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Initial reflections by ACFA on the effectiveness of its work

I. Introduction

The ACFA discussed already its role, function and working methods in December 2005. On this occasion, it was agreed to discuss the matter again in greater detail at a subsequent meeting on the understanding that, in general, most ACFA members are globally satisfied with the way it operates. 

The ACFA Secretariat then proposed that the preparatory work for this discussion be undertaken by the Secretary Generals of the European organisations represented in the ACFA. These met on 30 June 2006 using a questionnaire prepared by the Europêche/COGECA Secretariat. 

An initial series of answers to the questionnaire is given below.

II. Questions and answers

A. Assessment of the well-foundedness of the Commission decision of 14 July 1999 renewing the ACFA (cf. L187/70 of 20/7/1999) : 

The replacement of the national experts in the former ACF by a representative spokesman for each interest group of the ACFA has definite advantages in terms of managing debates during ACFA working meetings, as an attempt has already been made to synthesize European viewpoints. A disadvantage is the fact of moving the base of the consultative process away from Brussels. Several members of certain European Fisheries organisations regret no longer being able to exchange views with representatives of the DG Fisheries and Maritime Affairs in a formal consultation framework. Accordingly they are tending to question the consultation process and the interest of belonging to their European organisations, the more so as the creation of the RACs now enables them to be directly consulted by Brussels.  A danger exists that certain European structures will gradually weaken, despite subsidies to finance the preparatory meetings, which are inevitably coinciding more and more with the working meetings of the various RACs. The problem of the calendar of the ACFA and RAC meetings is a new element for consideration as regards the effectiveness of the work.

On the other hand, the incorporation of the professional aquaculture sector into ACFA has provided the representative organisations concerned with the opportunity to develop their consultative base and to structure their operations so as to respond to the conditions of the ACFA. 

1.
Enlargement of dialogue to the aquaculture sector and to non-professional organisations (NGOs etc.). 

· This is useful in itself by permitting broader dialogue and restricting confrontation on differences of opinion. 

· The inclusion of the European aquaculture associations broadens the debate on fisheries products within the ACFA structure, particularly in the Aquaculture and Markets Working Groups.

· This enlargement does in many cases, though, make it difficult to produce unanimous opinions, but this should not be an obsession. 

· Out of concern for the good functioning of the ACFA and in a search for common positions, NGOs are demanding to be better recognized as legitimate discussion partners and as stakeholders. 

2.
Division of labour between a Plenary, a Bureau and 4 (or more or less) working groups: 

· This is basically satisfactory and there is no need for change. If a subject falls within the competence of a single working group, it is examined by this group alone; where this may concern several groups, each may study it, with any necessary further analysis or synthesis being undertaken by the plenary. 

· The aquaculture sector feels that the subjects handled in plenary session are dominated too much by fisheries issues, potentially reducing its motivation to participate in the Plenary and, thus, associated preparatory meetings. 

· There is also a call for working groups to become genuine expert groups, less politicised and more constructive so as to be able to reach compromises and/or clear conclusions and recommendations for actions. 

· The composition of the European families at the different levels is consistent with the basic principle that participation in the ACFA should be for European organisations which can express in this forum the positions that were established previously at preparatory meetings. 

3.
ACFA operating rules (appointment of members, observers, minutes, etc.): 

· These are generally acceptable and therefore generally accepted. Certain irregularities with regard to the appointment of members and observers have been noted occasionally by certain European families who feel, in any case, that the rules for observer participation should be made more flexible and no longer subject to 8 days’ notice and a numerus clausus, providing that the Chairman of the meeting scrupulously respects the need to give priority to Members.   

· Some Members also feel that the ACFA Secretariat ought to distribute a brief summary of the work (decisions taken, opinions adopted) within 48 hours (or a defined time delay – 1 week?) of each Working Group and Plenary meeting to the European organisations in the ACFA. The minutes are appreciated, even if deemed at times to be too long, which may be one reason why the translations are sometimes too slow in preparation. 

· It can happen that certain delegates still express national viewpoints. This should be avoided unless referring to precise and specific examples. 

· NGOs are asking that their contact group be allowed to appoint a permanent alternative to replace the official coordinator at certain ACFA meetings.

B. Assessment of how subjects are examined in the ACFA:

1.
Discussion, consultation, information: 

Members express their satisfaction and are pleased that the Commission is increasingly consulting the sector upstream of Commission proposals (non-papers, communications).  There is still room for improvement, however (even earlier and more detailed information, for example).  

It is noted that the subjects where the Commission and the ACFA work together to develop European legislation are particularly useful (e.g. preparation of the Directive on aquatic animal health). 

Improvements could be made in such procedural consultation between ACFA representatives and the appropriate Directorate Generals of the Commission.

