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Summary

The Court of Audit of the Republic of Slovenia audited the European Cohesion Policy implementation system in the Republic of Slovenia for the programming period 2007-2013. The audit covered three major operational programmes ― Operational Programme for Strengthening Regional Development Potentials for the Period 2007-2013, Operational Programme for Human Resources Development for the Period 2007-2013 and Operational Programme of Environmental and Transport Infrastructure Development for the Period 2007-2013. The audit was performed at 12 ministries and two offices of the Government of the Republic of Slovenia, which were involved in the planning, preparation, management, implementation and control of these operational programmes.

The Republic of Slovenia has resources from European Structural Funds and Cohesion Fund in the amount of EUR 4.1 billion available for the programming period 2007-2013 for the audited operational programmes. Until the end of 2011, i.e. after five years of implementation, the Republic of Slovenia drew on 40 percent of these resources, which is slightly above the European average.
Member States must establish an adequate management and control system and carry out certain procedures in order to be able to draw on European funds. These requirements are defined in European regulations, which do not demand changes in the institutional organisation of an individual Member State but only provide principles and conditions to be met by the Member State to be an eligible recipient of the European Cohesion Policy funds.

There are many different authorities at various levels involved in the European Cohesion Policy implementation system in the Republic of Slovenia. Frequent changes of personnel at decision-making positions and repeated changes of the structure of the implementation system and procedures are among the main difficulties in the implementation of the Cohesion Policy. The managing authority for all three audited operational programmes was placed with the Government Office for Local Self-Government and Regional Policy, which ― in the period covered by the audit ― was led by seven different ministers. 

In addition to European regulations, numerous different laws, rules, instructions and guidelines were issued in the Republic of Slovenia in the area of European Cohesion Policy. Some regulate only the implementation of the national budget and some have been prepared specifically for the European funds. They are not always adequately harmonised and prescribe different procedures or use different terms for the same kind of actions. Therefore the employees involved in the implementation of the European Cohesion Policy are often faced with difficulties in determining which procedures should be used. The rules on the implementation of the national budget are sometimes not precise enough for the needs of the Cohesion Policy, so the implementation of certain tasks is regulated by the managing authority, which according to the rules on public administration, public finance and implementation of the national budget is not included in its tasks.
The Court of Audit also examined a sample of projects to establish whether the selection procedures and selected projects themselves were adequate/suitable and effective. It has established that the allocation of funds is predominantly based on strategic grounds for the allocation of funds, yet before the calls for proposals are issued there was often a lack of a detailed analysis to determine the actual needs in the field of activity to be financed. As a consequence, in some instances the interest for the funds was much lower than the amount of the funds available. Owing to the fact that similar fields of activity were financed by the European funds by different ministries or government offices or by a certain ministry from European and national funds, the Court of Audit is of the opinion that the cooperation among all the institutions involved should be improved to ensure a more uniform approach.

Set project objectives have in the case of the audited projects been achieved and the funds were generally allocated for the designated purposes. Nevertheless, when preparing calls for proposals more attention should be given to the quality selection, eligibility and award criteria in order to ensure the selection of the best projects. Moreover, the intermediate bodies after completing their tasks mostly fail to conduct and document an assessment of their effectiveness. Data that could facilitate better performance in the future are thus not always available.
The Court of Audit assessed the information system introduced by the managing authority as one of the key problems in the implementation of the Cohesion Policy. The data which the managing authority retrieved from the information system were not complete and sometimes also incorrect. Such data cannot represent adequate basis for sound management and monitoring of the Cohesion Policy implementation. Specific reports, predefined in the information system, do not enable the ministries to monitor the implementation of the Cohesion Policy, so the majority of them keep additional records. Moreover, this information system is not in line with the information system of the certifying authority, used for the preparation of the certified statements of expenditure and applications for payment, which have to be presented to the European Commission and are considered the basis for the transfer of funds from the European budget. Reconciliation of data from both information systems leads to additional work and delays in the certification of expenditure. The Court of Audit also established that a large proportion of first payments to beneficiaries was carried out already before their applications for reimbursement were imported in the information system. These applications were entered into the system only subsequently, prior to sending the data to the certifying authority.
In the Republic of Slovenia, the European funds are not immediately recorded as the income of the national budget but are first deposited on special accounts. Payments to beneficiaries are first made from the national budget and only subsequently, when all prescribed controls are carried out, they are refunded to the national budget. The Court of Audit calculated that on average it takes as long as one year and a half from the payment from the national budget to the refund. In some instances, the time lag was even several years. Nevertheless, two thirds of payments from the national budget are refunded within six months. Higher amounts are in general refunded quicker as the procedures in such instances are given priority and are therefore performed faster. With a view to shortening the time lag, the Minister of Finance in 2010 demanded that the intermediate bodies prepare relevant documentation and send it to the certifying authority within 30 days after the payment from the national budget. The certifying procedures are in practise concentrated at the end of each calendar year, which requires also from the beneficiaries to adapt their activities to this time schedule. 

Based on the performed audit, the Court of Audit of the Republic of Slovenia is of the opinion that the Cohesion Policy implementation system in the Republic of Slovenia should be more efficient. It thus provided some recommendations, amongst others the examination of alternative options for the preparation of operational programmes for the following programming period. 
The amendments and supplements of the Government of the Republic of Slovenia Act, which came into force in February 2012, introduced significant changes in the composition of the Government of the Republic of Slovenia and also in the Cohesion Policy implementation system. The Court of Audit did not examine effects of the new implementation structure and did thus not assess whether the risks established in the previous system were eliminated or whether new risks emerged as the result of the abovementioned changes. 
Ljubljana, September 2012
