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ACFA’S OPINION ON THE ACFA EVALUATION REPORT  
INTRODUCTION

1. Roles and objectives

The ACFA is a committee composed of European organisations representing the interests of stakeholders concerned with the Common Fisheries Policy. Its aim is to express views and to provide advice at European level.

However, its role and objectives should be clearly defined by the Commission. This would avoid duplication by identifying issues under the CFP that should be discussed by the ACFA or RACs and would improve the quality of the result by clarifying the kind of advice (political or technical) that the Commission expects from the ACFA. 

2. Background 

The aim of the ACFA is to provide advice to the Commission on any CFP initiative with a European perspective. The Commission provides organisational support to the ACFA
 and, since May 2000, has also been financing
 meetings arranged by the European trade organisation members of the ACFA, which are aimed at preparing meetings of the ACFA. In addition, since July 2006, the participation of representatives from the ACFA
 in RACs and ICES/STECF meetings may be also financed.

To what extent the ACFA has met its objectives has been assessed in the framework of the Financial Regulation (Art. 27) and Implementing Rules (Art. 21). As a result, the Commission has decided to extend this review and to assess the representativeness of fisheries organisations and other stakeholders concerned with the CFP in the EU. To this end, the Commission signed a contract with an external consultant in November 2007. The final report was submitted in July 2008.

On the basis of this report, the Commission has launched a debate on the future functioning of the ACFA. It has also launched a reflection on the future reform of the CFP, which will include a discussion of current CFP governance structures and possible options for change. 

The ACFA had already discussed how it operates in December 2005 and, in December 2006, issued a document in response to a questionnaire prepared by the EUROPECHE/COGECA Secretariat.
 This document summarises the main conclusions of the different discussions and makes proposals for improvements to how the ACFA operates in the short term and in the medium to long term. 
A. GENERAL COMMENTS 

1. Continuity of the ACFA
The members believe that the continuity of the ACFA should be maintained for the following reasons:

a) The ACFA represents the views of different sectors at European level. 

b) There is a need to keep a central forum for discussion in Brussels that facilitates debate with all Commission Directorates-General. This central forum would tie in well with the new decision-making process (Lisbon Treaty and co-decision). The ACFA is in a better position to deal with horizontal issues and to speak with a single voice than other consultative bodies, such as RACs. 

c) Representation of the European fisheries and aquaculture industry has been consolidated through the existence of the ACFA. Moreover, the dialogue between stakeholders that takes place in preparatory meetings would disappear if the ACFA did not exist. 

d) None of the RACS has a declared interest in aquaculture (shellfish and finfish) and they have little or no relevance to aquaculture management and development. Therefore, the interests of European aquaculture would not be adequately represented in these bodies.

e) The complex issues addressed by the European fisheries and aquaculture industries need contact with a range of different Commission DGs, and the ACFA can provide a platform for effective dialogue between the various sectors and the Commission. 

2.  Representativeness and membership
The members are of the opinion that the representativeness of the European organisations that are currently members of the ACFA is good enough but not 100%. The gaps in participation of new Member States in the ACFA are mainly due to the lack of democratic representative structures and the lack of conviction that European involvement is needed. 

The ACFA considers that the following four key criteria should be taken into account when designating future members of the ACFA:

· be a Community level organisation

· be sufficiently representative 

· have a direct and legitimate interest in ACFA issues

· have a transparent structure and operating rules.
Stakeholders such as representatives of the value chain – feed manufacturers, retailers, fishmongers, etc. – should be allotted one seat in the appropriate WG of the ACFA provided that they fulfil the above criteria. However, the added value of other organisations, such as those representing recreational fisheries or banks, should be analysed further, based on their declared interest. In this context, the participation of members of the STECF in some of the ACFA groups should be reviewed. Experts from different fields can always be invited by the Commission on a case by case basis.
The ETF and consumers are fundamental players in the CFP and should be represented in the future ACFA. 
3.  Financing 
The ACFA takes the view that it is essential to continue financing the preparatory meetings for ACFA meetings and indeed to increase this financial support by covering the higher costs of logistical issues such as room hiring, interpreting and translation of documents.
 

