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Resume
The social and economic cohesion policy plays a major part in the EU context. This policy is based on the principle of territorial solidarity, which requires the establishment of comparatively equivalent living conditions in the separate parts of the each country’s territory. The gap between the regions’ development causes social and political problems, the regional and national economy are inter-related and the balanced regional development could not be secured through market mechanisms only. 
Experience shows that regional gap sharpens in the period of transition. Due to the inherited social, economic and spatial structures, the previous policies and dynamics in development, the existent gap in economy, infrastructure, employment, income and living standards among the different parts of the Bulgarian territory deepened. These facts have a direct impact on the elaboration and implementation of the national policy of regional development.

1. The Bulgarian Policy of Regional Development in the EU context for
the programming period 2007-2013
Before joining to EU Bulgaria had no previous experience in implementing an operational program for regional development within the framework of the EU Structural Funds. In that sense no specific lessons can be learnt from past experiences, although since 1998 Bulgaria, as part of its preparation for EU accession and for participation in EU cohesion policy, has developed relevant programming documents. They included several drafts of the National Economic Development Plan 2000-2006, elaborated and approved by Government. The only operational programme from this period was the Regional Operational Programme
, which apart of having the main role of a “learning exercise” was used as a reference document especially for PHARE Economic and Social Cohesion measures and as a basis for the Multi-annual Programming Document 2004-2006.
 The regional development policy of Bulgaria was strictly related with the goals of social-economic strategy for the country’s development. The regional policy was focused on overcoming of the gap between the level of development and the living standards in the Bulgarian regions, through supporting their structural adaptation, development of territories, lagging behind, as well as through overall social and economic revival.
In November 2001 Bulgaria started the process of negotiations with the EU on Chapter 21 “Regional Policy and Coordination of the Structural Instruments” and during this process the negotiation position was being periodically updated in accordance with the progress of implementation of the assignments undertaken, regarding the accession. It registered the implementation of the specific measures in the priority spheres and territorial organizations, legislation framework, institutional framework, administrative capacity, programming capacity, management of the finance and budget, training of the civil servants of the administration in management of the pre-accession funding and consequently, the aid of the EU Structural and Cohesion funds. In the field of regional policy the tasks of the negotiation process could be separated into two groups: first, requirements, that Bulgaria had to meet, in order to close temporarily the negotiations on this Chapter and second, requirements, according to which Bulgaria had to present clear-cut intentions and action plans with time schedules, which to indicate the progress of country’s preparation for membership up to the accession date. 
The European Union objectives identified in the Community Strategic Guidelines for Cohesion for the 2007 to 2013 period is the framework under which the Operational Programme “Regional Development” was formulated. At the same time it is also consistent with the National Reform Programme developed under the renewed Lisbon agenda as a response to the Integrated Employment and Economic Guidelines. In this way all actions planned to be undertaken under Operational Programme “Regional Development” had to incorporate the Community priorities in favour of sustainable development by strengthening growth, competitiveness and employment, social inclusion, as well as protection and quality of the environment.