2.
Superficial nature of certain subjects brought up in the ACFA: 

Some subjects are, at times, handled too superficially, with little room for in-depth discussion, and with no conclusions reached, thereby raising the question of their utility. Improvement in this aspect could be achieved by earlier collaboration [between the ACFA Secretariat and the Member Organisations] on agendas and background materials.

Member Organisations and/or the ACFA Secretariat could advise, in advance, on [specific] topics that require in-depth preparation, using preparatory meetings better to prepare position papers (e.g. as has been done for Maritime Policy, EFF).

3.
Technical level of subjects brought up in groups and in plenaries: 

· Working groups need to focus more on technical questions and be as little politicised as possible. 

· The Plenary’s task is to adopt opinions (put forward by one or more working groups) and to handle subjects of general CFP policy and direction. 

· In this context, the questions put to the Commission and/or Director-General should be limited to these subjects and also submitted in advance and in writing to the Secretariat, so as to obtain good verbal or written replies. 

· On the other hand, the Plenary should not block – in the absence of technical knowledge on the issue of Members – work that has been achieved within the working groups.

· There is also a wish for high level representatives of the Commission to participate more often and longer in plenary meetings and to be ready to discuss a selected key subject.

4.
Appropriateness of giving verbal reports of working group meetings at each ACFA plenary session: 

A priori these are useful, but such reports can require a questionable amount of time, in particular considering that they already (or will shortly) exist in writing. 

Nonetheless, when Resolutions/Opinions are put forward for approval by the Plenary, clear explanations by the Working Group Chairpersons are required.

C. Interaction between the work of the ACFA and that of the RACs: 

The relative weight of the two types of forum is an issue, in particular given that the Commission is not obliged, unlike with the RACs, to respond precisely or within set deadlines to ACFA opinions or recommendations.  

The different European organisations have already given their written opinion on the need for complementarity and coordination between these two working bodies. There is no need therefore to go over this topic again, except to stress that passing on each RAC’s annual activities report to the ACFA, as foreseen, would promote information and avoid duplication.

It is also to be noted that, to date, no RAC has included an item concerning aquaculture in its agenda; hence the aquaculture sector gives full priority to ACFA.

ACFA demands that its opinions must carry the same weight as those of the RACs and that written explanations must be given to ACFA by the Commission when it does not take them into account. 

D.
Impact of the ACFA's work

1.
Sources of difficulties in presenting opinions: 

The difference in nature of the various CFP stakeholders represented in the ACFA can be a source of difficulty. However the ACFA can also provide majority and minority opinions, the more so as, in certain cases, one can observe an unwillingness of certain groups to accept the existence of different viewpoints requiring the establishment of a compromise. 

Having a single rapporteur (member of ACFA or external expert – possibly remunerated for work done) to summarise opinions or positions emanating from European organisations is a possible avenue to be explored (one should examine whether part of the Community subsidy allotted to the European organisations in the sector could be used for this). 

This being said, calling on the College of Secretary-Generals to carry out such tasks is also a solution that has proved its effectiveness.

Attention should be given to establishing acceptable and agreed solutions for this subject

2.
The degree to which the Commission takes account of the opinions submitted to it and follow-up: 

The Commission ought always to formally record the submission of an ACFA opinion. To this end, the ACFA Secretariat should establish and maintain a register of progress, to be posted on the DG Fisheries and Maritime Affairs site. 

· A periodical status report on the results of the different dossiers and the manner in which ACFA opinions have been taken into account should be drawn up at least once a year.

· Such a report, demonstrating actions and progress, would reinforce the external and internal (i.e. within the member organisations) views on the effectiveness of the ACFA.

D. Usefulness of the Community subsidy for ACFA preparatory meetings:

1.
ACFA member organisations’ needs in relation to the subsidy: 

The total amount of the subsidy is deemed very satisfactory but most organisations do not use the full amount and many European families have not yet sufficiently integrated representatives of new Member States. It is also sometimes difficult to motivate representatives of the member organisations to participate in preparatory meetings (see item 1 above).

· Participation from the new Member State organisations is often hampered by a lack of knowledge of legislation and procedures, a position that will improve with time.

· The possible absence of interpretation services in preparatory meetings (ineligible costs) can also explain this. 

· Interpretation should therefore be a covered by the budget for these meetings, which overall is far from fully used (at least for the time being).

· Not all European organisations have adequate meeting facilities in Brussels [room hire is also an ineligible cost]

· In addition, the daily per-diem allowance has not risen in 7 years while hotel/restaurant costs in major European cities have increased considerably.

· Senior representatives are also increasingly busy and may avoid the preparatory meeting, leaving attendance to those people nominated to attend the official meetings.

· NGOs are asking to be placed on an equal footing in terms of Community subsidy which they do not receive but which they need to coordinate their work and organise preparatory meetings within their contact group.

It is therefore suggested that an analysis of the manner in which the ACFA budget may be allocated should be undertaken.
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