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INTRODUCTION 

There is a strong expectation that the Cohesion Fund (CF) will play an important role in implementing environmental acquis communautaire (AC) in Poland. Forecasts show that in the period 2003 - 2010 app. 19% of investment outlays for municipal environmental infrastructure may be covered by the CF
. The CF provides an opportunity to fulfil on time the requirements from EU environmental directives. However, in order to guarantee that the transition periods for implementing those requirements are met, it is necessary to adopt a more strategic approach to the implementation of environmental AC. The allocation of the resources should reflect financial needs resulting from the agreed implementation programmes for the environmental directives. Moreover, since the number of potential projects and their financial value is significantly higher than the available assistance from the CF there is a necessity to establish efficient and transparent system for project appraisal.  

Project appraisal methodology indicates two possible approaches. (1) Projects are selected on the basis of a detailed national programme for a specific field. These programmes should reflect the demand for the necessary investments and should define the lists of necessary projects aimed at meeting the requirements of EU directives.  (2) When national programmes are not available or do not specify lists of necessary projects, projects should be appraised based on ranking lists prepared according to a set of measurable and comparable criteria. Currently, driving forces for project appraisal in Poland do not fully reflect those approaches. 

THE SYSTEM NOW – PROJECT SELECTION CRITERIA

General priorities for projects applicable for CF financing are specified in the document Poland’s Framework Reference Document for the Cohesion Fund 2004 – 2006. This document defines the following priorities for environmental investments in 2004 - 2006:

1. Improvement of the quality of surface water, and improvement of the distribution and quality of drinking water;

2. Rationalisation of waste management and protection of soils; 

3. Improvement of air quality;

4. Improvement of safety from flooding.

The reference framework does not provide a detailed list of individual projects to be proposed for financing from the CF. It defines solely the general priorities and criteria to be met by the projects proposed for financing. Such criteria encompass conformity with EU environmental policies and legislation, specification of priority agglomeration size, minimum project value, etc. Sector specific criteria defined in the document prioritize the projects according to agglomeration size.

THE SYSTEM NOW – BODIES SELECTING PROJECTS

Currently, there is number of bodies responsible for project pre-selection. The applications are first submitted to respective Regional Environmental Protection and Water Management Funds, which are responsible for formal verification of projects (if necessary documentation is lacking the applicants have to supplement it). The funds also conduct a preliminary assessment if a proposed project remains in conformity with the reference framework criteria. Next, if the projects do not overlap with the ones submitted for co-financing from the ERDF Fund, they are transferred for further assessment to the National Fund for Environmental Protection and Water Management. This body is responsible for verifying to what extent a given project fulfils the reference framework criteria and is expected to assess project’s environmental effect as well as its technical, economic and financial feasibility. For these purposes separate expert teams in the National Fund evaluate the projects (some of them use scoring systems with regard to projects' technical, financial and organizational aspects). Parallel evaluation is conducted by a special unit at the Ministry of Environment. The final result of all the aforementioned activities is the list of potential projects to be co-financed from the CF, which is next submitted for the CF Steering Committee at the Ministry of Environment, whose role is to recommend projects for financing. However, the recommendation does not formally constitute a final decision.  The information upon which the committee forms its recommendation is of general character, and no uniform criteria are used at this stage either. The projects submitted to the committee contain a brief description of investment tasks, environmental effects and institutional setup of the beneficiary. Due to the fact that projects considered by the steering committee are at different preparation stages (some applicants claim that they have not prepared any documentation yet, some have already prepared pre-feasibility studies) even the aforementioned information is often not available. Therefore, adopting an approach allowing to distinguish between “advanced” projects and those that are only at a concept stage would constitute a justified solution. The final decision on project pre-selection (i.e. a “green light” for preparing an application to the European Commission) is made by the Minister of Environment.

It is worth mentioning that the Ministry of Environment in Poland took steps to respect the partnership principle, including two representatives of environmental non-governmental organisations among the members of the Steering Committee.