It should be pointed out that while the other operational programmes deal with development objectives and priorities emphasising national policy and taking only partially into account the regional features of Bulgaria, the role of Operational Programme “Regional Development” is to propose a set of integrated measures designed to contribute to achievement of the longterm development goals of the country by incorporating also the territorial factors of growth. Some of the suggested operations are to be implemented in partnership and coordination with different sectoral policies, while others are objects only of regional policy. In all the cases, the envisaged actions are connected with the mandatory largest possible participation of the regional and local authorities and stakeholders.
Given the scale of the National Strategic Reference Framework, Operational Programme “Regional Development” contains priorities and interventions in relation only to structural funds and national co-financing. The programme is directed at the main problems identified by the Government of Bulgaria and at the policy towards their solution by securing the provision of additional EU financing for support to the national priorities and resources in the areas eligible for Structural funds, and in particular for the European Regional Development Fund. So, it could be highlighted that Operational Programme “Regional Development” sets out a coherent regional development strategy for the period 2007-2013 supported by a multi-annual investment commitment in the key areas of infrastructural development of urban centres, territorial connectivity, sustainable tourism growth and support to regional and local partnerships.
2. Approaches in Designing the Regional Development Programme
Operational Programme “Regional Development” is one single operational programme for all six NUTS II regions in Bulgaria, which are eligible under the “Convergence” objective of EU cohesion policy. In this sense, it has largely taken into account the coordination with the other sectoral Operational Programmes in order to ensure coherence, synergies and complementarities in an effective way. Therefore, the design of the programme has followed a pragmatic approach taking into account all external rules, modalities and restrictions in order to define a philosophy and logic of intervention based on what is necessary, possible and realistically achievable within the programming period rather than on what is highly willing and desirable.
It was already pointed out that Operational Programme “Regional Development” was prepared in line with the commitments assumed under the Strategy for Participation of Bulgaria in EU Structural and the Cohesion Funds, the provisions under Chapter 21 of the Accession Treaty and following the provisions of the General and the ERDF Regulations for the period 2007-2013. There are a number of policies defined both at Community and national level, which are largely taken into account in the design of Operational Programme “Regional Development”:
First, Operational Programme “Regional Development” is prepared in line with the Lisbon agenda and the sustainability principles defined in the Goteborg strategy for sustainable development. In meeting the political objectives set out, the actions supported under the programme are concentrated in pursuit of priorities that stimulate growth and jobs. Accordingly, contribution to Lisbon priorities is proposed in several ways and they include investing in the drivers of growth and employment, supporting the implementation of coherent strategies, improving governance and introducing integrated approaches in order to promote balanced development, sustainable communities and social inclusion. 
Second, Community Strategic Guidelines on Cohesion 2007-2013 (CSG) is a document which main goal is to define Community priorities for the cohesion policy and to gear synergies for implementing the renewed Lisbon strategy. Following the orientation given by the Community Strategic Guidelines, the overall logic of intervention of Operational Programme “Regional Development” aims to stimulate growth potential, so as to achieve and maintain high growth rates, including addressing the deficits in basic infrastructure networks and strengthening capacity at local and regional level.

Next, the Bulgarian National Reform Programme (NRP) developed as a response to the challenges set before the EU Member States as the key focus of the renewed Lisbon Strategy. National Reform Programme is a strategic country document aiming to systematize the efforts of the Government to generate high and sustainable rates of economic growth and employment by outlining the medium-term framework of measures and priorities in the field of macroeconomic and microeconomic development, labour market and human capital development. Operational Programme “Regional Development” contributes to the achievement of National Reform Programme aim for meeting the microeconomic challenges of improving basic infrastructure, establishing the conditions for sustainable regional development and enhancing economic activity of the population through decreasing regional disparities. In addition, the implementation of Operational Programme “Regional Development” is followed and monitored by using the Categorisation of Funds assistance for 2007-2013 enabling follow-up of the measures supporting Lisbon objectives.

