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The thematic evaluation on the implementation system of the Centre Region Programme (PR for the Central Region) 2021–2027 was carried out in a new institutional context for Romania, in which the functions of Managing Authority were transferred for the first time at regional level. The evaluation examines how institutional, operational and procedural arrangements work in practice within a decentralised system, analysing both the administrative processes and capacity of the AM and the funding beneficiaries, as well as the relationships with central structures, regional partners and beneficiaries. 
The implementation system of the PR Center is analyzed as a whole - processes, structures, resources, institutional relations and operational dynamics, applying a mixed and participatory methodology, based on triangulation and the active involvement of all stakeholders. The scope includes the essential components of the management and control system, the administrative capacity of the AM and beneficiaries, the functioning of the partnership structures and the accessibility of funding mechanisms. The results of the evaluation are designed primarily for learning purposes, leading both to operational adjustments in the remaining period of the programme and to the transformation of the system into an adaptive, emerging and results-oriented one, in line with the new directions proposed at European level for the period 2028–2034.
The evaluation methodology was distinguished by a solid combination of analytical rigor and active participation, using a mixed design that coherently integrated desk review, interviews, focus groups, exhaustive surveys and case studies. The systematic triangulation of these sources ensured the robustness of the conclusions, and the participatory component, which involved AM staff, beneficiaries, institutional partners and regional actors, allowed the analysis not only of the performance of the system, but also of different perspectives on emerging challenges and solutions. The methodology supported institutional learning, facilitated the identification of the root causes of problems.  
Findings and conclusions of the evaluation
The institutional and organizational responsibilities of AM PR Centre are, as a whole, clearly defined, well understood and effectively implemented at the level of ADR Centre. The evaluation shows that, in practice, responsibilities are consistently assumed due to the experience gained, direct involvement in the development of procedures and the progressive strengthening of internal structures. The evaluation, contracting, monitoring and verification processes are applied in a coherent manner, and the proximity of the decision at the regional level has contributed to strengthening the relations with the beneficiaries, relations already established in previous programs when the ADR Centre had the role of intermediate body for the regional program. 
The partnership structures are well-established and representative, and the AM makes constant efforts to improve communication and involvement. Participation is uneven, public actors are more active, while the business environment and civil society perceive participation as demanding and with limited influence on the decisions of the programme, stimulating participation being a further challenge for AM.
Decentralisation has had a significant positive impact on the programme's ability to adapt to the needs of the region, especially at the operational level and in relation to beneficiaries. The decision at regional level allowed the calibration of calls and procedures to local realities. 
The fact that the Managing Authority is part of the Centre Regional Development Agency has allowed the capitalization of multiple synergies, including: the credibility of the ADR arising from the good reputation as the main financier of regional development in the region taken over by the AM, institutional efficiency through the transfer of competences or their shared use in common processes (analysis of regional needs, feedback from regional actors, joint teams in planning and scheduling processes). The effects of these synergies are found in the adaptation of the program to the specifics of regional needs, quick access to feedback from regional actors, greater coherence with other funding programs in the region for which ADR plays the role of OI. 
The strategic adaptation of the programme is limited by the funding framework of the EU Regulations with policy objectives, specific objectives and funding quotas that leave little flexibility at the level of the programme structure to focus intervention on certain needs. As the first programming exercise started late, the regulatory framework had the advantage of providing a similar orientation to the previous regional programme.
The regulatory framework formally supports the functioning of the programme, but its complexity and instability limit the efficiency of implementation. Frequent legislative changes, overlapping regulations and non-unitary interpretations between central institutions generate uncertainty for both MAs and beneficiaries. Public procurement, in particular, functions as a critical node of constraints, affecting the quality of projects and the pace of implementation.
The managing authority has assumed the objective of simplification, with actions and efforts both in terms of implementation processes and the introduction of simplified cost options. Although there are simplification efforts, they have produced limited results in the absence of a sufficiently clear and credible regulatory framework without the uncertainty of interpretations that could lead to subsequent corrections.
The administrative resources of AM PR Center support the implementation of the program, the financing is provided through the priority of technical assistance for the functioning of the responsible structures, for the development of administrative capacity. The main challenges relate to ensuring human resources in the conditions of a limited supply of specific skills on the labor market, adapting the availability of personnel to the variable workload on certain positions during the phases and stages of implementation. The managing authority has very well managed to implement a rotation of staff on functions with variable load and practical training on the job.
Operational procedures contribute to coherent implementation, but do not yet generate genuine simplification for MAs and beneficiaries. The current system works procedurally correctly, but the administrative burden is perceived by all actors involved as very high. This is generated by the high volume of regulations, the large number of calls for projects, thick documentation with elements that do not contribute to the quality of the projects or results, a rigid MySMIS system that cannot be adapted to each call, sometimes doubling the effort of uploading the same documents in different sections. 
Decentralization strengthened the operational capacity of the AM and contributed to a functional rapprochement with the beneficiaries, with positive effects on strengthening their capacity to access funds and implement projects financed through PR Center. In general, municipalities have built strong teams to manage European funds and use, where appropriate, outsourced services, while small towns and municipalities depend more on external consultants. 
The main challenge facing the AM lies in the insufficient administrative capacity in the case of an important part of the administrative-territorial units, in terms of accessing and implementing the projects financed through the PR Center. Small and medium-sized towns and municipalities face structural limitations: reduced teams and difficulties in hiring specialists such as engineers and urban planners affecting the ability to perform essential economic and social development functions, which should support project teams at all stages of the intervention cycle. This affects access to timely financing but also the quality of projects and indicates the need for long-term investment in the capacity of UATs, especially small and medium-sized towns and municipalities.
The accessibility of funds has increased significantly due to decentralisation, proximity to AM and improved guidelines, but access remains a challenge given the simultaneous existence of a large number of active funding opportunities from other sources, in particular for local authorities. The large number of calls for projects, voluminous documentation, complex procurement and unpredictable timeline constitute barriers for actors with lower capacity. In addition, the lack of integrated strategic support limits the ability to formulate relevant complementary projects with the potential to generate impact.
The ADR Centre is a strategic facilitator of regional development. This role is strengthened in terms of developing administrative capacity in the region by taking actions, now possible as a managing authority at regional level. The Roadmap for Strengthening Administrative Capacity represents a major step forward in addressing the development of administrative capacity as a long-term strategic process, capable of influencing the evolution of the entire regional ecosystem. This represents an essential favorable premise for the preparation for the period 2028–2034, a period that announces the possibility of a profound transformation of the implementation system through the guidelines announced by the proposals for regulations specifying: orientation towards results and impact, integrated digitalization, audit proportional to risk and regional flexibility in defining interventions.
Recommendations
It is recommended to continue administrative simplification by revising the evaluation guides and grids, eliminating criteria without added value, automating standardizable criteria and moving them to the digitized pre-calculation stage. Improving MySMIS is essential to reduce duplication of documents and introduce useful functionalities such as interoperability, disabling non-relevant fields for calls, and harmonizing beneficiary interfaces with those of the AM.
