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Minutes of the 6th Annual Meeting for the EEA and Norway Grants 2009-2014
20th of June 2017, Brussels 

On the 20th of June, the Annual Meeting of the 2009-2014 EEA and Norway grants took place in Brussels, at the FMO’s premises.
During the AM, the representatives of the Donor States (DS), Financial Mechanism Committee (FMC) and Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (NMFA), the Financial Mechanism Office (FMO) and National Focal Point (NFP) analyzed the progress during the reporting period and established the necessary measure that need to be taken for the next programming period.
The AM was chaired by Mr. Sjur Larsen (NMFA) and covered all the points of the agenda, as follows:

Adoption of the agenda
The AM agenda was adopted in the beginning/opening of the meeting/reunion.

Amendment of the Memoranda of Understanding (EEA and Norway grants 2009-2014)
The Amendment of Annex B of the MoU 2009-2014 will be made through exchange of letters according to art. 2.1.4 of the Regulation.
In what concerns Annex A, in case the amendments imply the modification of the management and control structures, the amendment will be made within the next annual meeting (according to art. 2.1.3 of the Regulation). In case the amendments consist of modifying/changes of the institution/directorates names, the amendments will be made through exchange of letters. 

Strategic Report 2016 
The representative of NMFA expressed his appreciation regarding the Strategic Report, which was issued in accordance with the donors’ requirements and submitted according to the deadlines set in the Regulation. 
Also, he mentioned that the donor states are happy with the results and presented a few recommendations for the last strategic report:
Reports/analysis should include more impact-oriented analysis both at cohesion and bilateral level and include any positive impact and changes determined by the EEA and Norway Grants at public policy level;
The analysis could also include a comparison with the structural funds’ results; 
Stronger focus on communicating the results in this period, highlighting the main results obtained and examples of innovative/flagship projects;
Description of the risks and how they were overcome;
Highlighting the areas which are important for the DS (e.g. Roma, horizontal concerns) describing the way they were managed would be welcomed.
The final strategic report should also contain an evaluation of the programmes highlighting the results of the Grants.

The final strategic report shall be issued by the NFP and submitted to the DS / FMO by 30th of June 2018, however given the fact that the next AM is planned for June 2018, the DS requested that the final strategic report is presented to them couple of weeks in advance of the meeting (i.e. May 2018 the latest). 
The NFP’s representatives agreed with the recommendations and suggestions and assured the DS that they will be tackled when issuing the final strategic report.
The NFP also mentioned that the preliminary status of the results for 2009-2014 was submitted to the DS and that they were also used and communicated during the media event which was organized together with the Norwegian Embassy in Romania on 13th of June, in order to celebrate 10 years of EEA and Norway grants in Romania. Among the programme operators with very good /important results there were mentioned: the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Culture, the Romanian Social Development Fund and Ministry of Labor. The latter succeeded in finalizing in due time the 14 day-care centers for children foreseen in the Programme.
The Strategic Report for 2016 was adopted.

Bilateral Relations and the Bilateral Fund and National and Programme Level 
NFP informed the DS that the funds available for the National Bilateral Fund (NBF) were used in percentage of over 80%.
By the end of June, a new predefined activity will be proposed to be financed from the NBF, in order to ensure the total absorption of the funds (remaining funds: 240.000 euro). There were a few discussions and the NFP is waiting for the proposals which will be formalized by the end of July.
There were many partnerships during 2009-2014, at national level:
30 partnerships with Norway
2 partnerships with Iceland
2 partnerships with Norway/Iceland
In what concerns the bilateral fund at programme level, the situation is the following:
The certified funds at programme level represent 41%, while the payments are up to 46%. However, the representative of the DS expressed their contentment regarding these data/figures, in comparison with other beneficiary states. 
The DS underlined that the Grants made important contribution to strengthening bilateral relations, and that there are good results on national level, but variable degree on programme level.
In what concerns possible funds reallocations, it was highlighted that the DS will be very strict with the issue. A high quality of the projects needs to be maintained, even if there are funds available.
The representative of NMFA drew the attention of the risk of not managing to co-opt donor partners, if the actions/initiatives are postponed for the last minute, taking into consideration that there are 15 beneficiary states and only 3 donor states.
At programme level, more than 250 partnerships were established: 
209 partnerships with Norway
53 partnerships with Iceland
12 partnerships with Liechtenstein
10 partnerships with Council of Europe.
Audit Authority’s (UCAAPI) representative proposed the organization of an auditors conference (exchange of experience/ideas), and the FMO agreed with the initiative. UCAAPI will submit a request on this matter.
The DS’ representatives asked about the status of the Joint Committee for the Bilateral Fund 2014-2021. It was decided that the JCFB will meet for the first time in September 2017, once the Agreement on the Bilateral Fund is signed. NFP mentioned its intention to launch a call in 2018.