A special attention should be paid to the National Strategic Reference Framework – a document prepared by the member state, which ensures that assistance from the Funds is consistent with the Community Strategic Guidelines on Cohesion and which identifies the link between Community priorities on the one hand and the National Reform Programme, on the other. The National Strategic Reference Framework is constituted as a reference instrument for preparing the programming of the Funds. It also reflects the contribution to the implementation of the Lisbon and Gothenburg Agendas. The document includes an analysis of development disparities, weaknesses and potential, the strategy chosen on the basis of this analysis, including the thematic and territorial priorities, the list of operational programmes for the ‘Convergence’ and ‘Territorial cooperation’ objectives, a description of how the expenditure are to contribute to the EU priorities of promoting competitiveness and creating jobs, the indicative annual allocation from each Fund by programme, the mechanisms for ensuring coordination between the assistance from the EU Structural Funds, the Cohesion Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, the European Fisheries Fund, and the interventions of the EIB and of other existing financial instruments.
National Strategic Reference Framework describes Bulgaria’s strategy to support actions in the following thematic areas for increasing competitiveness: human resources, infrastructure, governance and effective state administration and services and territorial cohesion, their inter-linkages, and the contribution the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund will play within this strategy. The scope of National Strategic Reference Framework is focused on four strategic priorities: Improving basic infrastructure; Increasing quality of human capital with focus on employment; Fostering entrepreneurship, favourable business environment and good governance; and Supporting balanced territorial development. The overall logic of interventions of Operational Programme “Regional development” is oriented towards the practical implementation of Priority 4 of the National Strategic Reference Framework to support balanced territorial development.
In accordance with the Regional Development Act the Ministry of Regional Development and Public Works prepared the National Regional Development Strategy
 for the period 2005 – 2015. The Strategy contains comparative social and economic analysis of the NUTS II regions, basic and specific objectives and development priorities, necessary actions for achievement of the objectives and provisions for monitoring, evaluation and updating of the Strategy. The document defines the strategic directions of the regional development policy, outlines the “top-down” approach and is used as basis for the planning documents at the different administrative levels. The National Regional Development Strategy is taken into a consideration in the preparation of the Operational Programme “Regional Development”. However, a large number of actions for implementation of the National Regional Development Strategy are of typical sectoral nature and fall inside the scope of other, sectoral programmes defined by the National Strategic Reference Framework.
The primary goal defined in National Regional Development Strategy is achievement of a sustainable and balanced development of the regions in Bulgaria. This goal could be achieved through five main priorities and the Operational Programme “Regional Development” mainly contributes for implementation of priorities 2-5:  

· Priority 2. Development and upgrading of the infrastructure to create conditions for growth and employment;
· Priority 3. Raising the attractiveness of and quality of life in the planning regions; 
· Priority 4. Integrated urban development and upgrading of the urban environment; 
· Priority 5. Development of co-operation for European spatial cohesion, promotion of partnership and good-neighbourly relations for the purposes of development. 
In addition to these documents it is also necessary to underline the importance of Regional Development Plans 2007 – 2013. They are strategic documents at NUTS II level, prepared in accordance with the Regional Development Act and adopted at regional level by the Regional Development Councils of the six NUTS II regions. The Regional Development Plans reflect the strategic vision of the regions for their mid-term development and are taken into account as “bottom-up” basis for elaboration of the Operational Programme “Regional Development”. However, it should be mentioned, that these strategic documents envisage various priorities and actions, which are typically sectoral and fall inside the scope of the sectoral programmes.  Therefore, they are considered as combined territorial projection and as a set of actions, which should receive contribution from the different operational programmes following the specific eligibility requirements of the different Funds.
Finally, it should be noted that there are other strategic documents at NUTS III (and NUTS IV level respectively) such as District Development Strategies, Municipal Development Plans and Spatial Plans District development strategies and Municipal development plans. 
3. Managing Authority for Implementation of the Regional Development Programme 


Ministry of Regional Development and Public Works prepared the Operational Programme “Regional Development” under the terms of a methodology applying the key principles of EU cohesion policy.  Led by the principle of partnership, the programme is prepared in close cooperation with the Commission through discussions and receiving preliminary comments during the whole working period. Under the provisions of Chapter 21 of the Accession Treaty and with a Decision of Council of Ministers
, Directorate General “Programming of Regional Development” within the Ministry of Regional Development and Public Works is appointed as Managing Authority of Operational Programme “Regional Development”. 
Directorate General “Programming of Regional Development” is part of the specialised administration of the ministry performing in the pre-accession period functions of PHARE Sectoral Coordinator with responsibilities for programming and monitoring of regional development and cross-border cooperation measures. The experience of using one single body responsible for regional development is applied also for the post-accession period whereby the Directorate General is appointed as Managing Authority for the cross-border and trans-national programmes under the “Territorial cooperation” objective. 