It is recommended to review and continue the implementation of the Roadmap to strengthen the administrative capacity of the Centre Region - Phase II. At this stage, it is recommended to build an adaptive and emerging implementation system, by developing the competencies of the AM staff and UATs (continuous training, adaptive leadership, digitalization) and by strengthening both the quality of the integrated strategies and the financing of projects in an integrated approach, correlated with these strategies and strengthening the role of the AM as a strategic facilitator, with integrated services and efficient coordination mechanisms and feedback. 
In order to ensure the impact of interventions and the adoption of results-oriented mechanisms, it is recommended to strengthen the capacity of UATs by continuing to support the development of integrated development strategies and for the development of the capacity of inter-community associations, both in planning and in the implementation of project portfolios.
In order to stimulate the participation of all partners and strengthen the sense of ownership of the program, the partnership must be transformed from an endorsement exercise into a genuine co-creation process. This implies the continuation of the proven efforts of the AM in adapting the materials, differentiated by categories of actors, the holding of attractive thematic sessions, the use of digital platforms for asynchronous contributions and transparent feedback mechanisms with traceability, but also a more proactive involvement of the partners, by aggregating their positions, using local evidence and capitalizing on practical experiences. Dual responsibility – facilitation from the AM and substantial contribution from the partners – can transform the partnership into an inclusive, representative and solution-oriented framework for the future programme. These changes are conditional in a regulatory framework that can provide more flexibility at the regional level regarding the structure of the programme and the modalities of implementation.
ADR and AM PR Centre cannot on their own eliminate the constraints generated by the regulatory framework external to the Programme, which affect essential aspects such as: public procurement, non-unitary interpretations of the central institutions on the application of regulations in specific situations, the detailed and rigid funding framework (from the Cohesion Policy Regulations to the national implementing legislation) and a control system predominantly oriented towards processes and expenditures. In this context, for the 2026–2029 phase, it is recommended to: participate in the formulation of common positions of regional AMs; structured and continuous dialogue with MIPE, ANAP, AA and ACP; advocacy for regional flexibility and performance-based tools; reducing micro-management in programme documents, by orienting towards general objectives, without excessive norms; creating a critical mass of institutional support for the post-2027 system architecture.
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Table 1 - Summary data of the contract
1. This thematic evaluation aims to analyze the implementation system of the Centre Region Programme (PR Centre) 2021–2027, in a context in which Romania implements for the first time the decentralised programming model, with the transfer of the functions of Managing Authority to the level of regional agencies. The evaluation aims to provide a deep understanding of how this system works in practice, how administrative and operational processes are managed, and to what extent institutional and procedural mechanisms facilitate or hinder the effective implementation of the programme.
2. The objectives of the evaluation are to examine the functionality, effectiveness, relevance and accessibility of the implementation system of the PR Center, based on a set of evaluation questions structured in the approved methodological matrix.
3. The general objective of this evaluation is to contribute to the objective of the contract by deepening the analysis of the implementation system of the PR Center, respectively of the management, control and support mechanisms that influence the performance of the program. The evaluation aims to provide a solid information base for the management decisions of the AM PR Centre, in order to increase the efficiency, effectiveness and coherence of interventions, as well as to draw lessons learned and good practices for adapting the system and preparing the post-2027 financial framework.
4. The scope of the evaluation is the implementation system of the Centre Region Programme, defined in this evaluation according to the approaches used in similar studies and evaluations of the EU Cohesion Policy, in particular the Ex-post Evaluation of the 2007–2013 Delivery[footnoteRef:2] System, namely: [2:  wp12_final_report.pdf (europa.eu) pp. 43, 49, graphic representation fig. 14.] 

'the combination of legal requirements and procedures that support the efficient and effective investment of European Union resources, as well as operational roles and responsibilities in policy planning, management and implementation at European, national and regional level.'
5. In the operational sense, this definition includes all relevant components of the functioning of the Programme: the entities and structures involved, the administrative, strategic and operational processes, the tools and procedures used, the human resources and capacities available, as well as the relations between the AM PR Centre, the central, European institutions, partners and beneficiaries.
6. In defining the implementation system, this evaluation explicitly sets the system boundaries, in order to clearly delimit which elements are analyzed within the system and what is related to the external context. 
7. Thus, the implementation system of PR Center includes the elements of the program's management and control system to which are added the funding beneficiaries and partners and other stakeholders with direct or indirect contributions to the implementation of the program, such as:
· the structures that contribute directly to the management of the programme (AM PR Centre with the intermediary body, national structures, the European Commission and the relevant institutional partners);
· regional development stakeholders in the Centre Region;
· the administrative and operational processes associated with the entire cycle of the PR Center;
· the tools, procedures and information systems used in the implementation;
· human resources, capacities and internal coordination mechanisms;
· Funding beneficiaries
· interactions between the entities involved.
8. Outside the limits of the system remain the elements over which AM PR Centre has no direct control – such as the national legislative framework, relevant regulations, other complementary funding programs. These are treated as contextual factors that influence the functioning of the system but are not part of the analyzed system.
9. This clear delineation allows the evaluation to focus on the processes, structures and resources that the AM can directly or indirectly influence and to make realistic recommendations for the period 2021–2027 and in view of the 2028–2034 programming.
10. The methodology used in this evaluation is a mixed one, combining quantitative and qualitative methods in a design that allows the triangulation of the results and the strengthening of the robustness of the conclusions. The quantitative data was collected through surveys addressed to the staff of AM PR for the Central Region, beneficiaries and members of the partnership structures, while the qualitative dimension included semi-structured interviews, focus groups, workshops, case studies and a panel of experts.
11. The evaluation has an atypical character, because the analyzed object is not an intervention or a portfolio of projects, but a system – the implementation system of the Center Regional Program. This required an adapted methodological approach, capable of capturing the institutional dynamics, the operational processes, the relationships between the actors and the real functioning of the management and control mechanisms.
12. The evaluation process has been designed as a participatory and learning-oriented one, aiming not only at data collection, but also at the active involvement of stakeholders in their interpretation. The interviews, focus groups and workshops functioned as spaces for dialogue, in which the participants contributed to the common understanding of the key aspects of the system, reflecting on the different perspectives and the recurrent causes of the observed dysfunctions.
13. The full description of the methodology – including the tools used, sampling, triangulation, limitations and stages of the evaluation – is presented in Section 4 of the report.
14. The target group of the evaluation covers all categories of actors involved in the functioning of the PR Centre implementation system, including: the staff of the Centre PR Managing Authority (management and execution), the partner structures of the programme (CM, CRP, CRI), institutions with a role in coordination and control (MIPE, ANAP, AA), local public authorities (communes, cities, municipalities and county councils), relevant public institutions in the areas targeted by the interventions,  private beneficiaries (SMEs, including small enterprises and start-ups), economic and social organisations, as well as experts and representatives of academia. The variety of these actors, illustrated in Figure 1 and detailed in the methodology for each research method, reflects the substantial effort made to integrate a diverse range of perspectives on the functioning of the system, so that the evaluation accurately captures the experiences and perceptions of all relevant stakeholders.