The ACFA stresses that without this support the representativeness of European organisations would be seriously weakened as it would be rather difficult for national organisations to finance the participation of their members in official ACFA and preparatory meetings. 
It is a fact that the participation of experts in some of the preparatory meetings has decreased but this is essentially because of the proliferation of meetings (RACs, ACFA, and others). In this context, the Commission should improve the process of consultation and dialogue with stakeholders. 
4. Scenarios proposed in the report
None of the proposed scenarios
 is suitable for the renewed ACFA. The ACFA proposes combining the best features so as to improve how the ACFA operates.  
B. SHORT-TERM PROPOSALS TO IMPROVE HOW THE ACFA OPERATES
1.
Roles and objectives
The ACFA should play a horizontal policy role and deal with general conservation matters, aquaculture, market and hygiene and welfare issues, even if certain specific market issues could also be discussed by some of the RACs. 
2.
Improvements in functioning
In the short term, the ACFA proposes that WG1, which is considered to overlap more with RACs, should be merged with WG4. The new “WG1” would deal with horizontal and conservation policy issues. The resources of the suspended WG4 might be used to set up specific ad hoc groups (such as the recently created ad hoc group on CFP reform). The general issues dealt with in WG4 could be discussed in the Plenary and/or in the new WG1. WG2 and WG3 should be maintained and could benefit from holding one more meeting per year in order to give more time for points to debate. 
These arrangements require the composition of the groups to be reviewed. For example, seats would have to be allotted to the aquaculture (molluscs and finfish) and processing and trade sector in WG1 or to the development NGOs and processing and trade sector in WG2. The composition of both, Bureau and Plenary, will have to be adapted as a result of the new structure of the ACFA. Every interest should be represented in an adequate way taking into account the socio-economic reality of each sector. The role of the ACFA observers in the RACs should be clarified.
The Plenary should have a macro view. The WGs and the Bureau should have more autonomy in the adoption of documents than in the past. The role of the Plenary should be expanded and focus on overarching discussions of priority issues.

The preference is to move from a closed system of four fixed WGs to an open system of existing WGs plus specific ad hoc groups set up as and when they are needed. At the request of the Plenary, the Commission would decide to set up such groups on a case by case basis, and they would be limited to a certain number of specific priorities. A decision would have to be taken on the composition of such groups and on the number of meetings, and the secretaries-general of the organisations should be involved in that decision. It is considered important that the composition of these ad hoc groups should be flexible.

In order to improve efficiency, the ACFA’s work programme should be adapted regularly. The agendas of the meetings should be prepared in advance with the secretaries-general of the organisations and each item on the agenda should be detailed and accompanied by a document, short notice or background material (if needed for consultation or broader information). The differences in the different sectors should be clearly identified.  
The expansion of the ACFA to include more representatives from the value chain should result in more dialogue and debate. Attention should be given to maintaining manageable agendas and encouraging discussion and opinion forming.

The ACFA believes that having a single rapporteur (designated on a case by case basis) to summarise opinions or positions emanating from European organisations would improve the quality and speediness of the ACFA’s responses to consultations. Using a percentage of the Community financial support allotted to the European organisations for preparatory meetings of the ACFA could be explored. That said, calling on the Group of Secretaries-General to carry out such tasks is also a solution that has proved its effectiveness.
The Commission could improve the consultation procedure by preparing simpler questionnaires. The search for consensus should be the main objective but minority views could be part of the ACFA’s remit. Feedback from the Commission is considered essential for the smooth functioning of the ACFA. The Commission should therefore assess the impact of the ACFA’s recommendations at least once a year. Discussion of what ACFA recommendations the Commission has not taken into account, and why, will improve future work in the ACFA. 
The ACFA would conduct an internal review of achievements, strengths and weaknesses on an annual basis, so as to regularly improve its operations and functioning.

