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Abstract

The main aim of this paper was to show the present state and condition of Polish institutional system in the context of the capacity to structural funds absorption. The methods that have been used in presented paper concerning the comparative method and analyzes of some Polish programming documents. The author stress that it is very difficult to build effective, transparent system of structural funds absorption, but Poland has faced many problems and already has found many solutions. There are still some shortcomings, but it does not seem to be astonishing comparing the experiences of other Member States. Polish authorities must make the efforts to facilitate the absorption of as much as it is possible. 

One of the most important challenges that Poland and other candidate countries face within the process of joining European Union is the necessity of institutional system building which will be able, according to EU requirements, to guarantee effective potential for absorption of the structural funds as well as the Cohesion Fund. Being just few days before the accession can we say, that Polish administration system is well prepared to “consume” European structural aid?
According to the assignments between Poland and European Commission the system of structural funds implementation was to be started at the beginning of 2004. Unfortunately the proper organizational as well as financial systems have not been prepared yet completely. One of the most important reasons of such situation is the fact, that in December 2003 Polish government was negotiating the content of Community Support Framework and particular operational programs at one time.  The efforts on the legislation work concerning the National development Plan (NDP) and public procurement law took too much time. That is why there was such a rumor on the central as well as regional level. Besides the lack of the legal regulations concerning the public-private partnership and the Credit Guarantee Fund will have negative effect on the effective structural funds absorption. In the content of main programming documents there were many changes implemented. As the good example, there can be assigned two situations. First was in the December 2003 when the changes concerning the possibilities of financing the investments in the public health sector into Integrated regional Operational program (IROP) were implemented and second was in march 2004, when instead of business plan there must be prepared the seasibility study for the projects within ERDF. There are two reasons that such changes are inappropriate, first of all they completely disorganize the preparedness of the local authorities and secondly it makes the confusion within the regional priorities.

Local authorities were creating administrative structures without adequate knowledge about the final shape of this system. The process of the programming documents consultations was carrying out very chaotic and there was no time for real consultations and discussion between the local and central authorities. Such behavior constitutes luck of trust and professionalism. 

According to challenges concerning the structural funds absorption there were created many new work places within the structures of local authorities. Due to that fact, there were many people employed during very short period, some doubts can occur concerning the level of preparation and personal predisposition of the new staff to work on this new issues.  
The biggest weakness of Polish system is connected with the financial system. The assuring of the financial contribution for the projects by the local governments may cause huge obstacles in the structural funds absorption. The project of the public finances law includes the possibilities of pre-financing the public sector units by crediting. Unfortunately these regulations are still under the discussion in the Polish parliament. 
There is a possibility to involve the international organizations to pre-finance and co- finance the projects. To use such a possibility there is a crucial need to discuss this matter with the European Invest Bank, European Rebuilding Development Bank and polish banks as the intermediating institutions. There should be also determined the conditions of giving the loans. Through all of those important issues, it should be also stressed that 60% threshold of debt in case of the credits and loans incurred for the European projects implementation should be reduced. 
According to human aspects of the structural funds absorption, there are still not enough professionals working. The process of employing is going on. At the end of 2003 there were, both in the Marshal offices and Voivod offices around 65-70% planned people working. 
Besides, we can also complain for the system of trainings, which number is neither still nor sufficient. 

Most of the regional institutions according to the requirements from the Ministry of Economy, Labor and Social Policy have introduced or are introducing now the proper organizational changes. At the end of 2003 only two steering comities have been brought into existence. The rest of the Marshal offices are still working on it. Due to such a reality it can be finished even in the second quarter of 2004. The efforts on bringing into being the panels of experts are also too difficult to mach. Besides Marshal offices have real budget problems and some of the employed staff complain for the lack of professional qualifications. 
One of the Polish weaknesses is the lack of good prepared projects. Most of them are just ideas, which do not fit to be implemented within IROP. Some of the local governments indicate the problems with the possibility of co-financing. Unfortunately there is luck a proper financial state support system, especially in the field of co-financing their own input. The state system of supporting the future project promoters does not exist too.
The SIMIK system responsible for the registration, monitoring and controlling has not been finished yet too. According to the Ministry of Finances forecasts the informatics system should be finished and start working in April 2004. 
The Internet Pilot Project Database works defective. At the end of 2003 in most Marshall Offices the ESF projects’ databases did not work properly. Voivod Labor Offices point at real dangers concerning lack of well prepared projects within IROP.