[image: ]Figure 1 Map of Deployment System Entities

15. The results of the evaluation are designed to support the Managing Authority both in the operational adjustments necessary in the remaining implementation period 2021–2027, and in substantiating the strategic architecture for the period 2028–2034. Firstly, the evaluation provides clear evidence of areas where immediate improvements are possible – in particular procedural adjustments, standardisations, reinforcements of internal processes and specific simplification measures, which can reduce the administrative burden and speed up the processing of projects until the closure of the current programme.
16. Secondly, the evaluation provides strategic directions for transforming the implementation system into an emerging and adaptive one, capable of responding to the challenges of regional development and financing opportunities in the next budget cycle. The findings and recommendations support the AMin identifying those systemic changes that condition the efficient functioning of a modern implementation system: consistent simplification, functional digitalization, use of real-time data, flexible processes proportional to the capacity of the beneficiaries and a more coherent inter-institutional coordination model in the region and beyond the region.
17. The use of the evaluation results thus goes beyond punctual improvements of procedures, being oriented towards strengthening regional administrative capacity, towards creating a more robust, predictable and adaptable implementation model to changes. In this respect, evaluation is both a tool for collective learning and a strategic basis for the design of future programmes and funding mechanisms, ensuring the continuity and modernisation of governance in the region.
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18. The object of this evaluation is not an intervention in the traditional sense of Cohesion Policy, but the implementation system of the Centre Region Programme (PR Centre) 2021–2027. Consequently, the general context describes not a set of activities or investments, but the institutional architecture (institutional elements of the system), the processes and resources that support the implementation of the programme, the way in which actors interact and the expected results from the efficient functioning of this system. 
19. The key contextual elements of this evaluation are:
· the program for which the implementation system was created – PR Center 2021-2027
· the institutional architecture of the Cohesion Policy programmes in Romania
· The Centre Region is a territorial area at the level to which the programme operates.
PR Center 2021-2027 - overview and relevant aspects
20. From the perspective of the analysis of the implementation system, the program has some essential characteristics, detailed below.
21. PR Center 2021–2027 has an effective implementation period of approximately 7 years (October 2022 – December 2029) being a program of significant size, compared to the funding previously managed at regional level. The total allocation of over €1.38 billion represents an unprecedented level for the Centre Region, which amplifies the administrative and operational requirements associated with implementation.
22. The program is implemented for the first time by an entity with the role of Managing Authority at regional level, respectively a dedicated structure within the ADR Centre. This transition from the centralized to a decentralized model represents one of the most important institutional changes in the management architecture of European funds in Romania.
23. The Programme has a very wide diversity of investment priorities, broken down into multiple specific objectives covering all five Cohesion Policy Objectives (OP1–OP5). This thematic complexity is reflected in a large number of calls and types of interventions, with different procedural and technical requirements.
24. The programme includes a dedicated priority of Technical Assistance, financed by the ERDF, through which the necessary resources are ensured for the functioning of the implementation system. With a value of approximately €58.25 million, the Technical Assistance (TA) Priority finances the Programme's processes and administrative capacity, the development and maintenance of working systems and tools. The PR Centre develops the administrative capacity of authorities and beneficiaries through coherent actions under the umbrella of a Roadmap for strengthening administrative capacity. 
Institutional architecture of the Cohesion Policy programmes in Romania
25. The institutional architecture of the 2021–2027 EU programmes in Romania, available on the MIPE-https://mfe.gov.ro/ website, illustrates the complexity of the framework in which the PR Centre operates and highlights the fact that the implementation system operates in a dense administrative ecosystem, marked by multiple and interdependent interactions between the regional, national and European levels. The scheme shows that AM PR Center is integrated into a broad institutional architecture, with direct operational links to MIPE (coordination), the Ministry of Finance – ACP (certification), the Audit Authority and other central structures with a role in control, verification and regulation. This set-up involves a high degree of vertical and horizontal coordination and requires continuous alignment of procedures between central and regional institutions.
26. At the same time, this architecture underlines the fact that the Centre Region benefits from funding through a large number of programmes and sources of funding – PR Centre, PNRR, POT, sectoral programmes, funding administered by the Environment Fund Administration and other European and national instruments. On the one hand, this density of funding creates important opportunities for regional development; On the other hand, it generates risks of overlapping requirements, increased administrative pressure on beneficiaries and possible inconsistencies in investment planning and sequencing. Overall, complex institutional architecture provides a clear picture of the need for effective coordination, simplification and integration mechanisms so that programmes contribute to an aggregated and coherent impact in the region.
Centre Region: key aspects from the perspective of the PR Centre implementation system
27. The Centre region combines dynamic and highly developed municipalities with extensive rural areas, exposed to depopulation and socio-economic decline. In total, the region comprises 20 municipalities, 37 cities and 357 municipalities, with significant differences in administrative and economic capacity between them. 
28. This heterogeneous territorial structure generates uneven administrative capacities, different project preparation rhythms and distinct needs, which makes it difficult to standardise and apply implementation procedures uniformly. These issues are characteristics at national level highlighted in previous evaluations of Cohesion Policy programmes, such as the ROP 2014-2020 evaluations on investment in urban development, the evaluations of administrative capacity at the level of the Partnership Agreement.
29. In the Centre Region, several funding programs are active simultaneously (RP for the Central Region, PNRR, AFM, PT, PDD, PCDIF, Anghel Saligny, EU thematic programs), which creates a resource-rich context, but also risks of overlapping the deadlines of the calls for projects with the programs, administrative overload for UATs and other eligible entities, confusion due to the uneven requirements and procedures of the funding programs. This density of funding can lead to a dispersion of funded projects and poor integration, limiting the impact of funding, dispersed portfolios.
Description of the implementation system
30. The implementation system includes the management and control system (MCS[footnoteRef:3]) as defined by Common Provisions Regulation 1060/2021 plus the beneficiaries of the programme, other stakeholders, coordination structures, EC (from the perspective of structure, resources, process capacities and their interactions with other elements of the implementation system)  [3:  Regulation (EU) 2021/1060, Article 2(3) defines the management and control system as follows: "management and control system" means the system established by the Member States at programme level to ensure the management and monitoring of programmes and the prevention, detection and correction of irregularities'] 

31. The QMS of the PR Centre 2021–2027 is structured in accordance with the institutional architecture established by Regulation (EU) 2021/1060 and national legislation, based on the separation of functions and responsibilities between the institutions involved. The central role is played by the Centre PR Managing Authority within ADR Centre, responsible for the management of the programme: development and launch of calls for projects, evaluation and selection of operations, contracting, monitoring of implementation, administrative and field checks, as well as management of irregularities and reporting of results, evaluation of the programme. AM is the main pillar of the regional implementation system. 