The Commission should provide translation of documents into the main languages needed by each European organisation or include the interpretation or translation costs to facilitate the comprehension of these documents in the financial support for preparatory meetings. This would improve the dissemination of information to the national organisations. 
3. Financing
The interpretation, translation and hiring costs should be included in the eligible costs of the grant.
The organisations should be allowed to hold preparatory meetings outside Brussels.
The NGOs should be granted financial support to coordinate their work and organise preparatory meetings for ACFA meetings within their contact group.
C. MID AND LONG-TERM PROPOSALS

1. Role and objectives

The role of aquaculture should be more recognised and prioritised in the new CFP.

The role and objectives of the ACFA should be clearly defined in the new CFP basic Regulation. They should be complementary to role and objectives of RACs. 
On the other hand, joining forces with other EU Directorate Generals such as DG SANCO, TRADE, ENV, etc, should be reinforced.
2. Representativeness and membership
The composition of the new ACFA should be reviewed and all interested sectors involved in the CFP that comply with the four key criteria in point A.2 (“Representativeness and membership”) placed on an equal footing in terms of representativeness. In this context, the European Association of Fishing Ports and Auctions (EAFPA) has asked to become a member of the Plenary and to receive financial support to prepare meetings of the ACFA. 
The Commission should encourage the participation in the ACFA of representative organisations for fisheries and aquaculture in the new Member States. This could be achieved by promoting ACFA activities at national level and facilitating membership of such organisations in their equivalent at European level.

3. Information exchange
· Development of a website for ACFA information exchange with restricted parts for preparatory/working documents (such as opinions). Read access should be given to members of the ACFA and edit rights to Secretaries-general and the ACFA Secretariat (security by a password). 

· Authorisation to communicate and to publish ACFA opinions and resolutions, etc., and responses made by the Commission to ACFA opinions would help to explain and improve the interest and scope of the work done in the ACFA.
D. CONCLUSIONS ON THE MAIN PROPOSALS
The main scenario keeps the core of the current ACFA structure but aims to increase efficiency and effectiveness.

Participation in the ACFA is extended to additional representatives of the value chain within the appropriate statutory working group, the Bureau and the Plenary.

It will also be possible to set up ad hoc working groups on major thematic topics for the purposes of providing an ACFA opinion or advice. Their composition and scope should be approved by the Plenary and the Commission. These working groups would be populated with ACFA members but could call on external expertise where justified.

Statutory working groups would be able to approve the purely technical recommendations without recourse to the Plenary. The Plenary is kept informed and could re-open the debate if considered necessary. 
The use of a Rapporteur would be appreciated, under conditions that still need to be defined.

Disseminating the information provided to and the opinions delivered by the ACFA is of fundamental interest to the member organisations of the ACFA. Facilitating this aspect should be central to the improved ACFA.

The ACFA Secretariat would not be externalised, given its experience and pivotal role for efficient organisation and control.

� 	Council Regulations (EC) No 657/2000 and (EC) No 861/2006.


� 	Annual grant agreements (DG MARE work programme for public contracts and grants, and Council Regulation (EC) No 861/2006).


� 	1 representative at each RAC (Council Regulation (EC) No 861/2006) and 2 representatives at STECF and ICES meetings when the ACFA is invited (minutes of the Plenary meeting, 5/4/2006, and the ACFA’s Internal Regulation).


� 	EP(06)186 final “Initial reflections by ACFA on the effectiveness of its work”.


� 	The document “Initial reflections by ACFA on the effectiveness of its work” (EP(06)186 final) states that: “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”.


� 	In the Intermediate Evaluation Report, the consultant proposes the following four scenarios: 1) Replacing the ACFA with an RAC Coordinating Committee; 2) Smaller ACFA; 3) Larger ACFA: Focus on Fisheries; 4) Maritime Consultative Group.





