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It is an enormous pleasure for me to have the opportunity to contribute a paper on
SAPARD at this conference, on the eve of eight of the ten beneficiary countries
joining the Union, and to be in Bulgaria particularly as it was the first country to set
up systems to apply SAPARD.
An assessment of SAPARD on the eve of accession needs to be made in terms of
what the instrument has achieved in relation to its objectives. These are laid down in
the Council legislation that introduced it, namely to prepare the beneficiary
countries for accession. More specifically they include facilitating the integration of
the accession countries’ economies into the Community economy, and helping them
to implement the acquis communautaire. It must however be borne in mind that this
legislation foresaw the instrument operating over a seven year period whereas for
most beneficiary countries the effective implementation time span will inevitably be
far shorter. The issue of who is best placed to make this assessment is also raised in
this contribution.
Now is not the time to go into the legislation upon which SAPARD is based, or to set
out a history of developments now long past. In any event these are set out the various
Commission reports on the instrument already published for 2000, 2001 and 2002.
Let us simply recall that by the end of 2000 SAPARD was not functioning in any
country, a year later it functioned for just five of the ten eligible countries. Only by
the end of 2002 had all ten eligible countries fulfilled the conditions enabling them to
apply the instrument.
This progression inevitably had an impact on disbursement of Community budget
resources especially as the two largest beneficiary countries were among the last to be
able to apply SAPARD. Commentators who assess the instrument essentially in terms
of finance, in particular of payments, therefore risk creating a distorted image of
SAPARD particularly on the eve of accession.
One important aspect in the expenditure context is the inevitable time lag between
commitments being made by the SAPARD agency to final beneficiaries, and the
payment to the latter of the corresponding Community co-financing aid. Although
such a gestation period is common also for structural fund expenditures in Member
States it is generally not visible there. The reason for this is that for Member States
eligible expenditure under these funds at any one time involves a substantial
proportion of commitments made to final beneficiaries, even by several years prior to
payment of money from the Community budget.
For example, at the beginning of the 2000-2006 period much expenditure in Member
States eligible for structural fund support related to commitments to final
beneficiaries made at some time in the 1994-1999 period. An essentially similar
situation prevailed with the three new Member States, Austria, Finland and Sweden,
upon their accession. In all these situations the countries concerned already had
structures in place for co-financed aid to be granted. They also had a stock of pre
existing commitments to final beneficiaries that were on the point of giving rise to
expenditure eligible for Community co-finance as soon as payments under the new
programming period could be made, or upon accession. Thus those new Member
States were able to absorb substantial Community payment appropriations almost
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immediately post accession. Will the Members joining in 2004 be able to do
likewise?
To reply to this question it must be recognised that, prior to SAPARD being
introduced, none of the beneficiary countries had structures in place for aid from the
Community to be granted for measures of the type under that instrument and thus had
no stock of existing commitments with final beneficiaries that could be eligible for
such co-financing either pre or post accession. Much work had to be done both to
establish appropriate structures and to make such commitments. No commitment, and
hence no payment, could be made to a final beneficiary under SAPARD until, at the
earliest, the systems to manage and control aid in the country concerned were tested
and accepted by the Commission. Although the first one to reach this stage did so by
mid May 2001, the last one took to almost the end of November 2002. It is however
pleasing to record that the level of commitments to final beneficiaries under SAPARD
is now rising sharply, increasing by almost €400 million in the last half of 2003, to a
total at the year end in excess of €1200 million.
It is only these commitments that permit eligible expenditure to be incurred by final
beneficiaries under SAPARD and subsequently reimbursed by the Community, and
so charged to the Community budget.
The data attached (to end of 2003) 1 shows commitments over time to final
beneficiaries (See Table entitled ‘Progression of commitments over time to
beneficiaries by the SAPARD Agencies’). For most countries, especially many of
those due to join this year, the uptake of commitments is rising strongly and in some
cases already exceeds the total available under SAPARD. On the eve of accession this
latter element is a highly positive development in the context of uptake of
Community funds also under post accession provisions. The reason for this is that
this uptake, as was the case with Austria, Finland and Sweden, depends on there
being an adequate pipeline of commitments taken prior to accession capable of giving
rise to expenditure eligible for reimbursement from the Community budget directly
post accession. Without that pipeline there is a very real risk of a lack of uptake of
payment appropriations in new Member States post accession especially for
investment related activity. Moreover, the Accession Treaty allows for commitments
entered into under SAPARD in excess of available appropriations to be incorporated
into post accession programmes, with expenditure eligible from 1 January 2004.