32. The Ministry of Finance, through the Certification and Payment Authority, ensures the accounting function[footnoteRef:4], and SIFE fulfills the role of Intermediate Body at the level of the Program in terms of finding irregularities and establishing budgetary claims. [4:  According to Regulation (EU) 2021/1060, art. 76 performs the following functions: (a) preparing and transmitting payment requests to the European Commission; b) preparing and presenting accounts, confirming the completeness, accuracy and veracity of accounts and keeping electronic records for all account items, including payment requests; (c) the conversion into euro of expenditure incurred in national currency on the basis of the Commission's monthly accounting exchange rate for the month in which the expenditure is recorded in the accounting systems of the body responsible for carrying out the tasks referred to in this Article).] 

33. The Audit Authority of the Court of Auditors carries out the external audit of the system, in accordance with the requirements of Regulation 1060/2021. The roles of these institutions are integrated into the QMS, ensuring the legality, regularity and sound financial management of the programme.
34. In parallel, the system operates in close interdependence with the national institutions with a coordinating role. The Ministry of European Investments and Projects (MIPE) ensures the strategic coordination of cohesion policy at national level, develops the methodological framework and is a member of the Monitoring Committee of the PR Centre.
35. The implementation system is complemented by the program's partner structures and public and private beneficiaries, who contribute directly to the implementation of the interventions. The Monitoring Committee participates in the strategic orientation, approves the selection criteria and ensures the involvement of socio-economic actors in the governance of the programme. The beneficiaries – UATs, public institutions and SMEs – are central operational actors of the system, responsible for the implementation of the funded projects. Overall, the implementation system of the PR Centre operates on several levels, where interactions between regional, national and European levels are essential for translating funds into changes relevant to the region.
36. The coverage area of the program is the entire Center Region, namely the counties of Alba, Brașov, Covasna, Harghita, Mureș and Sibiu, and from the perspective of the financing mechanism the implementation system is aimed exclusively at PR Center 2021-2027. 
37. The resources relevant to the functioning of the system include the administrative, procedural, technical and human resources of the ADR Centre within which the structure of the managing authority was created, as well as the resources of the partner institutions involved in monitoring, control and audit. The most important source of funding for the implementation system is the Technical Assistance Priority of the PR Center. In addition, the system operates on the basis of a common digital infrastructure (MySMIS, SIATD, SICAP), the procedural framework established by guides and instructions, and the operational capacity of the beneficiaries.
38. The expected results of an effective implementation system lie in its ability to transform available funds into region-relevant changes, through simple, coherent and impact-oriented processes, and are reflected in the performance of the programme and the satisfaction of regional actors.
39. Links with the EU and national policy framework are essential for understanding the functioning of the PR Centre's implementation system. The programme is governed primarily by the Centre Regional Development Plan (RDP) 2021–2027, the strategic document that underpins priorities and justifies regional interventions. It is aligned with national territorial and sectoral strategies and policies, as well as the guidelines of the EU Cohesion Policy Strategy, which gives coherence to interventions but leaves relatively little room for flexibility for significant local adaptations.
40. From the perspective of the implementation system, PR Center is based on an institutional experience gained in over 15 years of centralized management of ROP programs, an experience that has shaped administrative processes, procedures and practices. The transfer of the position of Managing Authority at regional level meant the continuation of the use of these working mechanisms – public procurement, verifications, control, monitoring – which operate according to consolidated rules at the level of the public system in Romania. This continuity facilitates implementation, but can also generate resistance to change, especially when new approaches such as decentralization, simplification, digitalization or results-oriented system are introduced.
41. PR Centre operates within a well-defined European and national regulatory framework, regulated by Regulations (EU) no. 2021/1060 and 1058 on the management of funds and the functioning of management and control systems. At national level, the programme aligns with the institutional framework of the Cohesion Policy 2021–2027. Looking ahead to 2028–2034, the implementation system will need to integrate the European Commission's emerging directions on performance-based governance, simplification of procedures, full digitalisation and a risk-proportional audit system.
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42. The backbone of the evaluation is the seven evaluation questions, structured into two general questions (IE1 and IE2) and five secondary questions detailing the aspects to be analysed.
·  EQ1. To what extent are the institutional and organizational responsibilities for the implementation of the PR Center clearly defined, assumed and effectively implemented?
· EQ2. What is the impact of decentralization on the regional development process, and on the administrative capacity (institutional, organizational and human) of the regional and local structures involved in the implementation of the PR Center?
1. EQ3. To what extent does the current regulatory framework contribute to strengthening the administrative capacity and facilitate the efficient implementation of the regional development policy through the PR Centre?
1. EQ4. How adequate is the availability of administrative resources (human, financial, logistical and material) for the efficient support of the implementation of the PR Center at the level of the AM and the beneficiaries?
1. EQ5. To what extent do the existing operational procedures at the AM level contribute to the administrative simplification and efficiency of the implementation of the PR Center, favoring an optimal absorption of funds?
1. EQ6. To what extent does the decentralized implementation of the PR Center contribute to institutional development, strengthening administrative capacity and increasing the skills of the regional and local actors involved?
1. EQ7. To what extent does the implementation system and structure of the regional programme contribute to improving the accessibility of funds for the public and private sectors, to adapting it to the needs and capacity of local actors?
Methodological approach 
43. The methodology used has a predominantly qualitative profile, oriented towards a deep understanding of how the implementation system works in practice and the perceptions of the actors involved. Its design was calibrated at the initiation stage, through consultations with the AM PR Center and the Scientific Evaluation Committee (ESC), so that the questions and working tools respond to the real knowledge needs of the AM and the emerging challenges of the post-2027 period.
44. The approach was constantly oriented towards identifying solutions and institutional learning. The interviews, focus groups and workshops were designed to facilitate collective reflection, causal analysis and the exploration of feasible solutions, capitalizing on both the knowledge of the AM teams and the experiences of beneficiaries and regional actors.
45. Data triangulation was the central method of ensuring the robustness and credibility of the conclusions. Information from documents, interviews, case studies, focus groups and surveys was compared and integrated to verify the consistency of observations and reduce the risk of bias. The surveys had a complementary role, being used mainly to collect the perceptions and experiences of a large number of respondents, not for statistical testing or quantitative inference.
46. The tools were continuously calibrated, and the consistency of the data was checked internally and strengthened through validation sessions with stakeholders in the final stage. This iteration between collection, analysis and validation has allowed credible findings to be formulated, well anchored in the perspectives of the various relevant actors.
47. The evaluation had a strong participatory character, reflected in the way in which the data collection and validation activities were designed and implemented. All categories of stakeholders – AM staff, partner structures, UATs, public institutions, SMEs, consultants, civil society organisations and academics – were involved in the process, contributing complementary perspectives on the functioning of the implementation system. The interviews, focus groups and workshops were organized as spaces for dialogue, in which the participants were able to analyze together the challenges encountered and reflect on applicable solutions. This involvement facilitated both the validation of findings and a common understanding of the critical aspects of the programme, helping to strengthen institutional capacity for learning and adaptation. 
