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EUROPEAN AND EXTERNAL RELATIONS COMMITTEE  

Repatriation of European regional development funding and the UK Government's proposals : An inquiry into the impact in Scotland 

On behalf of Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, I should like to thank you for giving the local authority the opportunity to respond to the European and External Relations Committee's paper "Repatriation of European regional development funding and the UK Government's proposals : An inquiry into the impact in Scotland."   Please note that the Comhairle has also responded to the DTI Consultation Paper : A Modern Regional Paper for the United Kingdom, March 2003, a copy of which I attach in appendix 1. 

In answer to the specific questions outlined in your paper of 14 October 2003,  the Comhairle would make the following comments:

1. It is not clear how much funding will be made available to Scotland for regional development from 2007 onwards, or on what basis the Government will allocate funding in support of regional development, area by area. Certainly, the Comhairle would hope that the needs and aspirations of more remote, insular, and disadvantaged areas such as the Western Isles would be recognised and that the level of funding allocated to it would reflect and adequately address the region's unique economic problems.    

In terms of future EU funding, if Scotland were not to secure the same level of funding post-EU enlargement under the new proposals as it has received in the past, there would be major social and economic repercussions for geographically peripheral and economically fragile areas such as the Western Isles.  Since 1994, the Structural Funds have had a considerable impact on the Western Isles in terms of improved infrastructure and jobs retained/created and continue to do so via the Highlands and Islands Special Transitional Programme (HISTP) and the Community Initiatives such as Leader +. The loss of these funds would impact on projects and services, especially on the public and voluntary sectors, further education and tourism.  There would be less funding for economic development, partnerships would decline or dissipate. Furthermore, it can be argued that there could be a loss of  strategic focus for the future if there was not the discipline imposed by the formulation of economic development programmes with a mid and long term vision.   

The Comhairle would argue that it is important that the impetus generated in the Western Isles to date with EU support is not lost and that there is a case for continued EU assistance, and or an adequate substitute, and it would be keen to present that case formally to the European and External Relations Committee. At this juncture, the Comhairle would also wish to seek clarification on whether the islands within the Highlands and Islands would receive an extra year's funding from HISTP as alluded to in that Programme's Programme Complement.  

2. This would largely be dependent on the eligibility criteria of EU and UK funding programmes, which are likely to be consistent with EU priorities as set out in the Lisbon Agenda : increasing productivity and levels of employment; encouraging investment in physical and human capital, via targeting of funds; and promoting more open and dynamic markets, environmental protection and sustainable development.   

From a Western Isles perspective,  the Comhairle and its partners might wish to  pursue a special designation/status, e.g., mountains, peripherality, sparsity of population, etc., which will take cognisance of special cases and would maintain baseline funding. The Comhairle considers it imperative that the disadvantages of remote and insular areas, like the Western Isles, are recognised and addressed with appropriate policies, strategies and financial resources. In order to reverse the trends of depopulation being currently experienced in the Western Isles, those policies, strategies and financial resources need to be applied in a comprehensive, co-ordinated and cohesive fashion to bring about significant change in the circumstances of the Western Isles and other similar regions. The formal means by which this might be progressed is being debated and the Comhairle will continue to monitor developments at the EU, UK, Scottish and regional levels to ensure that its interests are fully represented, and to liaise and consult with the Scottish Executive, partners and potential partners, as necessary.

At the local level, the Comhairle’s aim, together with its partners, is to stabilise the population, to reverse the decline, to create jobs, to attract people to the region, to improve wealth creation and to build a sustainable economy for the benefit of its residents, for the good of the environment and for the UK economy. This approach has been enshrined in its Creating Communities of the Future framework which would form the basis of a case for continued financial assistance. 

3. Under the Government's proposals there are no guarantees of long term funding and with regard to EU funding, most of the UK may cease to receive structural funding beyond 2006 ( or in the Western Isles case 2007), apart from Cornwall and some areas moving from Objective 1 to transitional status. This is an obvious concern for the Western Isles which has been heightened by recent indications that the statistical basis for EU funding support for the period 2000-2006 in the UK was flawed. While undoubted progress has been made in social and economic terms under Objective 1 and HISTP, serious structural problems remain and there is no certainty that national regional development policies and resources would be able to address these effectively.  

4. One of the main criticisms of EU programmes is that these are unnecessarily   bureaucratic and inflexible.  To ensure local flexibility in the delivery of programmes, there has to be recognition at national level that different regions, and areas within regions,  have specific and very different problems and that resources need to be committed to these areas to achieve parity with the rest of the Scotland, or the UK as the case may be.  In order for Government to be aware of these regional disparities, there needs to be true consultation, cognisance taken of area strategies and plans, and the role of local  decision making bodies and partnerships, such as Local Economic Forums. This would provide a way forward in terms of identifying specific problems, priorities and policy solutions which would address these, through partnerships which would maximise resources and finance. On the ground, flexible policies should lead to the simplification of sources of funding; fewer schemes, less confusion; greater efficiency, less bureaucracy; more areas to fund, less vulnerability to external influences economically and quicker adaptation to changing economic circumstances

5. There are currently no guarantees as to the level or scope of resources that may be available for regional development in Scotland post-2006. Potentially, the new proposed arrangements are not sympathetic to areas such as the Western Isles which are current recipients of EU funding.  The Comhairle is extremely concerned that previous levels of (EU) financial assistance will cease in 2006 (or 2007) while major structural economic problems still exist in the region. Under DTI proposals there is every likelihood that less money could go to remote rural areas like the Western Isles, as more money would be spread across all the regions of the UK. Furthermore, there does not appear to be, in the DTI proposals, the same level of commitment to rural areas with severe geographical and material handicaps as in the current EU arrangements, and no guarantee that the money devolved to Scotland would be used for areas formerly receiving EU funds. 

With regard to management and implementation, there would be less autonomy, less devolved power and responsibility for delivery mechanisms. The special relationship and partnership with Europe could be diminished or lost; the ability of non-governmental agencies to access funds could be diminished; and the role of local authorities in economic development policy, strategy and implementation could diminish thereby diminishing the ability to achieve the aspiration of decentralisation, of devolution and of local responsibility

6. In terms of other Member State support, although we do not, as yet, have definitive  information, it would seem that the UK Government's proposals would not have universal support.  
I trust that the foregoing response is useful to the Committee in their deliberations and may I reiterate that the Comhairle would be pleased to give evidence to the Committee at the appropriate time. Should you require further information or clarification from the Comhairle, please contact me or Angus Murray, telephone: 01851 709306; angus-murray@cne-siar.gov.uk.
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