing authorities.  The monitoring data is a crucial starting point for the evaluator who needs to examine outputs and results achieved to date and compare these to what was planned.  Ideally, primary research should then be designed to explain the results being achieved and analyse the extent to which needs are being met.  Unfortunately, for a number of reasons this type of analysis was not possible in many evaluations:

· Some programmes were late or slow in starting and had very limited outputs and no results to report.  In these cases evaluators, appropriately, focused particularly on implementation systems, including project selection and indicators.

· Some monitoring systems were not functioning properly and were unable to provide the evaluator with the information required.  In these cases there seems to be a problem in channelling information from the project level into the monitoring system.  This raises questions about the efficacy of monitoring, when it does not permit access to timely information on what is happening in the programmes.  For the mid term evaluations, the unavailability of monitoring information presented some evaluators with a serious challenge.  Some responded by undertaking a greater amount of primary research.  Others, unfortunately, did not respond to the challenge and weak evaluations were produced as a result.

Where monitoring information was available, even if incomplete, the quality of the analysis varies.  In the best cases, (e.g., Steiermark, Austria Objective 2, Hainaut, Belgium Objective 1) the monitoring data was analysed at programme and priority level as well as at measure level, with comparisons made to targets and to financial absorption.  As a result of this analysis and the primary research, recommendations were made, where necessary, for more relevant indicators and more realistic targets.  Less satisfactory were the evaluations which contained measure by measure or sub-measure by sub-measure information, only sometimes with performance compared to target, and, crucially, the entire mass of information not analysed at a priority or programme level in the interests of assessing overall programme performance.

4.1.2
Primary Research

The extent of primary research varied considerably across evaluations.  In all cases structured interviews and consultations were held, although it was not always clear that interviews had been held with any stakeholders who had responsibilities outside programme management and implementation.  

The methodologies of 88 mostly good mid term evaluations were examined for the purposes of this report.  Since the absence of primary research was one of the main reasons for lower ratings of the quality of the evaluations, it should be noted that the analysis in this section contains an over-positive picture of the extent of primary research undertaken for the Objective 1 and 2 mid term evaluations.

Approximately 57% of evaluations examined included some survey work, although the extent of this varied considerably.  There was more survey work in Objective 2 evaluations (65% of our sample) compared to Objective 1 evaluations (49%).  Surveys were undertaken with beneficiaries, project managers and sometimes the wider community.  Some programmes had little activity to report and therefore there was no point in undertaking beneficiary surveys at this stage.  This was the case in a number of Italian Objective 2 programmes for example.  In general, surveys were undertaken in smaller programmes with fewer measures.  For large Objective 1 programmes with a very wide range of types of measures, beneficiary surveys were often not undertaken.  While the cost of survey work across such extensive programmes might have been prohibitive, evaluators were sometimes required to undertake targeted surveys for priority measures.  Germany and the UK were notable for the amount of survey work incorporated in evaluations of large programmes.

Focus groups or workshops were also used in some of the evaluations, where the evaluators brought together a range of beneficiaries or other stakeholders for a facilitated discussion of particular issues.  Such groups were used in 42% of the sample of evaluations examined and were used slightly more in Objective 1 evaluations compared to Objective 2 evaluations.

Case studies are another approach which allows the evaluator to examine a limited number of projects in detail to obtain information on the functioning of the programme.  The case study methodology was used in approximately 51% of evaluations, although it is not always clear that the case studies were more than project visits.  Case studies were used more frequently in Objective 1 than Objective 2 evaluations.

In 21% of the evaluations examined, focus groups or case studies were used as an alternative to more extensive survey work and this was particularly the case for Objective 1 evaluations (31% of those examined).  In 44% of cases, focus groups and case studies complemented survey work.

4.1.3
Modelling Work 

Section 5.1.2.1 below presents the results of the macro economic modelling undertaken in the CSF evaluations for the Cohesion countries, Germany and Italy as well as for the Hainault Objective 1 phasing out region in Belgium.  In addition to this work, a number of the evaluations of large regional programmes in Germany and Spain undertook macro economic modelling, often adapting the national model to the regional context.

4.2
Methodological Concerns

Evaluations of Structural Fund programmes are complex evaluations, involving the evaluation of wide-ranging programmes in a multi-stakeholder partnership context.  The list of issues to be examined in the mid term evaluation was extensive while the time and budget available for the exercise were finite.  Taking account of the complexity of the task, it can be concluded that significant improvements were evident in the quality and rigour of the evaluations undertaken for the mid term compared to previous comparable evaluations.  Further improvements could be made, however, and the following methodological concerns can be identified:

· In some cases, there was limited primary research which was focused only on those responsible for implementing the programme.  An evaluation of a Structural Fund programme should incorporate the “on-the-ground” reality and use this to explain the findings of desk research and results of interviews with managing authorities and implementing bodies.  Even where programmes were slow or late in starting up, once projects are selected there should be information available on the perceptions of the beneficiaries.

· In many cases monitoring data was weak.  Some programmes were late starting and had only limited data gathered on activity, while for others the monitoring system is not yet functioning and providing information on physical performance to the monitoring committee and to the evaluators for this exercise.  This created problems for evaluators in reporting on what has actually been achieved to date.  

· Linked to the unavailability of monitoring data but also to the strong focus on financial performance due to the demands of N+2, some evaluators over-emphasised financial analysis with a limited focus on what was actually being achieved by the programmes.  This led to recommendations which were purely finance driven, rather than reviewing the strategic implications of such shifts of allocations.  A further conceptual concern was that many evaluators defined “efficiency” as the absorption of funds, rather than the more appropriate definition as the unit cost of achieving outputs and results.

· Evaluations often did not produce sufficiently operational conclusions and recommendations and some did not clearly differentiate between the two.  Conclusions should be specific and clearly based on evidence presented while recommendations should be practical and actionable.  Vague recommendations were a feature of some evaluations.

· A final point relates to the length of evaluations and in some cases their lack of analytical content.  Many of the evaluations were too long and their length militated against the dissemination of their findings.  There is a need for evaluators to develop a capacity for more synthetic judgement and to focus more on analysis rather than including very long descriptions of measures and sub-measures.

These points need to be addressed by evaluators in their future evaluation work.  However, it is also important that Managing Authorities are aware of these potential weaknesses.  In relation to data availability, managing authorities need to work with evaluators to establish how best to source objective information on which to base evaluations.  They also need to demand and insist on high quality analysis, clear and practicable conclusions and recommendations and concise reports.

5.
Mid Term Evaluation Findings

This chapter presents an analysis of the findings of the mid term evaluations based on two different approaches.  In the first place, the answers to the key evaluation questions are analysed, focusing on the appropriateness of strategies, the achievements to date and implementation issues.  In the second part of this chapter, a thematic analysis is undertaken, focusing on the relevant themes of the Lisbon Strategy.  The aim here is to seek to draw conclusions on what the mid term evaluations tell us about progress in relation to these priorities.

The analysis is based on a sample of 65 mid term evaluations which the Commission had considered to be of good quality.  These evaluations were selected on the basis that the higher quality evaluations would be more likely to conclude on the evaluation questions and to provide insights into developments in programmes in relation to particular themes.  The evaluations covered both Objective 1 (49%) and Objective 2 (51%), large and small programmes and regional and sectoral programmes.

5.1
Answers to Evaluation Questions

The answers to evaluation questions analysed here are a synthesis of the conclusions in relation to each of the key components of the evaluation.