48. The communication of the results of the evaluation has been designed to facilitate both quick access to the main findings and detailed analysis by interested readers. The final report presents a clear and easy-to-read synthesis, while the full analyses – including graphs, tables, interview extracts, restructured surveys and triangulation matrices – are integrated into Annex 1 and the methodological annexes. This dual structure allows the reader to get an immediate picture of the performance of the implementation system, but also to deepen the areas of interest by consulting the annexes.

1. Evaluation methods and tools applied

49. The desk review included the review of key documents on the organization and functioning of the system (QMS, legislation, internal procedures, call guides), strategic planning and monitoring documents (Performance Framework, implementation reports, Mid-Term Review), documents related to human resources and capacity development (Roadmap, training plans, HR procedures), as well as documents on financial and logistical support (Technical Assistance project sheets).
50. Surveys were the main quantitative tool. The survey addressed to the staff of the AM recorded 93 responses out of 105 invitations (88% response rate, equivalent to a margin of error of ±2.21%). The survey of partner structures (CM, CRP, CRI) generated 77 responses out of 86 invitations (89% response rate, equivalent margin of error ±3.5%). The survey for beneficiaries had 201 responses out of 244 invitations (82% response rate, margin of error ±2.9%). These three datasets made it possible to capture a wide range of institutional and operational perceptions.
51. The semi-structured interviews complemented the quantitative data through in-depth discussions with the AM staff (management and execution), partner structures (CJ, chambers of commerce, civil society) and relevant institutional factors (ADR management, ACP, ROREG). The interviews highlighted both strategic perspectives and operational aspects regarding implementation and administrative capacity.
52. The case studies targeted three types of UATs (commune, city, municipality) to analyze the differences in administrative capacity and the distinct way in which the beneficiaries interact with the implementation system. Benchmarking allowed the correlation of local challenges with those identified at regional level.
53. The focus groups were organised with both AM staff and regional actors (private sector, civil society, academia), providing a framework for validating findings and formulating recommendations. The AM focus group facilitated the discussion of interpretations and solutions at managerial level.
54. The workshop with consultants brought practical perspective on the difficulties encountered in the development and implementation of projects, while the panel of experts (mobility, territorial development, cohesion, implementation systems, S3) contributed to the formulation of conclusions and directions for the post-2027 period.
55. The full methodology for each instrument – including working tools, interview guides, survey structure, sampling criteria and technical details of triangulation – is presented in Annexes 2, 3, 4 and 5 of the report.
[bookmark: _Toc207608285][bookmark: _Toc216119109]Challenges, methodological limitations and applied solutions
56. The evaluation process of the PR Center's implementation was designed to cover a wide spectrum of actors and perspectives, but along the way a series of methodological challenges were encountered determined by both external factors and internal constraints. The low availability of some categories of stakeholders – in particular members of partner structures (CM, CRP, CRI) and representatives of the business environment – influenced the initial participation rate in surveys and interviews. The low participation partly reflects the general overload with survey requests from parallel evaluations of the PR Centre, other national programmes or the European Commission, with a greater impact on UATs, eligible on numerous funding lines.
57. To increase participation, the evaluation team adopted a set of proactive solutions, including direct and repeated contact with key actors, sending reminders through the official channels of the AM, extending collection periods and introducing an incentive mechanism for beneficiaries and partners: a donation of €5 per completed questionnaire, directed to the Praid community, severely affected by the collapse of the salt mine. This measure significantly improved the participation rate and strengthened respondent engagement. In total, 122 questionnaires were completed under this mechanism, and the consortium of companies responsible for carrying out the evaluation will direct a donation of €610 to the Praid community, as a gesture of social responsibility and appreciation for the respondents' effort.
58. The surveys were applied exhaustively, which is possible due to the small size of the target populations. In this context, the surveys had a descriptive character, oriented towards capturing the actors' perceptions, not towards testing hypotheses. Other limitations stemmed from the high complexity of the implementation system, which makes it difficult to detail all its elements. As a result, the analysis focused on the aspects considered critical for the performance of the system (efficiency, effectiveness, impact), as evidenced by the feedback received during interactions with stakeholders. In the final validation stage, the discussions were structured on topics perceived by the participants as the most relevant for the functioning of the system, even if they sometimes went beyond the strict delimitation of the evaluation questions.
59. As regards the internal surveys applied to the AM staff, the risk of subjectivity generated by the organizational context was taken into account. In order to minimize these risks, the complete anonymity of the respondents was guaranteed, a measure explicitly communicated before filling in the questionnaires. The data obtained was then correlated with information from confidential interviews to ensure the consistency and credibility of the conclusions.
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[bookmark: _Toc207608287][bookmark: _Toc216119111]IE1. To what extent are the institutional and organizational responsibilities for the implementation of the PR Center clearly defined, assumed and effectively implemented?
Summary of findings 
60. The institutional and organizational responsibilities within the PR Center are clearly defined and well assumed, both formally and operationally. The programme documents provide a solid and coherent framework, and the AM staff know and apply the tasks effectively, supported by the experience gained and direct involvement in defining and adjusting procedures. The organisational structure has gradually evolved and adapted to the tasks and workload of the implementation stages, allowing for an adequate distribution of tasks and a constant functioning of procedural flows.
61. Although the procedures are perceived as clear and consistent, their application is sometimes hampered by non-uniform interpretations between the central institutions and the AM, which can lead to errors and risks of financial corrections. This points to the need for a more stable interpretative framework and enhanced coordination at national level.
62. The partnership structures are well defined, with clear roles and a representative composition for the entire regional ecosystem. Participation tends to be more consistent among public actors, who have administrative capacity and direct interest in the programme, while civil society and the business community perceive their participation as most often oriented towards compliance or approval, rather than substantial and creative contributions. 
63. AM makes constant efforts to improve communication and involvement of partners, including by presenting information in simple, easy-to-use formats and sending personalized feedback for the proposals made. However, for some partners, participation remains demanding, mainly due to the high volume of documents and the time required to analyse them, and their influence on the programme is limited.  
64. In this first programming exercise, the reduced flexibility of policy objectives and pre-set allocations limited the creative contribution of partners, sometimes generating the perception of a compliance process. A more flexible funding framework could create the premises for a more consistent involvement of all partners, capitalizing on their original contributions and gradually strengthening the sense of influence and ownership over the strategic directions of the programme. In such a context, ADR Centre could extend participatory tools such as territorial laboratories, entrepreneurial discovery processes already implemented, or approaches inspired by international initiatives, in order to strengthen a co-creation framework accessible to all actors, including the business environment and civil society.