The projects’ selection institutions seem to be too centralized. Some of the tasks are the same, which definitely increase the costs from one side and from another it will cause the competence conflicts. It seems to be the good solution that the experts’ institutions have been established. These institutions are responsible for formal projects’ evaluation. They should be brought into being in the way to assure the content-related quality of this evaluation and from the other side to assure the conformity of the selection with the IROP priorities. There are doubts that these two conditions will not be realized. 
The problem occurs concerning the content of the panels of experts. Because of the luck of financial sources, the academics, specialists etc. will be substituted by the staff officers working in the Marshall offices. 
We can also ask several questions concerning for example the right to bring into existence two comities on the regional levels, the right to evaluate some of IROP project by the Ministry of Economy, Labor and social Policy, or the right to sign by voivods the financial agreements with the final beneficiaries. There can be plenty of such questions and doubts, but now it is too late change some institutional solutions. We can just try to work as efficient as it is possible taking some examples form some MS experiences. 

Experiences of some Member States

The experiences of some member states may bring many important hints, may be the frame of reference in the field of institutional solutions, coordination between the local and central levels and human resources responsible for the structural funds implementation. It is necessary to use these experiences by NMS. 
Ireland

The preparation of the NDP for 2000-2006 started at the beginning of 1999. All sources including private as well as public ones amount around 51, 5 billion Euros. One of the characteristics in Ireland is few numbers of sectoral programs. Most of them are financed by one fund. Comparing to 1994-99 programming period the number of sectoral programs was decreased from 6 to 3. Besides there are 2 regional operational programs, which are integrated. 

In the present period of programming 6 managing institutions have been created including: managing institution of CPF constituted by the Department of Structural Funds in the Ministry of Finances and the following institutions managing the operational and regional programs: Ministry of Environment and Local Government, Ministry, of Industry, Trade and Employment and Regional Assemblies. 
Relatively small staff is a clear characteristic of the Irish managing institutions. Each of them is run by the Principal Officer and 2 of his deputies. Comparing to the 1994-99 programming period the amount of employees decreased from 65 to 42. It was due to decreased number of operational programs as well as to the fact that persons not involved in the structural funds activities or those who are mainly involved in other matters were not included in the statistics. At the moment officers employed in the managing institutions are the members of civil Service. Most of them have 3 to 5 years experience in the field of structural funds. 

There were 4 stages of the Irish programming process: preparation of NDP, preparation of CPF, preparation of operational programs and preparation of the programs’ compliments. Some of these stages were carried out at the same time. Implementation of the top-down system allowed for a fair and comprehended system of consultation between the local and central authorities, which resulted in the right recognition of the regional problems and further on in their inclusion in the programming documents. 
It is worth emphasizing that the contents of the programs’ supplements were mainly prepared by the principal officers and their Assistants.  Such a professional involvement guarantees a high quality of these document and accurate recognition of the regional problems.  
Two types of the intermediate bodies function in the Irish system. Those include: intermediate institutions sensu stricte (usually ministries) and implementary institutions (usually public agencies).

Portugal

In Portugal the structural funds management as well the entire system of public administration is characterized by high centralization and top-down system of programming. Portuguese expenses on local level reach only 11 % and are one of the lowest rates in the EU. Portuguese communities are belong to the biggest ones in the UE, but their own tax incomes constitute only 7,3% of all general budget. Thus, local government does not play a significant role in the country’s governing system. 
The system of structural funds management was created beyond the existing administration. Those two systems enjoy a flexible coexistence. When creating the specialized institutions responsible for structural funds management, the Portuguese experts pointed out the necessity of establishing the knowledge diffusion links. 