5.1.2
Limited Need for Strategy Shifts

In nearly all cases, the evaluators concluded that the strategies were still appropriate and that there was no justification for radical changes. The global downturn in the world economy was analysed across the different programmes, but the conclusion was that the programmes were still appropriate to meet the development challenges. Just two mid term evaluation out of our sample of 65 (the Science, Technology and Information programme in Portugal and the Highlands and Islands in UK) concluded that the initial strategy adopted in the programming documents should be extensively revised. 

Some adjustments or refinements to strategies for the second half of the programming period were recommended, however:

· The Austrian evaluators found that the SWOT analyses were still valid and appropriate to meet the objectives of the programmes, but a stronger focus should be placed on gender mainstreaming in the Burgenland programme.  Some changes should also be made to the weighting of individual priorities and measures in the Oberösterreich programme. Evaluators of the Steiermark programme recommended that in further programme implementation more attention should be paid to international aspects (the enlargement of EU), better co-ordination with Interreg and the effective implementation of R&D measures.

· The French evaluations found that in most cases the strategies were broadly appropriate.  Recommendations mainly focus on a stronger emphasis on employment and the ESF and on preventive measures for local employment in rural areas or those in industrial decline (Bourgogne).  A greater emphasis is proposed to strengthen competitiveness and develop ICT (Alsace, Bourgogne). 

· The German CSF evaluation found that the overall strategy was still relevant. The mid term evaluations emphasized the need for greater concentration on important priorities with decisions on actions to be funded to be made on the basis of the potential for a contribution to long term growth.  All Objective 1 programmes need to be fine-tuned in 2004 to reflect new labour market legislation.

· The Irish evaluations examined the fact that allocations for enterprise and research in particular were not being spent and suggested a shift towards transport infrastructure, further strengthening the emphasis on this area.  

· The Netherlands evaluations reported that the overall the strategy and the associated priorities remain appropriate.  They take due account of the relevant policy framework (European, national and regional).  The evaluators concluded that the Oost Nederland SPD strategy must now prove that it can operate successfully under these current favourable conditions.

· The Portuguese evaluations recommended a better articulation with the European Employment Strategy, a greater focus on the modernisation of the services sector and public administration, and the need for a stronger contribution to diffusing innovative public policies and developing programmes of training for SMEs.  

· The Spanish evaluations recommended some modifications as a result of the “Prestige” catastrophe as well as the adaptation of programmes to focus more on research, development and innovation.

· The UK evaluations in general found strategies to be still sound. For Merseyside, refinements to the strategy were recommended including a new measure on innovation and technology transfer. There is also a recommendation for a closer alignment between the East of England Objective 2 programme and the Regional Economic and Regional Social Strategies, with regard to strategic aims, funding arrangements and project selection procedures.

5.1.2
Effectiveness – Much Activity Underway after a Slow Start

Effectiveness is considered in relation to macro economic impacts and outputs and results achieved.  The macro-economic impacts are reviewed for the large CSFs which undertook macro economic modelling.

5.1.2.1
Macro-economic Impacts

One of the objectives of the mid-term evaluations is to provide feedback on the likely achievement of the projected impacts of Structural Funds interventions.  Where the scale of intervention is large enough, macro-economic models can be used to estimate economic effects.  The approach to model building varies greatly from evaluation to evaluation.  As a consequence, the results cannot be compared.  Not only the underlying assumptions are diverse (for example, on the timing of payments or treatment of private funds), but also the aim of the analysis differed from updating the model of the ex ante evaluation to determining the effect of actual expenditures between 2000 and 2002.  Furthermore, estimations were made with different time horizons (usually up to 2008 or 2010).  Although the sophistication of the models and the scope of simulations vary, a general conclusion can be drawn that Member States have progressed in terms of the quality of the analysis.

Most models distinguish between supply and demand side effects.  The distinction is important, as demand side effects, which result from the fact that the immediate financial “inflow” increases demand, tend to be short-lived and cease when the flow of funds stop.  At the same time supply side effects, which derive from the structural adjustment of the economy, develop over a longer period but are more permanent.  The capability to assess short and long term impacts helps us to better determine the sustainability of Structural Fund interventions.

A specific problem of macroeconomic modelling arises in countries where the whole country is not eligible for assistance under Objective 1 (Germany, Italy, and Spain).  The evaluators addressed this problem in different ways:  in Germany, the geographic scope is East Germany; in Spain, the impact of CSF was analysed at a national level; while in Italy, the effects were assessed for Southern Italy and Italy as a whole.

In the mid-term evaluations only minor changes were proposed in financial allocations, and none of the models ran simulations to make estimations of the impact of possible changes.

Figure 3

Impact of EU funding on GDP level (average 2000-2006, deviation from baseline scenario)
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The impact of Structural Fund assistance is illustrated in Figure 3 above. The Structural Fund contribution was assessed for the total financial allocation for 2000-2006, except for Ireland and Portugal.  Ireland and Portugal assessed the effects based on actual expenditure.  The other four countries aimed to determine the expected impact of Structural Fund assistance based on available information.  In Greece and in Italy, the time horizon runs to 2008 while in Germany and in Spain the period under analysis extends to 2010.

The models used are, in general, more sophisticated than those used in the ex ante evaluations.  The Italian model, for example, underwent a series of changes.  The Italian authorities reviewed the evaluation made ex ante using a more elaborated model and incorporated changes in global environment.  The Portuguese authorities developed a new model called HERPOR, which is able to give more reliable results.  In the mid-term evaluation of the Irish NDP, the macroeconomic modelling was complemented by several studies, which increased the reliability of the analysis by providing better estimation on some parameters.

Assessing macro-economic impact in small areas – Hainaut, Belgium

For small areas, specific models can be designed to estimate long-term impact on growth. A model was developed for the Objective 1 phasing out region Hainaut (Belgium), which provides valuable insight into how structural adjustment takes place.

The difference in GDP between the “with phasing out assistance” and “without phasing out assistance” is not great (0.3% in the short, 0.07% in the long run). However, looking at other variables, an increase in industrial productivity of (2.7% and 1.7% in the short and long run respectively) and an employment shift from industry to the tradable services sector can be noted as signs of structural adjustment.

5.1.2.2
Results and Outputs

Achievements measured in terms of financial performance were presented in all mid term evaluations, although recommendations were sometimes weak on actions to take in relation to under- or over-spends.  Analysis of physical performance presented problems in many Member States.  In a number of cases, the monitoring system provided little or only partial information on achievements, as was discussed in section 4.1.1 above.  

It is clear that a substantial amount of activity has already taken place under the 2000-2006 period, although the full impact of that activity will only be evident over time.  Below we outline some of the outputs and results achieved to date according to the evaluations.  The outputs represent examples of achievements and are not generalisable across all Objective 1 and 2 programmes.

· In Austria, the overall performance of the programmes is considered good, although figures vary across priorities and measures.

· In Denmark, the mid term evaluation found that expected effects in the form of the total forecast number of jobs created is relatively high. The approved projects are forecast to create 2,833 jobs, which represents 143% of the target.

· In Finland, implementation of the programmes has proceeded well in most programmes and good quantitative results have been gained. In Eastern Finland, 15,900 jobs had been created, representing 90% of the target and 3,200 businesses had been created (105% of target).  In Northern Finland, 6,700 new jobs had been created, 62% of the target, and over 900 new companies had started up (94% of target).  For Objective 2, 8,300 new jobs and 1,000 companies were created in Southern Finland (55% and 20% of target respectively) while 16,000 jobs and 2,200 companies were created in Western Finland (46% and 22% of targets). 