Defining the responsibilities of management structures 
65. [bookmark: _Toc207608288]The responsibilities of the PR Centre's management structures are clearly defined in official documents, such as the ROF, the Management and Control System Description (DS SMC) and the operational procedures, and these documents highlight the separation of functions, the traceability of decisions and compliance with European requirements. The documentary analysis shows a coherent distribution of the tasks of the AM PR Center in evaluation, contracting, monitoring, verification and management of irregularities, reflecting the expansion of competences at regional level following decentralization. The procedures are well structured and linked to the national and European framework, facilitating the uniform application of workflows.
66. Interviews with management and execution staff confirm that responsibilities are well understood and assumed, and this clarity is supported both by the experience gained and by the direct involvement of the teams in the development of the procedures. Adaptation to new activities, such as the resolution of appeals, additional verifications or the new audit requirements, was carried out starting from the procedures used in the previous period and adjusting them to the new European requirements: "we started from the procedures of the previous period, adapting them to the new regulations".
67. The organizational structure of the AM has developed gradually and adaptively, in line with the pace of launch and the evolution of the stages of the program. The interviews emphasize that the allocation of resources was flexible, adapted to peak periods: "If we knew that evaluation or contracting was coming, we would fill the necessary positions". This adaptability has contributed to the functionality of the system and to maintaining a constant pace of implementation.
68. The transition to the status of Managing Authority has generated inherent challenges, especially in the initial phase, related to the configuration of procedures, synchronisation with IT systems and coordination with central institutions. In the survey, 61% of respondents indicated difficulties at the beginning of the period, associated in particular with the high volume of documentation and the need for clarifications from MIPE, ANAP and ACP. The interviews confirm these challenges, with one respondent mentioning: "we had difficulties in developing the procedures, because the IT system was not yet functional". Although these difficulties have been gradually overcome, the issue of non-unitary interpretations remains one of the significant challenges of implementation, as reported by 47% of respondents, especially among the execution staff.
69. According to the responses collected in the survey applied to the AM staff, the main difficulties in the process of creating the implementation system were the creation of the new institutional framework followed by the implementation of the new workflows, the coordination with other institutional structures, and the increase in the volume of administrative documentation as a result of the introduction of new functions. These findings are also confirmed by the interviews conducted with the AM structures: 
70. The interviews reveal difficulties related to the lack of a unitary approach to challenging cases, generated by the different interpretations formulated by the AM, ANAP, MIPE and the Audit Authority, which creates uncertainty and the potential for financial corrections.
71. The final validation phase confirms that institutional and organizational responsibilities are now well understood and assumed by the AM staff, and the delimitation of duties between directorates is perceived as stable and functional. Overall, the data from surveys and interviews show a clear and operational management structure, but dependent on coordination with central institutions and the continuous strengthening of internal administrative capacity.
Role and responsibilities of partner structures
72. The analysis of the relevant documents (organisational and operational regulations of the CM, CRI, CRP) reveals that their roles and tasks are generally clearly defined and linked to the life cycle of the programme.
73. The composition of the partnership structures (CM, CRI, CRP) is representative at territorial and sectorial level. The documentary analysis reveals a diverse and representative composition, covering all six counties of the Centre Region and bringing together both large urban centers (Sibiu, Brașov, Alba Iulia, Târgu Mureș, Miercurea Ciuc, Sfântu Gheorghe) and smaller localities, such as Rimetea or Valea Hârtibaciului. In all three structures, public authorities, higher education institutions, NGOs, economic and research organizations are represented, according to the European requirements on the partnership. 
74. Roles and duties are differentiated and clearly defined. The Monitoring Committee (CM) has a decision-making function, examining and approving strategic documents and making recommendations to the AM. The Regional Innovation Consortium (CRI) combines the strategic and operational dimensions, being responsible for the entire RIS3 cycle, from the development of strategies to the promotion, monitoring and evaluation of projects, based on transparent procedures and clear legal rules. The Regional Planning Committee (PRC) has a consultative role, with a transversal character, bringing together actors from various fields (education, health, culture, social economy, rural development, energy), which gives it important potential for intersectoral integration.
Understanding and taking responsibility for partners
75. At the level of partnership structures, about 80% of respondents say they understand their role well. This clarity is supported by qualitative comments that mention: the existence of clear regulations, written procedures, materials submitted in a timely manner, well-structured documents. A minor subset of respondents’ signal: only partial clarity, perception of limited involvement in implementation (especially in CRP), lack of continuous engagement processes.
76. There are differences in terms of the participation of the members of the three partnership structures, according to the documentary analysis. The CM stands out for its intense activity and constant involvement, with a high number of meetings and written procedures in which decisions relevant to the implementation of the programme have been adopted, regularly attended by more than 50–60 members and observers, including representatives of the European Commission. In the CRI, the Organisation and Functioning Regulation provides for clear obligations regarding the presence and contribution to consultations, which favors accountability and monitoring of members' involvement. In the case of CRP, no explicit rules or formal mechanisms for monitoring participation were identified.
77. The interviews with the institutional actors, members of the partnership structures, reveal that they appreciate the consultation process within the Monitoring Committee as a functional one and provide a real framework for dialogue with the Managing Authority. The representatives of the county councils emphasize that the proposals formulated by the partners are listened to and taken into account when there is a legal framework for their integration, and the materials are sent on time, which allows for proper analysis. They perceive the consultations as authentic and not just formal, which gives them a sense of belonging and responsibility towards the program. 
78. The economic environment also confirms the existence of openness on the part of the AM but expresses reservations about how their feedback influences final decisions. Although some comments were followed by concrete changes (e.g. adjustment of the thresholds for reimbursement claims), there is uncertainty as to whether these were the direct result of their proposals or just coincidences with decisions already prepared.
79. Some actors, on the other hand, representatives of civil society, express more critical opinions. They consider their role to be rather consultative and formal, with little influence on final decisions. While acknowledging that the relationship with ADR is open and proposals are being listened to, they stress that there is no clear mechanism to see whether their suggestions are integrated or debated. The interviews also indicate opinions that the documents put up for consultation are voluminous, technical and difficult to go through in a short time: They want to get involved and not just confirm, approve or comply.  
80. On the other hand, AM has diversified its forms of communication, offering partners additional simplified formats, personalized responses to interventions and proposals, continuing to look for solutions to increase partner involvement.
81. It can be seen that the level of involvement of the partners varies depending on the field of interest, the type of entity represented, the capacity and the available resources. While public actors benefit from stable administrative infrastructure and resources, non-governmental organisations and small entities face structural barriers, such as reduced administrative capacity and limited resources and operational barriers, generated by the volume and complexity of documents, short consultation deadlines and lack of traceability of feedback. These differences affect the equity of participation and justify the need for tailored support and communication mechanisms."
82. Previous experience as a member in partnership structures is important for active participation. The members of the CM, CRP and CRI show through the survey responses a high level of involvement and a good understanding of the formal roles of the partnership structures. Approximately 68% of respondents say that their institution was involved in the preparation of the PR Center, which confirms the consistent participation in the programming phase and supports the clarity of the roles assigned to these structures.