The Treaty also introduces concepts from SAPARD, such as generalised recourse to
differentiated appropriations for rural development. This implies that for countries
acceding on May 1st, there will be a smooth switch from SAPARD based support for
investments to post accession rural development support such that beneficiaries will
experience no abrupt changes.
The data attached also shows payments by the Commission to each country since the
instrument first began to function. (See table attached entitled ‘Financial execution of
SAPARD Programmes’). At the end of 2003 these payments totalled some €530
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The data in these tables is prepared quarterly. On the basis of data for some countries available for January and February it is
confidently expected that the situation at least to end March 2004 will show overall further strong progress.
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million, well up on the level reached one year earlier. Not too much should be read
into that growth for technical reasons – the key development is much more the
progression in reimbursement payments where a strong underlying upward trend is
seem, and of course reflects, with a time lag, the corresponding progression of eligible
expenditure being incurred by final beneficiaries, which in turn is based on project
commitments to them by the SAPARD agencies.
On this latter aspect the number of SAPARD projects by the end of 2003 approached
13000. This was an increase of over 50% since mid 2003 and a good augury on the
eve of accession. It shows that the instrument is attractive to many. More recent
information from the largest beneficiary, Poland, a country where earlier on
scepticism over SAPARD was marked, is also positive. Headlines from that country
now claim that “SAPARD is swamped with applications”, all available funds are
expected to be used and in that country alone farmers have submitted 30 000
applications.
Such information is excellent news. It also casts real doubt on earlier assertions that
the systems set up were inappropriate or excessively burdensome. In any event where
simplification possibilities have been identified they have been examined in a positive
spirit. They have been brought to the attention of the Monitoring Committees (the
competent national organ responsible for overseeing the programme and the exclusive
channel through which programme changes may be initiated). They have resulted in
improvements being made to the programmes. The role of professional organisations
in that context has developed accordingly, putting them in a better position for their
work also in a post accession context.
SAPARD has provided beneficiary countries with first hand experience of operating
Community inspired rural development systems, prior to them taking on the full
responsibilities of a Member State. This too is an element valuable for the post
accession context. The importance of this is underlined by the prospect that during the
2004-2006 period some 40% of the total CAP expenditure in the new Member States
will go into rural development. All parties need to have practical experience on the
application of rural development actions, such as under SAPARD, to be best able to
ensure effective management, and policy development, including in the post
accession context.
Moreover the systems set up under SAPARD are not redundant upon accession. Staff
and agencies set up to run SAPARD are continuing, with appropriate name changes,
post accession, building on experience under SAPARD. All parties will thus be better
able to take on Membership responsibilities, including additional functions such as
market support tasks.
A crucial factor in the capacity building context is the way SAPARD is managed. In
all beneficiary countries this is on a fully “decentralised” basis. SAPARD is unique
in this regard as other pre-accession instruments, PHARE and ISPA, even just weeks
before accession, still require at least some key points be managed by the
Commission. No Community instrument other than SAPARD has ever been run
in any third country on a fully decentralised basis.
With fully decentralised management of SAPARD the Commission is not involved in
any of these “key points”. In each of the ten SAPARD beneficiary countries it is the
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national authorities that assume entire responsibility for management of this
instrument, subject only to ex-post control by the Commission. In this regard
SAPARD operates on a basis similar to that of structural funds in all Member States.
The SAPARD experience therefore implies that the countries concerned are now far
better placed to apply the acquis than would otherwise have been the case.
All SAPARD projects, as is the case for Member States, need to respect relevant
Community provisions such as for the environment, animal welfare and hygiene, and
where relevant, those relating to public procurement. This aspect links in with another
element behind the decision to opt for fully decentralised management. This was the
assessment that skills and experience gained in the Candidate Countries from this
form of management would be excellent preparation for them as new Member States.