· In Germany Objective 1, macro economic modelling in the CSF mid term evaluation estimates that the level of GDP will be 2.6% to 3.4% higher by 2006 as a result of the Structural Fund investment and the Structural Fund interventions will lower the rate of unemployment by approximately 2%.   In the Nordrhein-Westfalen Objective 2 region, 38% of the resources are committed and 14% are paid.  20,000 new jobs have been created, 20% of the target, while 46,000 jobs have been saved, well above the target of 29,000.  In Rheinland-Pfalz, also Objective 2, 2,066 new jobs had been created, 36% of the target and 385 jobs had been saved.  In R&D and business start-ups,  70 new jobs had been created and 213 jobs saved.

· In Spain the CSF evaluation estimates that the rate of annual growth was 0.41% higher in 2000 to 2002 as a result of CSF expenditures.  Improved accessibility has been achieved through 476 km of roads/motorways built or improved, 173 km of rail built or improved.  In addition, 810 km of energy distribution networks have been constructed and 250 km of gas pipeline built.  Support for the productive environment has resulted in 4,600 SMEs being assisted with a leverage effect on investment estimated at approximately €12.2 billion.  A contribution to the development of the knowledge society is evident in 1,503 research centres and 48,199 researchers supported and the installation of 26,864 ADSL lines.  Approximately 7 million beneficiaries have been supported by the ESF, of which 57% received training.

· In Portugal, 38,000 jobs have been created in SMEs.  The gas distribution network has been extended by nearly 3,000 km and 25,000 consumers have converted to natural gas.

· In Sweden, in the two Objective 1 programmes, completed projects have created almost 5,000 jobs, supported the establishment of 1,390 SMEs and the training of over 18,000 people.  The two Objective 2 programmes supported the creation of more than 7,500 jobs and 2,400 SMEs.

· In UK, the aggregate data suggest that progress in terms of predicted outputs is broadly in line with the ambitions of the West Wales and the Valleys as well as East of England Programmes, and the so far limited evidence in terms of actual outputs does not show major discrepancies from these predictions. Nevertheless, the mid term evaluations for the South Yorkshire, South West of England and Yorkshire and Humber demonstrate that the outputs achieved across the Priorities are relatively low.

Overall, we can conclude that a significant amount of activity is now underway in Objective 1 and 2 regions.  However, due to the late start-up of some programmes and weaknesses in the indicators, target setting and data collection systems, it is not possible to draw conclusions on aggregate performance across programmes and Member States. 

5.1.3
Efficiency – A Start Made in the Analysis of Unit Costs

Working Paper No 8 recommended that mid term evaluations should examine the efficiency of the form of assistance, in terms of the outputs and results achieved compared to the inputs, primarily the resources deployed. Most of the mid term evaluations understood efficiency in terms of financial absorption (commitment and payments).  Out of our sample of 65 mid term evaluations, the examination of unit costs was undertaken in only 21 evaluations of programmes in Germany, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden and UK. 

· In Germany, some consideration was given to the opportunity cost of interventions (for example support for enterprises versus unemployment benefits) in the CSF evaluation report. The evaluations for the Berlin Objective 1 and 2 programmes examine the efficiency of ERDF measures and unit cost per participant in ESF interventions. Efficiency of EAGGF interventions is measured in terms of invested EAGGF resources per job and per hectare of land.

· In France, evaluations for Guyane and Martinique examined the unit costs at the level of certain measures. 

· In Ireland, the evaluation of the CSF performed the calculation of unit costs for around 100 cost categories (indicators) from the two regional programmes. Detailed analysis of cost inflation was undertaken for infrastructural investments.  Efficiency was also examined in the evaluation of the programme for the Borders, Midland and Western Region.

· In the Netherlands, the evaluation for the Oost-Nederland programme dealt with this issue using three approaches: ordinary cost effectiveness, multiplier effects or ERDF monies in terms of leverage of private resources, and the efficiency of effects on employment opportunities.

· In Spain, a comprehensive study of efficiency with detailed unit cost presentation as well as comparison against unit costs in other sectors of the economy was carried out by the evaluator of the Andalusia Objective 1 programme. 

· In Sweden, detailed analysis of the unit cost per job created and new enterprise established was undertaken at measure level. 

· In the United Kingdom, the Merseyside mid term evaluation examined unit costs for the public cost per net job, per million pounds net additional GVA and net GVA per net job created.  The study also compared the planned (SPD) unit cost values with the observed expenditure and impacts, broken down by priority and as a total. 

Some evaluators stated that that since the programme aims to achieve objectives, effectiveness is more an issue than efficiency (mid term evaluation for Productive Sector OP in Ireland).  Others stated that the late start of the programme or the lack of reliable monitoring data were the reasons not to examine the efficiency in terms of the outputs and results achieved compared to the inputs.

5.1.4
Quantification of Objectives – an Urgent Need for Improvements

The quantification of objectives is an area where most evaluations found room for considerable improvement, although there were some very good examples of quantification of objectives feeding into an effective monitoring system (e.g., Germany - Nordrhein-Westfalen). In some cases, (e.g., Greece, France, Spain) baselines were missing which made evaluation work difficult.  Recommendations to revise and simplify the indicator system were made in Belgium, Finland, France, Germany and Greece, while in Denmark some additional indicators were recommended.  In Portugal the evaluators recommended further changes to improve the indicator system which had already been simplified during 2003.  

In many cases, inadequate definition of indicators was identified as a problem and recommendations were made to address this issue.  In most cases the problems appeared to be with impact indicators, especially job effects (defining gross and net jobs or jobs created and safeguarded). 

The mid term evaluations in Austria, Finland, France, Germany and UK highlighted difficulties with the indicators for horizontal priorities, which often did not have objectives, were difficult to measure or not monitored. 

Some mid term evaluations, for example, the evaluation of the Hainaut Objective 1 programme in Belgium and the Berlin Objective 1 programme in Germany, reported the problems related to the monitoring of ESF interventions, especially possible double counting of the indicators.

A further issue arises where performance was far in excess of targets, suggesting that the target setting exercise was flawed at least in some areas (e.g., Austria, Finland, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden). The explanation may be extremely good performance, but the evaluators do not always analyse the reasons for such over-performance.  The fact that it is often accompanied by expenditure patterns in line with target suggests that in these cases targets were set too low.  In Spain, the evaluators have recommended changes to targets to set them at more realistic levels.

In the UK, the quantification of objectives was generally of a good quality since most programmes were based on a methodology developed during the last programming period
.  This work provided a good starting point and the mid term evaluations have recommended further improvements to bring targets more in line with regional and programme specificities. Evaluators for the West Wales and the Valleys Programme in the UK found that significant progress had been made in developing clear definitions of the key indicators and in rationalizing the “hierarchy” of the targets.

5.1.5
Implementation Systems – Significant Improvements compared to the Past

As noted earlier, the evaluations provided extensive material on the implementation systems and made many recommendations for changes to improve and streamline practice.  However, in nearly all cases, the evaluations found that implementation systems respect the formal requirements and had improved considerably compared to the past, with more rigorous project selection procedures, better financial control and evaluation and improving monitoring systems.  In some cases (e.g., Greece, Finland, UK) systems were found to be over-complex and recommendations were made to simplify project selection or other decision making procedures.  The following summarises some of the key findings related to implementation:

· The mid term evaluations in Austria found that in comparison with the previous programming period the implementation systems have been simplified, streamlined and made more transparent.  Nevertheless, the evaluation for Burgenland found that the responsibilities at priority level were not sufficiently clearly defined in contrast to programme and measure level.