83. Overall, although the system works procedurally correctly and is characterized by an open relationship with the Managing Authority, the degree of effective assumption of responsibilities differs between partners. This variation is mainly determined by how each partner perceives their own participation as effective and useful both for the program and for the interests it represents. The differences in involvement can also be attributed to the nature of the link between civil society and the programme, which remains weaker compared to that of administrative-territorial units, which are considered traditional beneficiaries of funding. The feeling of ownership of the program is gradually built, and the designation of MAs at the regional level is not enough to reinforce this feeling. In the first programming exercise, prioritisation was limited by the low flexibility of policy objectives and capped allocations on various specific objectives. This situation has generated, in some cases, a perception of compliance rather than a creative contribution to the definition and implementation of the funding programme.
84. A more flexible Cohesion Policy funding framework would create the premises for a participatory process that values the partners' original contributions, allowing them to substantially influence the design of the programme and develop a stronger sense of ownership over regional strategic directions.
85. Such a context allows for the activation of innovative tools for the involvement of the members of the partnership structures, designed to be relevant and accessible to all categories of actors, including the business environment and civil society. The international experience in the field of "territorial laboratories", together with the expertise gained by ADR Centre through the implementation of the Entrepreneurial Discovery Process and the Beyond EDP initiative, provide a solid basis for the development of such participatory and learning-oriented approaches. 
[bookmark: _Toc216119112]IE2. What is the impact of decentralization on the regional development process and the administrative capacity (institutional, organizational and human) of the regional and local structures involved in the implementation of the PR Center?
Summary of findings
86. Decentralisation has allowed the programme to be substantially better adapted to the needs and particularities of the region. Partners and beneficiaries have consistently noted that the interventions were correlated with the areas of smart specialization and the assumed development objectives. At the same time, previously ineligible types of investments have been introduced, and calls for projects have been adjusted to better reflect local realities and the profile of different categories of beneficiaries.
87. The proximity of the AM to partners and beneficiaries has strengthened the adaptation process. The direct relationship with beneficiaries is perceived as more effective, as decisions are taken at regional level, without the intervention of national structures. Constant contact has facilitated the identification of real needs and possibilities for integrating them into the funding framework, within the limits set by the cohesion policy regulations and the Partnership Agreement. This dynamic has contributed to better calibration of calls and procedures.
88. Operational adjustments to calls have had significant effects. The separation of calls for municipalities and small towns has reduced unequal competition, although it has increased the workload of the AM. The guides are generally perceived as improved, but for some small UATs they remain complex. There are differences in perceptions of simplification due to different positions on compliance requirements, with current defensive practice sometimes being preferred to avoid errors and corrections, which may limit the adoption of simplified approaches.
89. Decentralization has generated a positive impact on operational flexibility and efficiency, mainly by reducing the duration of contracting and payment processes and by the decision-making proximity of the AM (ADR Centre) to the beneficiaries. The AM has also introduced ad hoc adjustments and simplification tools (simplified costs, flat rates), demonstrating adaptability and readiness.
90. The PR Centre implementation system has greater potential for adaptation, opening up opportunities for the future programming period to develop integrated interventions that better cover diverse needs and create more effective mechanisms for collaboration between regional actors. 
91. Decentralization at regional level has forced the ADR Centre (AM) to assume strategic responsibility for developing the capacity of the entire regional ecosystem. This is achieved through the Roadmap, a systemic approach on 5 OECD Pillars, which aims to transform the AM and the entire ecosystem of the programme into a system based on collaboration, efficiency and impact.
92. Capacity building requires strengthening integrated project management skills, creating non-formal support mechanisms (mentoring, communities of practice) and practical support from AM, essential to build a post-2027 adaptive and predictable regional system.
93. Relations with national and European structures are generally perceived favorably. However, there are dissonances and some different interpretations of the rules between AM, ANAP, MIPE and the Audit Authority, creating uncertainty and the risk of financial corrections. 
93. The absence of uniform methodological clarifications fuels excessive institutional prudence that blocks simplification processes. At the same time, the verification and control systems specific to the Romanian public administration system, focused on expenses and processes, slow down the adoption of results-oriented financing mechanisms. The success of further simplification or the introduction of results-based financing instruments is conditional on measures to reform the verification and control system at national level.
2.1. Impact of decentralisation on adapting the programme to the needs of the region 
94. The analysis of the strategic documents (Regional Development Plan of the Centre Region 2021-2027 (RDP) and the Smart Specialisation Strategy 2021-2027 (RIS3)) confirms that the priorities of the Centre PR are based on socio-economic analyses, SWOT and consultation of partners. This allowed the interventions to be correlated with the areas of smart specialization (automotive and mechatronics industry, agri-food sector, IT and creative industries, health, sustainable built environment and tourism) and with the assumed development objectives, reflecting regional competitive advantages and modernization directions (digitalization, innovation, industrial transition).
95. The fact that the Managing Authority is part of the Centre Regional Development Agency has made it possible to capitalize on multiple synergies, including: the credibility of the ADR arising from the good reputation as the main financier of regional development in the region taken over by the AM, institutional efficiency through the transfer of competences or their shared use in common processes (regional need analysis, feedback to regional actors,  joint teams in planning and scheduling processes). The effects of these synergies are found in the adaptation of the program to the specifics of regional needs, rapid access to feedback from regional actors, greater coherence with other funding programs in the region for which the ADR fulfills the role of Intermediate Body (OI). 
96. According to the opinions collected after the interviews, the adaptation of the Centre Region Programme to the specific needs of the region is positively perceived by some of the beneficiaries, decentralization being associated with a better correlation of calls with local realities and with the profile and capacity of the beneficiaries.
97. From the interviews with the AM staff, it emerges that the beneficiaries and partners were involved in the process: "We adapted the procedures and guides to the regional realities, including using feedback from the working groups and from the beneficiaries". The AM staff also mentioned a closer relationship with the beneficiaries: "The direct contact with the beneficiaries is more consistent than in the previous period, which allows a better adaptation of the calls to their needs.".
98. At the same time, during the interviews with the beneficiaries, other positive aspects were also pointed out: the clarity and relevance of the guidelines improved compared to previous years, mentioning the inclusion of previously ineligible types of investments (such as partnerships for educational infrastructure owned by entities other than UATs or interventions for buildings with seismic risk). The AM has implemented recommendations of previous evaluations on the integration into projects of "soft" activities that facilitate the operationalization of the infrastructures created or rehabilitated, has encouraged associations, including with civil society.
99. In order to avoid competition between municipalities and small towns, on the one hand, and municipalities, on the other hand, given the differences in capacity in the preparation of funding documentation, the AM created separate calls for projects. This approach is appreciated as beneficial for the beneficiaries, although it implies an overload at the AM level, generated by the management of a higher number of calls.    