Status of the programmes: results, reimbursements, audit missions, closure 
NFP presented the main aspects regarding the implementation status:
The grants are very much appreciated and most of the time they are considered best practice and are given as good examples for the implementation/management of the structural funds.
92% of the total budget was allocated to the projects. 54% of these amounts were certified, while the absorption rate is to be maintained (92%) compared to the 78% during 2007-2009 programming period.
There have been a few terminated or downscaled programme components (e.g. RO06 programme – hydro or geo component), but the absorption rate was calculated bearing in mind these unused funds.
In what concerns the uncompleted project within RO03, the PO/PP made their commitment to finalize the project using their own funds.
Regarding the projects finalized/concluded in due time, within which a series/few activities were not implemented, a NFP-FMO correspondence was initiated in order to establish/decide upon their eligibility, the FMO’s answer will be sent by the end of next week (23.06.2017). 
Regarding the Roma objective, the 10% target fixed in the MoU has been exceeded, the actual rate being 24%. 
Concerning the RO25 - poverty alleviation package within the Local Development and Poverty Reduction Programme, NFP proposed that the projects included in the Concept Note be discussed together with FMO and PO in August 2017. DS agreed with the proposal and the schedule of the meetings will be initiated in August.
The existing problems/issues in what concerns the implementation were also discussed, i.e. the low expertise within the Ministry of Environment (PO), which most certainly will affect the results of the new programme as well, since the PO is the only one who did not issue at least a draft of the Concept Note.
The Ministry of Culture and Innovation Norway have obtained very good results within the programs they implemented, including new jobs created, issue/aspect which was taken into consideration when negotiation 2014-2021 programming period.
The implementation period for the NGO Fund, Green Industry Innovation and Scholarships Programmes ended successfully during the reporting period; the rest of the programmes will be finalized/concluded according to the provisions/terms of the Regulation. 
In what concerns the closure of the programmes, NFP together with CA and AA will initiate/issue a calendar of the process so that the POs’ activity not to be affected, having in mind that most of the POs are working nowadays for the programming documents for 2014-2021, such as: signing of the Programme Agreements – Research, Scholarships, Children and Youth at risk, Culture.
The CA presented the financial situation, as follows:
Regarding the certified amounts, the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Culture and Romanian Social Development Fund are ranked first.
The rate of accuracy of the forecast of likely payment applications is of 66%,  the Ministry of Environment (RO02/RO04), NFP and Romanian Social Development Fund are ranked first. .
The irregularities rate during the implementation phase is very low.
21 on the spot missions starting June 2015 were conducted during which few problems were identified, related mainly to the public procurement and the implementation of the internal procedures. The rest of the findings are minor errors.
Some of the irregularities, even though concluded/solved, they were not operated/closed in the DoRIS reporting system. Thus, FMO’s support was requested.
Therewith, NMFA and FMO highlighted a few aspects:
The DS are pleased to see the good results achieved in Romania. For the remaining period the priorities should be to finalize the bilateral initiatives, communicate results and closure of the programmes. 
The PPs within the programmes implemented by the Ministry of Environment are to be given credit for their efforts, since with all the problems/obstacles they faced, they managed to finalize important and of impact projects both in the hazardous substances and biodiversity fields.
Programme RO05 – Energy Efficiency was not implemented as designed – to finance energy efficiency in industry projects. Nevertheless, a series of good results were obtained within the programme by being taken over by the NFP and being modified for an approx. 500,000 euro budget out of the 8 MEuro.
Programme RO06 – Renewable Energy  – the picture is mixed - it is regrettable that all projects within the hydro component failed and the reasons for this have been previously discussed;
The Programmes RO10 (Children and Youth at risk) and RO25 (Poverty alleviation), through the integrated social intervention projects supported have succeeded in influencing in a positive manner the policy level, making it possible for some initiatives to be scaled up at regional or national level, with support from the EU Funds. This contributes to making the politicians  more aware of the problems and the positive effects of the grants, including the partnerships/collaboration with the international organizations. 
The last external monitoring mission is scheduled for July 2017.