· In Denmark, the evaluators concluded that regional structures have been successfully created and that they operate effectively in implementing the programme.  The evaluators found that administrative structures and the distribution of work between regional and central levels were satisfactory.  Strengthened guidance and communication were recommended during the implementation phase in the areas of audit, control and network establishment.

· In Finland, the evaluators considered the implementation of the programmes to be successful.  Criticism was directed towards the fragmented nature of the programme structure, a heavy management model at national level (East Finland) and the use of monitoring system (West Finland).

· In France, the findings of the mid term evaluations varied.  The evaluators considered that the implementation and control systems have been improved compared with the previous programming period and perform satisfactorily in Martinique, Aquitaine, Alsace and Haute Normandie.  Although the management structures fulfil the legal requirements in the Guyane programme, the evaluators considered that weaknesses in the implementation system resulted from a shortage of manpower.

· In Germany, the evaluators found that overall comprehensive, transparent and well-functioning management systems have been established.  However, various shortcomings need to be addressed in different programmes.  More competitive project selection processes and better co-ordination between different monitoring systems were recommended for Berlin programmes.  Further monitoring system improvements were recommended for the Sachen-Anhalt, Bayern and Schleswig-Holstein programmes. Recommendations were made for improved integration between the authorities responsible for different funds in Rheinland-Pfalz.

· While the existence of an integrated monitoring system was identified as a positive element for Greece, the system for collecting and processing information was found to be weak although progress has been made compared to the past.  The evaluations concluded that a continuing emphasis is needed on this area to bring about further improvements.  In the evaluation of the Attica programme, the evaluators concluded that the Managing Authority complied largely with regulatory obligations.  Strengthening of capacity of the Managing Authority regarding support to final beneficiaries and improvement of the Integrated Management System were identified as areas for particular attention. 

· The implementation systems were found to be adequate in the Italian mid term evaluations.  A revision of project selection criteria was recommended in Sardenia and Bolzano.  According to the evaluators, the monitoring system functions well in Abruzzo, Toscana, Emilia-Romagna, but a need for improvements was identified in Sardenia and Piemonte

· The evaluation of the CSF in Ireland identified three principal concerns for implementation:  project selection and prioritisation, cost estimation and control, and programme management.

· In the evaluation of the Oost-Nederland programme, the implementation structures were found to be reasonably satisfactory and efficient.  According to the evaluators, the selection criteria and procedures work well and, compared to previous periods, communication and publicity has progressed substantially.  Room for improvement was identified in partnership structures, coherence between relevant committees and the efficiency of the monitoring system.

· In Portugal, the mid term evaluations recommended a stronger co-ordination role in managing the CSF and a more strategic role in managing and monitoring the CSF and OPs.  They also suggested the revision of project selection criteria and an increase in the human resources involved in managing the Science, Technology and Information programme.

· In Spain overall, programming, co-ordination, monitoring and evaluation have been assessed as adequate for an efficient implementation of the programmes. Nevertheless, excessive bureaucracy and scarcity of human and material resources were identified as areas where the further improvements are needed in the Andalucia and Galicia programmes.

· In Sweden, the programmes fulfil the requirements of financial and administrative management. The evaluations suggested the introduction of special requirements for larger projects.

· In the United Kingdom, the mid term evaluations considered the project development, appraisal and selection systems as being substantially improved as compared to the previous programming period.  Recommendations were made for further improvements.  A significant rationalisation of programme management was recommended in the North West England programme while improvements in ESF arrangements were deemed necessary in the East of England programme.  The UK evaluations demonstrate a strong partnership basis for programming and implementation, which is complemented by an appropriate degree of top-down co-ordination.   

5.2
Contribution to Lisbon Priorities

It is important to note that the evaluation of the contribution of the Structural Funds to progress towards meeting the Lisbon objectives was not one of the tasks of the mid term evaluation.  Structural Fund programmes were mostly drawn up before the Lisbon European Council in 2000 and the focus of the evaluations was therefore on how well programmes were meeting their own objectives.  That said, much Structural Fund investment is targeted at sectors which are important for the achievement of the Lisbon objectives.  Therefore, in this section of the report, we identify some relevant findings which can give insights on the progress being made in these important areas.

5.2.1
Transport – Good progress in large Road and Rail projects; smaller scale projects behind schedule

Of the 65 evaluations analysed in detail, investment in transport infrastructure was included in 49.  The 49 evaluations were of 26 (53%) Objective 1 programmes with the remainder Objective 1 programmes.  Not surprisingly investment in transport infrastructure was a higher priority in Objective 1 programmes.

In Objective 1 regions, transport infrastructure has a particularly high priority in the four cohesion countries and in Germany and Italy.  In general, in these countries the transport measures are progressing well with high level of commitments.  Road and rail projects are advancing at a faster rate than projects to improve ports and airports and local transport initiatives.  In Spain, this priority has the highest absorption rates of all priorities.  In Greece some regions present a similar picture.  In Ireland, absorption rates are also high, although the evaluators conclude that cost inflation means that the outputs and results to be achieved will be below target. 

For smaller Objective 1 regions, the focus tends to be on smaller scale infrastructure, such as the development of port facilities, access to particular industrial areas and the development of public transport in urban areas.  These projects often demonstrate a slower start-up than the large-scale road and rail projects cited above – many of which were carried over from the previous planning period, in terms of planning or development of earlier stages.

In Objective 2 regions, the main transport investments concern the integration of different modes of transport, the improvement of facilities at ports and airports and some road and rail building and improvement.  The last were particularly evident in Spain where good progress was being made.  Slow start up of many programmes meant that in other countries, progress is behind target.  

4.2.2
Knowledge Based Economy

4.2.2.1
Research, Innovation, Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) – A growing priority with good results in Objective 2 regions; slower but definite progress being made in Objective 1 regions.

All the mid term evaluations examined address the issue of research, innovation and ICT and where programmes do not include this area as a priority, the evaluations make recommendations to develop measures or actions to respond to this important Community priority.

The following types of actions are supported by the Structural Funds in Objective 1 and 2 regions:

· Co-operation between research institutes and businesses,

· Development of business clusters,

· Investments to increase broadband access in businesses, educational institutions and public administrations,

· Connection to regional and international networks, and the development of internet platforms,

· Development of research centres, including their construction and/or equipment,

· Applied research projects, including environmental research,

· Development of regional innovation strategies,

· Training of researchers.

Information society is also present as a horizontal theme in many programmes.

In Objective 1 regions, the mid term evaluations in general find problems with slow start-up of measures and consequently little progress achieved in terms of outputs or results.  This is particularly notable in Greece, France, Ireland and Italy.  In Spain, while the CSF evaluation identifies low absorption rates, some regional programmes are performing quite well in this domain (e.g., Andalucia).  German Objective 1 regions seem to be demonstrating good performance in this sector as are some of the smaller Objective 1 regions, including Burgenland in Austria, East Finland, Norra Norrland in Sweden.  