Portugal lacks an effective administration and evaluation procedures. In case of the control of financial management Portugal decided to involve the external audit companies, which decreased the need for employment in this sector.
Spain

During programming period in Spain many changes concerning the structural funds managing system have been introduced. Most changes lied in the integration of the management, which task was to improve the effectiveness of structural funds absorption. Most of programs in Spain (29/39) is coordinated and managed on the central level by one managing institution- Department of structural Funds in Ministry of Finances. There are 61 employees working in this department. 

In Spain there are two types of operational programs: multiregional operational programs and regional operational programs.
High quality of guidelines and the commentaries for the beneficiaries makes the Spanish managing system on the central as well as regional level work very efficient. 

Poland

The decision concerning the amount of programming documents were made relatively early, so the whole process of negotiations could have been started at the proper time. It was decided that the amount of the programming documents will be not high. Finally we have one regional operational program (IROP) and 6 sectoral operational programs. The institutional structure in the field of coordination the measures from the structural funds have been simplified and now there is only one paying institution for all funds, which is Ministry of Finances.
The managing system in Poland seems not to be complicated:

· The managing institution is the Ministry of Economy, Labor and Social Policy, Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development and regional self-governments. 

· The paying institution is the Ministry of Finance

· The intermediate bodies depend on the operational program. It can be Ministry of Education and sport, Ministry of Environment or voidvodships.

The MS experiences do not give the easy and clear answer how to build institutional system, because according to the European law, which gives quite liberty in this matter, each countries worked out their own system of coordination and the differences between them are crucial. There are few elements, which should be taken into consideration while creating this system. They are as follow:

· Candidating countries are obliged to assure efficient coordination between the departments. Institutions responsible for the coordination must act effective. Their creation and functioning should be transparent.
· The system, that is under the creation should take into consideration  the tradition, so called “administrative culture” and effectiveness of the administration as a whole and particular institutions (top- down programming, financial independence and the “power” of regions)
· Candidating countries should use the experience in PHARE, SAPARD and ISPA implementation.

· And finally, it is absolutely necessary to select professional staff. Experiences of MS show that most of people employed in the structural funds sector are lawyers, economics and specialists in the field of public administration and management.

The management on the central level and top-down programming is one of the characteristics of the aforementioned countries. Even in the most decentralized Spain strong and financially independent regions (29/39) are managed by the Ministry of finances. The experiences of Portugal may be very useful for candidating countries, where the structural funds managing system had been excluded from the state administration and entrusted to institutions loosely related to state administration. On the other side this system is centralized- the role of regions is quite small and big managing institutions dominate.
The example of Portugal may be useful for NMS, where the structural funds managing system is excluded form the public administration and entrusted to the organizations loosely connected with the state authorities. At the same time this system is centralized, the role of regions is poor with the domination of big managing institutions, which very rarely pass on their competencies to the intermediate bodies. 

The sectoral programs play significant role in Ireland. There are special institutions within administration brought into existence to fulfill the managing tasks. 

Most of the EU countries, especially Spain and Ireland have already prepared the guidelines necessary to facilitate the public administration activities.  
Due to the short programming period (2004-06) and quite limited period designed for the preparation of these documents, NMS face the necessity of preparation the transparent and not complicated system of cohesion policy implementation. It should be stressed that Poland at this moment fulfilled the basic conditions to effective absorption the structural funds. The questions arise here: is the readiness sufficient or not? Is the polish administration prepared or not? It is very difficult to give precise answer now. It will be clear at the end of 2006. It is obvious now, that some changes will have to be implemented. There is a need to deeply analyze and follow every step and their results to improve the system as good as it will be possible for the next programming period 2007-2013.
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