Communications
NFP presented the most important aspects concerning the communication:
A media event was organized together with the Norwegian Embassy in Romania on 13th of June, in order to celebrate 10 years of EEA and Norway Grants in Romania (2007-2017). The event had good results in terms of visibility. NFP used this occasion to communicate the results within 2009-2014 programming period.
The NFP’s Facebook page dedicated to EEA and Norway Grants is active and 821 followers;
The NFP’s web page is permanently updated;
An Instagram page dedicate to Romanian EEA and Norway Grants programmes and projects was newly created and has 35 followers; 
POs and PPs are performing their responsibilities related to communication adequately and achieving good results in terms of visibility;
A series of final/closure conferences were organized and others are pending;
There are a few initiatives, in cooperation with the Norwegian Embassy for 2017 and other initiatives for 2018, bearing in mind that there are still funds available from the Technical Assistance 2009-2014;
Public acquisition are a barrier in managing to do all the communication activities in due time.
The representative of NMFA underlined the shared responsibility and importance of communication and highlighted the need to bring/show the good results to the public.
Other subjects
The representative of AA (UCAAPI) mentioned a few comments and reservations on the Financial Guidance issued by the FMO concerning the audit procedure for the 2014-2021 programming period. It was highlighted that the guidance suggests a change of approach for this activity, similar to the structural funds, which may lead to unwanted blockages. These comments will be submitted to the FMO within the consultation procedure for the Financial Guide.
The representative of CA mentioned that a CA/PO/FMO conference will be organized in September related to the closure of the programmes. The main topic is represented by the closure process of the 2009-2014 FMS. A NFP/CA/AA common approach regarding the closure of the programmes is needed.
NFP requested information about the selection procedure of the fund operator for NGO programme 2014-2021, any delay having a negative impact upon the NGO programme in Romania. FMO mentioned that the process is not finalized yet. The NFP highlighted the risks that the Programme will be delayed, despite the good results within 2009-2014 and the 46 MEuro budget allocated for 14-21. The FP mentioned that the funding gap for the NGO sector, i.e. 2 years, is a long period. The NFP also underlined that many POs have already finished and even submitted the CN by the end of June 2017.
Regarding the Roma objective/target within 2014-2021 Programming period, it was confirmed that all the targeted programmes had in mind the 10% allocation for this objective when issuing the Concept Notes. NFP will have the same approach as for 2009-2014 within which very good results were obtained.
NFP highlighted, in the context of some projects implemented within Programme RO 25 – Poverty Alleviation, the need to carefully evaluate the way the budget of the projects were made, so that the funds should be oriented towards the final beneficiary and not towards other types of costs (management costs, salaries, etc). It was agreed that the projects implemented within RO 25 which will be financed during 2014-2021, within Programme „Local Development” to be discussed together with the DS. The NFP added that it was important to build on the good results of the projects funded under the 2009-14 period, and not repeat the mistakes.
The representatives of the NMFA proposed to the NFP to organize a round table on Roma. That will be a good basis for further discussions and for the continuation and development of already achieved results
The representative of NMFA reiterated that the figures and the results obtained in Romania for 2009-2014 programming period are impressive.

Conclusions
Concerning the poverty alleviation package, NFP proposed that the projects included in the Concept Note for 2014-2021 Programme to be discussed together with FMO and PO in August 2017. DS agreed with the proposal and the schedule of the meetings will be initiated in August.
In September, a joint technical meeting NFP/FMO will be organized in order to clarify certain aspects concerning the implementation.
The comments on the Financial Guidance will be submitted by NFP, by Monday 26th of June, according to FMO’s request.
It was decided that the JCFB will meet for the first time in September 2017.
The next Annual Meeting both for 2009-2014 and 2014-2021 programming periods will be organized in June 2018 and will mark the first Annual Meeting for 14-21 FMs.
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