Andalucia Objective 1 – Spain – R&D measures performing well

Priority 2 in the Integrated Operational Programme for Andalusia is composed of measures to foster research and development in the public and private sector in the region.  The priority has performed well in financial terms (40%), although the level of financial execution varied considerably between measures.  The physical performance of the priority has been very satisfactory and in many measures exceeded 100% for the 2000-2006 period.  During 2000-2002, 86 research, development and innovation projects, and 2,109 research groups have been co-financed; 23 research centres have been supported, 3,266 networks have been created in public administration services, and 1,878 teams have been established to expand the network of environmental information

Burgenland Objective 1 – Austria – Good Evidence of Outputs and Results

Research, technology and innovation is one of the priorities of the programme, focusing on development of business clusters, competence centres, co-operation projects between research institutes and businesses and innovative services.  The priority shows good progress.  By mid-term, 3 co-operation projects between businesses and research institutes were complete, 4 new technology centres were-created and 1 more extended, 11 clusters were developed, 9 new production/processing methods developed and the priority contributed to creation of 350 new jobs and saved 192 jobs in R&D area. In addition, the Information technology, telecommunication-nets and applications measure in priority 1 focuses on connection to regional and international data network, database, development of internet platforms. Here 8 co-operation projects were implemented and 14 new jobs created, 8 new products or processing methods developed.

In the UK, there is a varied performance across Objective 1 regions, with good progress identified in South Yorkshire and the Highlands and Islands, though in the latter case expenditure levels remain low because of problems in encouraging final beneficiaries to take advantage of the scheme.  In Merseyside, the evaluators recommend the introduction of specific measure in this area to upgrade the effort.  In West Wales and the Valleys, difficulties are being experienced in implementing ICT as a horizontal theme.

In Objective 2 regions the evaluations in general find good progress being made with fewer difficulties than those experienced in Objective 1 regions.  Slow take-up of measures is evident in France, Italy and the UK, but a more positive picture is evident in Austria, Germany, Denmark, Spain, Finland, Sweden.

Overall, some of the slow progress made can be attributed to the global economic slow-down and the consequent lack of businesses wishing to participate in the available schemes.  Many of the measures proposed are, appropriately, demand-led and this has led to activity levels below those forecast.  Managing authorities and monitoring committees clearly need to devote some consideration to how to promote a more active involvement of the business sector in these kind of activities in their regions.

A particular issue which would merit further consideration is how information society or e-Europe or ICT in general functions as a horizontal theme.  In many programmes, this issue has been included as a horizontal theme, but its impact to date seems limited and there are evident difficulties in its implementation.  In France, the impact of the programmes on ICT is found to be weak and in Aquitaine the evaluation recommends the development of a regional strategy, including the creation of a specific measure and a focus on the development of ICT infrastructure.  In the UK some of the evaluations suggest that more resources should be targeted towards making the cross-cutting priorities more “real”; this would include the development of working groups on this issue and the incorporation and monitoring of it as a project selection criterion.

4.2.2.1
Human Capital 

The development of human capital in a knowledge based economy was not explicitly included in many of the programmes and therefore does not feature in the evaluations.  In mono-fund Objective 2 programmes (e.g., Italy, Netherlands), there was a particular absence of this issue.  The East Netherlands evaluation found that the nationally based Objective 3 programme limited the potential for complementarity with the regional programme.  In the UK Objective 2 programmes, the focus was more on social inclusion (see below) than human capital development in the knowledge based economy.

Science, Technology and Information Objective 1 – Portugal – Good Progress being made

C’est l’axe “former et qualifier” qu’avec une dotation financière de €371M (€347M pour la mesure 1 et €24M pour la 2) couvre cette priorité.  Les objectifs de cet axe sont: promouvoir la formation avancée de ressources humaines, en particulier pour la formation post-grade en visant une convergence rapide pour les valeurs moyens des qualifications avancées en ressources humaines que se vérifient  dans l’UE, et stimuler l’insertion des ressources  humaines au niveau de post grade dans les entreprises et instituions de I&D

La mesure « formation avancée » a financé jusqu’au 31/12/2003  6868 bourses pour :

· effectuer le  doctorat (4464)

· le post-doctorat (972) et

· autres types de bourse pour une licence sabbatique, pour développer une carrière scientifique, stages en organisations scientifiques et/ou technologiques des scientifiques invités

La mesure «appui à l’insertion des docteurs et professeurs dans les entreprises et institutions de I&D» prévoyait l’insertion de 1500 chercheurs dans les entreprises à la fin de 2006

Well integrated programmes with human capital investments complementing those discussed above were not general.  Where they did exist, the performance of human capital investments tended to mirror that of the research, innovation and ICT measures, with significant delays evident in some cases.  There was more potential for such integrated regional development programmes in Objective 1 regions.  

5.2.3
Entrepreneurship and Financial Instruments –Performing well but affected by the global economic downturn

Measures to promote entrepreneurship have been at the heart of regional policy for many years and it would be expected that the performance of these measures in terms of implementation should be relatively good.  This is the case in general for the evaluations analysed and some recommend increasing allocations to this area.  The slowdown in the global economy is cited in some cases as reducing demand for the support provided under the programmes.  Serious delays in getting innovative measures under this heading up and running are evident in Greece and parts of Italy (e.g. Puglia).  In these cases, evaluators often recommend a more proactive approach to identify businesses or organisations which can assist or benefit from this priority.  

The main types of actions supported include the following:

· Direct grant aid to start-up, small, innovative or large enterprises,

· The development of business parks,

· Consultancy support with strategy development, marketing, export, etc.,

· The creation of special venture funds.

East Finland Objective 1 – Entrepreneurship measures a great success

One of the most successful elements in Eastern Finland Objective 1 Programme has been the creation of new entrepreneurship and innovation as well as the development of business activity.  By June 2003, 3,444 projects and 2,532 new enterprises had been started.  

Finnvera loans are a new financing instrument in the Finnish Structural Fund programmes and the evaluators consider them very important in achieving the targets set for new enterprises and jobs.  The loans granted during the first four years of the programme have contributed to the creation of some 500 new businesses.

The importance of the programme to the competitiveness of the region is undeniable. In all areas, development has not been totally satisfactory, however. Within the region covered by Eastern Finland Objective 1 Programme, rural SME trends have been negative especially in remote areas. The evaluators note that the trend is a signal not only for the future, but also for the current programme period. It should therefore be explored whether the programme framework would permit the targeting of SME support measures specifically to such areas of decline.

It is too early to measure the impact of the entrepreneurship and financial engineering measures of the Structural Fund programmes.  However, the evaluators in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (Germany Objective 1)  have already tracked the survival rates of businesses supported.  In relation to venture capital funds, these have been set up in a variety of countries, although in the UK and Germany there is a suggestion in some cases of saturation of the market and close monitoring will be needed to ensure that there is a real need for these interventions.  The German CSF evaluation found a “jungle” of SME support measures with approximately 500 in existence, clearly suggesting a need for some rationalisation.

North East of England Objective 2 – UK – A new model for business support

Priorities 1 and 2 provide support for new and existing businesses in the North East. The urgent need to invigorate the region’s business base is reflected in the allocation of nearly 70% of the Programme’s EU resources to these two Priorities.

A new, customer-focused model for business support is due to be introduced in April 2004.  The Business Brokerage Model will place purchasing power in the hands of businesses, provide them with the information they require in order to become discerning purchasers of business support, and improve knowledge gathering and market penetration on the part of the ‘broker’ organisation by releasing them from the delivery of business support services.