WHERE IS THE PROBLEM?

Although the aforementioned project selection system includes project appraisal criteria and a multi-level evaluation procedure, introducing essential changes in order to increase the efficiency of allocating the resources available is more than necessary. In spite of the fact that the general criteria have been defined in the reference framework, they certainly do not provide sufficient basis for creating project ranking lists. Since the number of projects proposed by the municipalities for CF financing is relatively high, the appraisal procedure should be based on a more robust system using criteria which enable to rank projects. Current procedures should be modified in order to increase transparency and accountability, as well as to allow comparability. Establishing such a system will also help the municipalities to reflect to a greater extent the CF investment priorities in their projects.

Moreover, the selection system does not allow for viewing the CF and its financial resources in the broader framework of environmental AC requirements and the transition periods that Poland has to meet in the field of environmental protection. Given that Poland may have to tackle significant financial deficits in financing environmental infrastructure (e.g. waste management), adopting a more holistic approach is becoming more and more urgent.

Yet another point to consider are the responsibilities of the bodies involved in project selection. Even a brief analysis shows that each body is responsible for the same task, i.e. project assessment, however, the procedure and priority criteria differ on each level. These overlapping responsibilities for project appraisal make the system vague, whilst the accountability diffused. The role of the Steering Committee in the framework described above appears to be unclear. It is yet another body responsible for project evaluation, furthermore, the information based on which the Committee is supposed to give or withdraw its recommendation is very often scant and not credible. On the other hand, claiming that this body is superfluous would be an error, as this is the only body allowing for participation of social partners, i.e. for implementation of the partnership principle. The role of social partners is exerting public control over the mechanism of spending the CF resources, which can hardly be judged as unnecessary.

WHERE IS THE SOLUTION?

If the three level evaluation system is maintained, more attention should be put to coordination of activities of different bodies, so that the criteria applied at each level are not contradictory but supplementary, whilst the activities do not overlap but are compatible. The evaluation criteria should be as detailed as possible, and publicly available. 

Another solution for improving the selection process could be shifting responsibilities for project selection to one specialized agency (such as the National Fund), which would use uniform and publicly available selection criteria. The steering body involving social partners would verify if projects are evaluated in accordance with the criteria. 

Moreover, the allocation of the resources should reflect financial needs resulting from the agreed implementation programmes for the environmental directives. The CF provides an opportunity to correct the overall allocation of resources.  These corrections should be aimed at ensuring financing in the areas where possible deficits may occur, e.g. waste management sector
. Such a solution will be, however, of little use if proper legislative requirements are not introduced. Establishing programmes defining priority investments would facilitate efficient allocation of the resources. Programmes with project portfolio to meet environmental directives have already been prepared for the wastewater treatment field (the National Programme for Wastewater Treatment), however, they are still missing in other sectors, e.g. waste management.  

A possible system of project selection criteria could be as follows:

1. Dividing the resources available into priority areas (waste management, air protection, etc.) in order to ensure their maximum contribution to fulfilling AC requirements. 

2. Specifying the sine qua non criteria (yes/no criteria); 

3. Specifying formal and organisational criteria: 

a) preparing a list of criteria,

b) defining the grading system,

c) attaching weight to the criteria (in order to differentiate between more and less significant criteria); 

4. Specifying technical and efficiency criteria:

a) preparing a list of criteria,

b) defining the grading system,

c) attaching weight to the criteria (in order to differentiate between more and less significant criteria).

Considering that the CF will provide assistance also in the next programming period the activities aimed at improving the selection process are all the more worthwhile and should be intensified.

� Calculations include necessary municipal investments in wastewater treatment and waste management. They were based on the forecast payments (including delays in utilization of the funds). For the forthcoming financial period it was assumed that EU and domestic resources will remain at the same level as in years 2004 – 2006.


� Berbeka, K., Financial Flows for Implementing EU Environmental Directives in Poland, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia; Institute of Environmental Economics; September 2003 