Directorate General “Programming of Regional Development” is responsible for the reliable implementation of the programme in accordance with the European legislation and performs overall monitoring, financial management and control of the programme’s funds. It delegates functions and tasks to the implementing units at the centres of NUTS II regions.  In particular major responsibilities of the Programme Managing Authority include:
•    to ensure that operations are selected for funding in accordance with the criteria applicable to the operational programme and that they comply with applicable Community and national rules for the whole of their implementation period;
•    to verify that the co-financed products and services are delivered and that the expenditure declared by the beneficiaries for operations has actually been incurred and complies with Community and national rules; 
•   to ensure that there is a system for recording and storing in computerised form accounting records for each operation under the operational programme and that the data on implementation necessary for financial management, monitoring, verifications, audits and evaluation are collected;
•    to ensure that beneficiaries and other bodies involved in the implementation of operations maintain either a separate accounting system or an adequate accounting code for all transactions relating to the operation without prejudice to national accounting rules;
•    to ensure that the Certifying Authority receives all necessary information on the procedures and verifications carried out in relation to expenditure for the purpose of certification;
•    to guide the work of the Monitoring Committee and provide it with the documents required to permit the quality of the implementation of the operational programme to be monitored in the light of its specific goals;
•    to draw up and, after approval by the monitoring committee, submitt to the Commission the annual and final reports on implementation;
In addition to the Management Authority, there are a number of other bodies responsible for implementation of the program. They include Regional Departments, the Certifying Authority, National Audit Authority and Monitoring Committee.  
The Regional Departments (6 for each NUTS II region) are part of the Managing Authority, which delegates to them functions and tasks related to implementation of the program: organize information days for separate calls for proposals and provide consultation to potential beneficiaries. They also provide on-going monitoring of projects.

The Certifying Authority is the body receiving and verifying statements of expenditure by the Managing Authority, submitting the certified expenditures to the European Commission to reimburse the payments. This body is “National Fund” Directorate at the Ministry of Finance. 
The National Audit Authority performs audits to check the effective functioning of the operational programme’s management and control system. It performs audits of operations on a sample check basis of expenditure made, etc. This body is “Audit of EU Funds” Executive Agency at the Ministry of Finance. 

The Monitoring Committee is a supreme body monitoring the implementation of the programme. It is chaired by the head of the Managing Authority and is summoned at least twice a year. The members include ministries, agencies, other state institutions, associations of municipalities, regional development councils and social-economic parties related to interventions and activities financed by the programme. 

Conclusion
Achieving the EU economic, social and administrative standards to the extent, which would allow its EU membership was a major strategic objective of the social-economic policy of Bulgaria up to 2006. For Bulgaria this strategic objective required the accomplishment short-term goals such as sustainable and balanced economic growth, decrease of the existing gap between the rich and the poor through general rise of the living standards and decrease of the unemployment rates, as well as harmonization of the Bulgarian legislation with the aqcuis communitaire.
Based on the analysis of the Bulgarian policy of regional development the programming period 2007-2013 the following main conclusions could be drawn. First, the Operational Programme “Regional Development” set out a coherent regional development strategy for this programming period supported by a multi-annual investment commitment in the key areas of infrastructural development of urban centres, territorial connectivity, sustainable tourism growth and support to regional and local partnerships. While the other operational programmes deal with development objectives and priorities emphasising national policy and taking only partially into account the regional features of Bulgaria, the role of this program is to propose a set of integrated measures designed to contribute to achievement of the longterm development goals of the country by incorporating also the territorial factors of growth. 
Second, in order to ensure coherence, synergies and complementarities in an effective way the program for Regional Development has taken into account the coordination with the other sectoral Operational Programmes. There are a number of policies defined both at Community and national level, which are largely taken into consideration in the design of Operational Programme “Regional Development.  Thus, in designing the program a pragmatic approach was followed. At the same time the strategic directions of the regional development policy outlines the “top-down” approach, used as basis for the planning documents at the different administrative levels. 
Finally, management structure including the main bodies for implementation of the Operational Programme has been established. Managing Authority  of the programme is responsible for its managing and implementing efficiently, effectively and correctly in accordance with the principle of sound financial management and as defined under the respective articles of the General Regulation  and the corresponding sections of the Commission Regulation on structural funds implementation.
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