The introduction of the business brokerage model will have profound implications for the delivery of Priorities 1 and 2.  Business support activity in the region will move away from ‘projects’ to be tailored to the needs of individual businesses.  This is likely to affect the draw down of committed EU funds and the gathering of monitoring and evaluation data.   Area Business Brokerage Partnerships are being finalised and the role of business development agencies will become clear over the coming months. The scale of resources required under the brokerage model is still unclear, as is the extent to which the model will address all or part of the objectives/actions contained in Priorities 1 and 2. 

5.2.4
Social Inclusion – Integrated actions are most effective but are resource intensive

In total 72% of the evaluations examined were of programmes which had a social inclusion dimension.  Several Objective 2 programmes did not incorporate a specific social inclusion focus which tended to be handled separately in these cases through nationally organised Objective 3 programmes.  A variety of kinds of actions were supported, including:

· ESF supported measures to support the integration of people with disabilities, immigrants, disadvantaged women, disadvantaged youth and ex prisoners.  These include training interventions and integrated packages of support designed to meet the needs of the individual.

· Community development, including locally based projects which provide childcare, crime prevention initiatives and meeting points for groups with special needs,

· Physical improvement of urban neighbourhoods in decay.

Approximately two thirds of evaluations examined suggested that performance was satisfactory or above target.  A good example of the kind of intervention which evaluators found to work well is the “pathways” approach of Merseyside Objective 1 in the UK.  By combining actions for employment with social inclusion and lifelong learning, a comprehensive and integrated policy response is provided to the sharp economic disparities in the region.  The evaluators conclude that the initiative is performing well and they stress the often innovative and integrative nature of activities.  A further example of a range of measures provided in an Objective 2 programme is provided by Catalonia in Spain.

For the remaining one third of evaluations examined, these measures demonstrated delays or a lack of demand leading to performance below expectations.  In France, both in Objective 1 and 2 regions delays in implementation are evident, with recommendations for reallocations of resources in Guyane and Martinique.  In Finland, the evaluators examined this issue closely.  For East Finland, the evaluators are critical that the programme has not met needs in relation to the prevention of social exclusion.  They recommend a greater effort by regional authorities to map potential project operators who could contribute pro-actively to the struggle against social exclusion.  The role of mediating organisations needs to be further developed and strengthened.  In the West Finland Objective 2 programme, the evaluators consider that too few projects have started in this area.  Local groups and third sector organisations have not been able to start their own projects due to a lack of financing and therefore most projects implemented have been sponsored by the public sector.  The Swedish Vastra Objective 2 programme evaluation also makes strong recommendations in this regard.

Cataluna Objective 2 – Spain – A range of measures for social inclusion

Although social inclusion was not a priority theme in the Catalan programme, several measures respond to the challenge of social inclusion under the Local and Urban Development Priority (5), and one measure under “Improvement of competitiveness and development of productive sector” Priority 1 (measure 1.8 “Strengthening of stability and adaptability in employment”). Under Priority 1, 44,800 persons, including nearly 800 immigrants benefited from employment projects.

Among other actions under Priority 5 were construction of social infrastructure, encouraging  and supporting local development initiatives, creating centres of professional training and local development, as well as supporting local initiatives aiming at employment creation.   Around 4,000 people annually used the social infrastructure in 2000-2002.

Vastra Objective 2 – Sweden – Specific recommendations to enhance social inclusion focus

As regards equal opportunities, the issue is seen as somewhat marginal and not decisive in selecting projects.   The evaluators recommend a systematic analysis of the consequences a project has in terms of equal opportunities and that equal opportunity descriptions in larger projects should be followed up and evaluated.

As regards integration of immigrants, the evaluators found a lack of support for this issue.  It is widely seen as marginal and does not receive adequate human or financial resource inputs.  The evaluators recommend training for responsible desk officers and other decision makers.

The evaluation also recommends the more active development of indicators for social  integration.  The possibility of projects choosing a neutral or negative impact, i.e., “the project is neutral as regards integration” or “the project has a negative influence on integration” should be removed and the indicator system should be changed accordingly.  Exactly what is meant by “this project improves the integration situation” should be clearly defined.   The evaluators recommend that care should be taken to ensure the approach is facilitative rather than imposed in order to ensure that support for the concept is obtained.

In the UK in the Yorkshire and Humber region, the evaluators note the difficulty of mapping Objective 2 activities onto the National Action Plan priorities which makes it difficult to comment on how well the programme is performing.

5.2.5
Environment and Sustainable Development – more consideration needed of the practical implementation of horizontal priorities

The environment was a horizontal priority in nearly all programmes and nearly all mid term evaluations examined its implementation and potential impact, except the evaluations of some sectoral programmes (e.g., information society or human resources development) which do not address the issue.  The concept of sustainable development was not fully developed at the time of the agreement of the 2000-2006 programmes; therefore, in most cases the evaluations examine the extent to which environmental objectives have been achieved.

As well as being a horizontal priority, the environment is the focus of direct action in many Structural Fund programmes, with measures concerned with a range of actions, including:

· Revitalisation of industrial sites

· The development of renewable energy sources

· Fresh water supply

· Sewage treatment facilities

· Farm waste initiatives

· Air pollution control and emission reduction

· Development of protected areas which can include soil regeneration measures, the reintroduction of plant and animal species, regeneration of beaches, etc.

· Renovation and maintenance of cultural heritage.

There is very varied performance across programmes in terms of the implementation of these measures.  In general, a trend can be identified of more “standard” environmental projects proceeding according to plan, but delays being experienced in the more innovative types of measures, particularly in relation to renewable energy.

Assessing the performance of the environment as a horizontal priority is a more complex exercise.  Where there is a strong direct environmental element to programmes, they tend to place less emphasis on environment as a horizontal priority.  Many of the evaluations present the experiences of programmes in assessing if projects have a positive, negative or neutral impact on the environment.  Where this approach is used, the percentage of projects with a positive impact on the environment seems to be at levels between 20% and 35%.  Some of the evaluations go much further, however, and provide interesting analysis on the reality of the extent to which environment is effectively implemented as a horizontal priority.  They note confusion in definitions of what a “positive impact on the environment” actually means.  In some cases the issue is not incorporated into project selection or is incorporated too late, while in others there is only a requirement for the project to state whether the project has a positive, negative or neutral impact without any requirement for further details.  The deeper level of analysis of this issue is particularly notable in evaluations of programmes in Finland, Sweden and the UK.

In the UK, the Merseyside Objective 1 evaluator notes that the environment priority was not cascaded down to priority or measure level and was not built into commitments required of projects.  In South Yorkshire, also Objective 1, the evaluator finds that the horizontal priority is well embedded into all priorities, but the primary research yielded more complex results.  While project managers gave low scores for project contribution to the environment and relevance to South Yorkshire, almost two thirds of all stakeholders interviewed reported that it remained a “completely relevant” theme.  The evaluators suggest two reasons for this divergence:  there is a difference between strategic intent and delivery; and there is also a difficulty in translating environmental sustainability into tangible projects.  In other Objective 1 programmes in the UK widely differing interpretations and understandings of the issue were found.  For UK Objective 2 regions, while the evaluations were in general less critical of the implementation of the environment as a horizontal priority the issues of interpretation were also raised.

In Swedish Objective 1 and 2 regions, the evaluators found that environment was poorly integrated into the programme because it was introduced too late in the project application process.  Recommendations are made for the development and dissemination of better guidance and the inclusion of the issue at an early stage in project selection so that it becomes a genuine project selection criterion.  From the evidence of many of the evaluations, it seems that while the issue may be often included in the project application form, it is not actually taken into account when decisions are being made on the projects to fund.