They would obtain timely, hands-on experience that would make a major contribution
to administrative capacity building. A similar observation is valid for the involvement
of representatives from civil society. For many such bodies SAPARD was a new
experience, and a springboard for their further development in the context of
Community membership.
As regards the immediate prospects for SAPARD on the eve of accession,
beneficiary countries due to join in May that are now absorbing significant
proportions of their appropriations have the option to continue to issue commitments
to final beneficiaries based on SAPARD. The relevant provisions are in Article 33 of
the Act of Accession. This stipulates that expenditure incurred consistent with
SAPARD can be eligible under post accession rural development instruments if
incurred after 31 December 2003. As regards Bulgaria and Romania both need their
SAPARD agencies to continue to enter into commitments with beneficiaries but at a
high rate. In the case of Romania this need is now acute because by the end of this
year, and for the first time, any unused appropriations from 2000 are due to be
cancelled. On the basis of performance to date, Romania is the one country where this
risk of loss of money is still real. As it is almost the largest beneficiary country,
second only to Poland, even a relatively modest cancellation there in percentage terms
could run into tens of millions of euro. That would be painful and might occur at a
sensitive time, namely when the Council and Parliament are considering possible
modifications in the basic SAPARD regulation, modifications of particular interest to
that country (and to Bulgaria).
SAPARD does not have pretensions to solve all problems facing new Member States.
No pre- accession instrument could do that. In all countries many of the difficulties
have deep roots, some problems will only be soluble over time, such as certain of
those associated with title to land.
What are the objective means to judge SAPARD on the eve of accession?
One basis would be by recourse to monitoring indicators such as the numbers of
abattoirs, dairies, food processing plants, kilometres of mains water distribution pipes,
and jobs in rural areas, each indicator related to one or other SAPARD measure.
Whatever the figures and without belittling their value, they would show that, in
relation to the size of the overall problems addressed, their contribution is at best
modest. The reason for this is the scale of the difficulties to be tackled, and their
intensity. In many respects these difficulties are of a scale at least comparable to those
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Ireland faced some thirty years ago since when billions of euro of Community budget
monies have been needed before they were overcome.
Data from the mid term evaluation of SAPARD recently carried out in each
beneficiary country could also be used. That work has assessed performance, both in
terms of the indicators mentioned but also in other areas including the institution
building effects. However for all countries, especially those accounting for the bulk of
appropriations, the evaluation was made at a time when there was relatively little data
to work on, and thus is of limited value in the current context.
Another basis for assessment could be the degree to which in the post accession
period countries with SAPARD experience correctly and effectively apply the
relevant parts of the acquis in particular under rural development measures. To that
suggestion could be added a further element, namely the extent to which the various
SAPARD Agencies make commitments to final beneficiaries capable not just of
absorbing all funds under that instrument, but over-commit funds. Such action would
be the only way for a beneficiary country to build the pipeline of commitments
important to ensure capacity to use Community aid for investments in the immediate
post accession period, and reflect provisions of the Act of Accession. This idea may
seem surprising to some people but in essence it is analogous to the pipelines
mentioned previously that were so helpful in giving Austria, Finland and Sweden
good starts as new Member States with their rural development aid entitlements.
Whatever the basis, who is best placed to make the assessment? In reply to that
question it would seem most appropriate to ask for the views of beneficiary countries.
Do they consider the instrument to have made a worthwhile contribution? It must
surely be the views of these countries on the eve of accession that matter more than
those of any other party. In any event they matter far more than those of a recently
retired Commission official who had the privilege to end his career working on what
he considers to have been a successful instrument to which many people made
massive, valuable contributions.

6

8

Cum ulative am ounts of approved com m itm ents of the Com m unity part of the SAPARD contribution m ade on the level of
the Candidate Countries (on a m onthly basis, since the start and in % of AFA's 2000 to 2003).
Situation at the end of Decem ber 2003.
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Cumulative number of projects approved by the Candidate Countries under the SAPARD Instrument since the start.
Situation at the end of December 2003.
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