The concept of sustainable development has been developed only recently and its translation into operational reality through Structural Fund programmes needs to be considered further, based on the findings of the mid term evaluations.  For future programmes, it would be important to develop a shared understanding of how the sustainable development concept can add value to their implementation.

6.
Using the Evaluations

The purpose of the mid term evaluation was to provide knowledge and analysis on the performance of programmes, with a view to improving their implementation and impact.  The final stage in that process is therefore not the production of the report, but its use by managing authorities, monitoring committees, the Commission and indeed the wider public (including the political level).  

The mid term review is the formal decision making process to adapt programmes, taking account of the analysis provided by the mid term evaluations.  There are other means of using the evaluations, however, including the adaptation of implementation systems to make them more effective (which need not necessarily be reflected in the mid term review decision), disseminating information about the Structural Funds as part of a communication strategy and feeding debate on future directions for structural policies.  An important role of all evaluations is to generate knowledge on the performance of public policies which can feed into better informed public debate.

The Commission is not and cannot be fully aware of the use made of evaluations.  From the Commission’s perspective, evaluations seem to have been considered seriously as part of the mid term review, leading to adaptations of programmes in terms of transfers of resources.  It is not clear that all recommendations for improved implementation in general and the implementation of the horizontal priorities have been acted upon.  The position as regards dissemination of information through the publication of evaluations is more varied with not all evaluations made available to the wider public through websites or other means.  Where the impact of the evaluations was weaker, this was usually the result of weaknesses in the evaluation.

In order to complete the analysis of the use of the mid term evaluation, the Commission invites the Member States to provide their perspectives on the use and the usefulness of the mid term evaluations.  Short contributions are invited from members of the Technical Group on Evaluation, covering the following points:

1. Who used the evaluation?  (Managing Authorities, Monitoring Committees, Social Partners, Implementing Bodies, Regional, national or European politicians, the wider public)

2. In what way did each of these parties use the evaluation?

3. Were financial allocations in programmes changed as a result of the recommendations of the evaluations?

4. Were implementation methods (including how the horizontal priorities are implemented) changed as a result of the recommendations of the evaluations?

5. Are the full evaluations freely available (e.g., on a website)?

6. Has there been any public debate on the evaluation findings?

7. Following the mid term review decision, is there any intention to further consider the evaluation findings?

8. Were there any factors which militated against the use of the mid term evaluation?

These issues can be discussed further at the seminar in October and the information provided will allow this chapter to be completed before the report is finalised.

7.
Conclusions

In this final section, we draw conclusions on the process and content of the mid term evaluation and suggest how the lessons learnt can be reflected in the future.

7.1
The Process

Two aspects of the process for the mid term evaluation can be identified as particular strengths:  the quality of planning and the positive contribution of partnership.  As regards planning, the early availability of the Commission’s guidance for the mid term evaluation was a good start which was built on in nearly all Member States.  Good organisation and co-ordination across different evaluations in the same Member States was a general feature.  Some Member States drew up core terms of reference which provided a good basis for the evaluations.  The only weakness of this approach in some cases was that terms of reference were not sufficiently adapted to regional and sectoral needs by managing authorities and steering groups for individual programme evaluations.

The mid term evaluation was carried out in partnership which contributed to the relevance and quality of the evaluations.  The role of the steering committees was particularly positive in involving the partnership throughout the process.  The Commission participated actively in steering groups and in reviewing intermediate outputs of the evaluation process.

7.2
The Evaluators

The evaluation market is relatively limited and the mid term evaluation did not see a significant expansion of the number of evaluators.  Evaluations were mostly undertaken by evaluation consultancy companies, with some involvement of academics and growing evidence of evaluations being undertaken by consortia of evaluators.  There is some evidence that the involvement of universities and particular evaluation experts increased the quality of the evaluations with more rigorous and innovative methodologies used.

There is no doubt that the single legal deadline for the submission of all mid term evaluations of all Structural Fund programmes created pressure on the evaluation market and some evaluators who took on a number of evaluations were over-stretched.  This underlines the importance of close monitoring of the evaluation process by Managing Authorities and the need to insist on high quality analytical work from the evaluators.  For the evaluators, there is a need in some cases for closer attention to be paid to meeting professional standards for evaluation in relation to data gathering, analysis and presentation of results.

7.3
Quality of the Evaluations

The mid term evaluations were generally of a higher quality than those undertaken in the past with some excellent examples.  The Commission’s examination of the quality of the evaluations resulted in two thirds being rated as being of good or excellent quality.  This increase in quality results from a growing capacity among evaluators but also among Managing Authorities.  Managing Authorities allocated more resources to the evaluation than had been the case in previous evaluation exercises.  This was both in terms of financial resources and the human resources involved in managing and steering the evaluation process.

Limitations of the evaluations usually related to the scale of the task, with a large number of evaluation questions to be answered and some very large complex programmes being evaluated.  In other cases, the weaker evaluations related to evaluators being over-stretched in undertaking too many evaluation projects and not devoting sufficient resources to all projects.  Methodological weaknesses, discussed below, also limited the quality of some evaluations.

7.4
Cost and Cost Effectiveness

Over €35 million was spent on the Objective 1 and 2 mid term evaluations with an average cost per evaluation of €172,000.  The cost of the evaluations represented on average 0.08% of total annual allocations.  The ultimate cost effectiveness depends on the usefulness of the evaluations in improving the quality and relevance of programmes, a process which is still underway.  The Commission’s perception is that the resources allocated to the mid term evaluation were appropriate and higher than previous allocations, but that cost effectiveness was limited by a number of factors.  This included the fact that some programmes had been late or slow in starting and therefore had little activity to evaluate.  The large number of evaluation questions and the large scale of some programmes meant that some evaluations took a rather superficial approach.  Methodological weaknesses in some cases also limited the usefulness of the results of the evaluations.

7.5
Methodologies

The mid term evaluations in general were based on an appropriate mix of methodologies, including desk research, primary research and for larger programmes some macro-economic modelling.  Significant improvements were evident in the quality and rigour of the evaluations.  A difficulty for many of the evaluations was that the monitoring system was not yet functioning well and there was limited administrative data on the implementation of the programme.  As regards primary research, this included consultations, surveys, focus groups and case studies.  

Structural Fund evaluations are complex exercises, especially those which cover the entire programme and evaluators should be encouraged to develop and improve appropriate methodologies.  Methodological concerns arising from the mid term evaluations which need to be addressed in future evaluations concern the gathering of primary data, analysis and the presentation of findings.  

· As regards primary research, evaluations should be informed by the “on-the-ground” reality of the implementation of the programme.  While the scale of some programmes might make this difficult across all measures, at least the major priorities should be subject of fieldwork.  

· In relation to analysis, some evaluations contained extensive descriptive material rather than more synthetic analysis.   Evaluators should aim to analyse synthetically the performance of the overall programme at a strategic level, bringing together bottom up administrative (monitoring) data or primary research and analysis of changes in the global environment.  

· Many reports were extremely long, often because of the extensive descriptive material.  This militated against their usefulness.  

Evaluators need to develop their capacities in these areas, while those who commission evaluations must demand high standards from evaluators.  The Commission has already made these points to evaluators at a number of meetings of evaluation societies in the European Union, challenging evaluators to improve the quality and relevance of their work, building on the achievements which have been made to date.  Member States also need to insist on high quality, working in partnership with evaluators to ensure that data collection systems are functioning and that evaluations are appropriately designed.

7.6
Answers to the Evaluation Questions

The evaluations aimed to answer a number of evaluation questions and we can synthesise the answers as follows:

· In nearly all cases the evaluators concluded that the strategies adopted in the programmes were still appropriate and only minor changes were in general proposed.

· It was too early to assess effectiveness in many cases, given the late or slow start-up of programmes.  A difficulty was presented by the monitoring system which often required revision of the definition of indicators and their targets.  The mid term evaluations have performed a useful function in reviewing the basis on which effectiveness will be judged, which should allow a robust basis for assessing results initially at the time of the mid term evaluation update and then in the ex post evaluation.

· It was likewise too early to measure impact, although evaluations did in some cases recommend the revision of targets based on the experience of the early years implementation of the programme.  Macro economic modelling undertaken for large CSFs suggests that programmes are on course to achieve their global objectives.

· Efficiency was more often defined as financial absorption rather than the cost per output or result achieved.  Financial absorption is clearly improved compared to the past, driven by the requirements of the N+2 rule.  Some evaluations began an analysis of unit costs which can be built on in the future.

· Evaluations found an urgent need for improvement of the systems of quantification of objectives.  The recommendations in this regard should contribute to a good basis for assessing the impact of programmes in the mid term evaluation update and the ex post evaluation.

· Implementation systems were found to fulfil the regulatory requirements and to be significantly improved on the past.  In some cases complexities were identified and recommendations made for streamlining systems.  Recommendations were also made to refine project selection systems to make them more competitive and to incorporate the horizontal priorities in selection criteria.

7.7
Contribution to Lisbon Priorities

· As regards transport and accessibility, the evaluations find good progress being made in large road and rail projects.  Projects to develop ports, airports and local transport initiatives are also progressing but often at a slower rate.

· The knowledge based economy is an important priority and the Structural Funds are supporting co-operation between research institutes and businesses, the development of business clusters and research centres, investment in broad-band access, the development of regional innovation strategies and the training of researchers, as well as applied research projects.  Many innovative projects and approaches are being supported with some taking longer to establish than originally anticipated.

· The Structural Funds are supporting entrepreneurship through grant aid to start-up, small, innovative and large enterprises, the development of business parks, consultancy support and the creation of special venture funds.  Many of these interventions are demand led and slower progress than anticipated is linked to the global economic slow-down in the early years of the programme.

· The promotion of social inclusion is an important dimension in the majority of Objective 1 and 2 programmes and the majority of evaluations find that performance is satisfactory or above target.  Integrated actions are found to be the most effective, although these are resource intensive.

· The environment was a horizontal priority for the Structural Funds and the evaluations provide important insights into how to enhance the practical integration of the priority into the programmes and how the concept of sustainable development can be given practical reality in the programmes.  The Structural Funds are also supporting direct environmental actions including the revitalisation of industrial sites, the development of renewable energy sources and the development of facilities for fresh water supply or waste disposal, as well as the development of protected areas.  In general, the more traditional types of projects are proceeding according to plan with the more innovative measures taking longer to get off the ground.

7.8
The Mid Term Evaluation – Strengths and Weaknesses

The mid term evaluation exercise demonstrates growing evaluation capacity among Member States.  While much improved compared to previous evaluations, there is still scope to further improve Structural Fund evaluation.  As an overall conclusion, we can identify the following strengths of the mid term evaluation:

· Its organisation and planning,

· The contribution of the partnership,

· The allocation of resources – both financial and human to manage the process,

· Increased evaluation capacity in the market and in the administrations leading to higher quality evaluations.

The weaknesses identified in this report are:

· The rigid deadline leading to the evaluation being too early in some cases and creating pressure on the evaluation market,

· The requirements of the evaluation being too broad, covering all measures and eight different and complex evaluation questions, ranging from strategy to effectiveness to implementation,

· Evaluation terms of reference sometimes not sufficiently adapted to the needs of regions or sectors,

· Some evaluators not delivering sufficiently high quality work, with Managing Authorities not managing the process closely enough and demanding better quality.

In terms of proposals for the future, the Commission has proposed that the mid term evaluation should be replaced in the next programming period with a programme of ongoing evaluation of all or parts of the programmes depending on needs.  This would allow the strengths of the mid term evaluation process to be built upon, but would address the weaknesses related to rigidities and scope.

7.9
Update of the Mid Term Evaluation

An update of the mid term evaluation is required by the end of 2005 and the Commission has recently produced its guidance on the content of the update.  The update will be produced at an important time, just before planning starts for the next programme period, and it will also be an important preparation for the ex post evaluation.  The Commission has proposed that the core element of the update should be an analysis of outputs and results achieved to date, but that there should be scope for particular evaluation questions to be addressed, depending on regional or sectoral needs.

7.10
Challenges for the Future

Having analysed the processes, methodologies, content and use of the mid term evaluations and concluded on the strengths and weaknesses of the exercise, we can in this final section identify a number of challenges for the future for evaluation and the Structural Funds.

7.10.1
Further Strengthening Evaluation Capacity

The Member States which undertook the mid term evaluation demonstrate a growing evaluation capacity which has led to the production of better quality reports.  However, performance was variable and there is a need to further strengthen capacity – both among those who commission evaluation and those who carry them out:

· From the mid term evaluation exercise, we can see in general higher and appropriate financial allocations to evaluation.  However, in some cases there is a need to increase the human resources devoted towards managing evaluation and to ensure that they are equipped with sufficient evaluation knowledge in order, where necessary, to challenge evaluators to improve the quality of their work.

· As regards the evaluators, increased efforts to develop appropriate methodologies are needed to ensure accountability and to provide greater insights into the performance of programmes.  Proposals for more targeted evaluations in the future should permit the development of methodologies specific to the issues being evaluated.

Evaluation capacity is at an early stage of development in many of the Member States which have recently joined the EU.  Here, the challenge is to build on the experiences of other Member States and to take action to build capacity both within the administrations and in the marketplace of evaluators.

7.10.2
Improving Monitoring Systems

There is a clear need to improve monitoring systems so that they become a genuine management instrument – providing timely and meaningful physical data on the implementation of programmes and contributing to better decision making and higher quality programmes.  Good monitoring systems are essential for accountability, in order to allow regional and national authorities and the European Commission to account for and demonstrate the added value of the very considerable amount of resources being invested in Structural Fund programmes.

The Commission emphasised the issue of indicators in the drawing up of programmes in 2000 and 2001.  It was also an important point in the negotiations on the programmes for the Member States which joined the EU in 2004.  This emphasis led to the development of some large scale but unwieldy monitoring systems which in some cases three years after programme adoption did not provide useful data for decision makers or for evaluators.  There is a need for monitoring systems to be refined to concentrate on core indicators and to ensure that data are gathered regularly and considered by decision makers and are available to evaluators.

7.10.3
Creating a Platform for the Exchange of Experience

With enlargement of the EU, there is now a wide range of evaluation capacity across the Member States and there is potential for that capacity to be enhanced through the exchange of experience.  Discussions with those responsible for evaluation in national administrations suggest a willingness to engage in such activities.  The Commission will take action to encourage such networking and proposes in the next year to develop the web-based GUIDE to the evaluation of socio-economic development (www.evalsed.info) into a truly interactive site which can facilitate such activities. 
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