100. At the operational level, as regards the guidelines and scoring criteria, opinions are varied: on the one hand, experienced beneficiaries confirm their improvements compared to the previous period, on the other hand, some beneficiaries, such as common UATs or small towns, describe them as excessively dense, complicated and difficult to apply in relation to their administrative capacity. These differences in perception are explained by distinct experiences and different positions in the compliance system: long-standing experience (AM/CJ) often favors compliance and acceptance of the current situation (zero-risk culture), where calls and guides are designed defensively, with increasingly detailed requirements and documentation to avoid errors, divergent interpretations or subsequent corrections. On the other hand, accepting the current situation, fears that simplifications might have different interpretations can create resistance to change.
101. The relationship with the beneficiaries is more solid than in the previous period, since, once the AM takes over the role of AM, the decisions to solve the problems are taken directly at the level of the ADR Center. Thus, the ADR no longer acts as a mere intermediary between the beneficiaries and a national AM but has the decision-making capacity.
102. Survey responses indicate that decentralisation is perceived as having a major impact on the design and adaptation of the programme to the needs of the region, both by AM, beneficiaries and institutional partners. 
103. The validation phase confirmed the initial findings but brought some important nuances. The actors consulted (private sector, academia and civil society) acknowledged that the programme has been adapted in many respects, in particular at the operational level on the implementation of interventions. However, they stressed that the potential of a regional programme focusing funding on region-specific priorities is not yet fully exploited. This is primarily due to the funding framework established by the regulations applicable to the PR Centre, which limit the integration of proposals considered relevant by the partners. Consequently, some of these proposals can only be envisaged for the future programme, in the context of a broader and more flexible financial framework.
104. Views on options that could amplify the impact of the programme's decentralisation are presented below, from the perspective of four categories of regional development actors in the Centre Region. Some of these options represent adaptations or extensions of the practices already existing at the level of the AM and the ADR Centre:
· Representatives of the private sector, especially clusters, highlighted the existence of areas with competitive advantages, such as the bioeconomy, balneology or the food industry, which would require dedicated tools and a more clearly defined regional approach. They advocated calls for projects with a distinct regional identity and for strengthening partnerships between the business environment, universities and local administrations, aimed at generating integrated economic effects at regional level.
· The representatives of the academic environment proposed the more intense involvement of the regional partners through thematic working groups on the fields of smart specialization (RIS3), coordinated by the ADR Centre and bringing together universities, research institutes and clusters. In their view, closer coordination on each RIS3 area could contribute to a faster and more coherent launch of calls for research and innovation. 
· Civil society highlighted the extension of the integration of software components in all infrastructure projects, arguing that the social and community dimension of interventions needs to be strengthened to ensure the sustainability of results. 
· Consultants and experts indicated as an alternative to the current system, the financing of integrated projects or project portfolios, an alternative that reduces the number of calls and offers more flexibility to allocations during implementation. 
105. Overall, these contributions confirm that decentralisation has created a more favorable framework for adapting to regional specificities. However, the regional programme has an even greater potential for adaptation, opening up opportunities for the future programming period to develop integrated interventions that better cover the economic, social and innovation dimensions and generate permanent mechanisms for collaboration between regional actors.
2.2. Flexibility of funding and decision-making mechanisms
106. The analysis of the programme documents, the Partnership Agreement and the regulations applicable in the period 2021–2027 reveals a clear and detailed funding framework for regional programmes, structured on five policy objectives with a vision to finance a wide diversity of investments corresponding to the multitude of needs in the region. The 12 specific objectives of the PR Center, each with several actions oriented towards certain types of beneficiaries or types of supported infrastructures, outline the image of a granular program, with funding well directed to specific types of investments and beneficiaries. 
107. However, even in the case of municipalities benefiting from allocations reserved for project portfolios, the system maintains the request for funding through distinct calls depending on the type of infrastructure. This model has the advantage of predictability of results and solid control over implementation processes but limits the flexibility of funding between different types of infrastructures within the same UAT and obliges local authorities to go through similar administrative processes for each project, which is also reflected in an additional administrative burden at AM level.
108. All primary sources of information confirm the advantages of decision-making at regional level, closer to the beneficiaries. Respondents consistently highlighted the concrete benefits of reducing the time it takes to make decisions, approve and sign contracts or addenda.
109. From the perspective of the legislative framework, the representatives of the AM stressed that certain regulations, such as GEO 23/2023, have introduced rigid constraints that limit flexibility and affect efficiency. An example mentioned in the interviews was the obligation to start the eligibility stage within five days after the resolution of the appeals – a requirement impossible to comply with in calls with hundreds of projects submitted simultaneously. In their opinion, a regulatory framework based on general principles, with more flexibility at the level of the AM, respectively margins of adaptation to the specifics of each call, would be more appropriate than the uniform application of the same rules. 
110. The flexibility of the implementation system also aims at the adoption of new tools, adapted to the program, which can bring efficiency. Thus, the staff interviewed mentioned the introduction of simplified costs and flat rates, considered a simplification measure but also flexibility, both for beneficiaries and for AM. They also pointed out that these new tools or the application of simplified risk-based and sampling checks, perceived as an administrative burden, generate additional risks, as auditors use stricter control criteria than those applied by AM.
111. Staff noted that the processing of payments to beneficiaries is done significantly faster than in the 2014–2020 period, thanks to the elimination of additional checks at central level. "The beneficiaries come into possession of the funds much faster... Before, it could take three to four months or even half a year, now the deadline is 20 days for verification, 10 for clarifications and 5 days for payment" (Financial Verification Department). However, it was noted that the high volume of small reimbursement requests generated administrative difficulties, which is why minimum thresholds for reimbursement requests were introduced, "in order to delay the flow and streamline processing" (project contracting department).
112. At the implementation level, punctual adjustments have been introduced to increase the flexibility and efficiency of the process. These include setting a minimum value limit for reimbursement claims, with the aim of reducing the excessive volume of documents processed for small amounts, as well as the use of monitoring plans with milestones, which allow for more careful monitoring of progress and adaptation to the concrete situations of beneficiaries.
112. The results of the survey show that decentralisation is perceived by AM staff as having a significant impact on the decision-making process, especially in the programme design and amendment stages. In terms of implementation, perceptions are more varied, but there is a generally positive evaluation of the effects of decentralization on the duration of sub-processes involving decisions at the AM level, even if their intensity differs depending on the stage analyzed.
113. The validation process also confirms the general finding that decentralization has brought an increase in decision-making flexibility but also reveals additional aspects on how this flexibility can be strengthened in the current practice of AM. Participants converged on the benefit of decision-making proximity, which significantly reduced the duration of contracting processes and simplified communication with beneficiaries. At the same time, the limitations of the national legislative framework – in particular the provisions of GEO 23/2023 – continue to restrict the margin of adaptation to the specifics of regional calls, imposing deadlines and procedures that are difficult to apply in calls with a large number of projects.
114. The validation discussions also show a clear need for predictability, by establishing and respecting a multi-annual call calendar and by reducing the number of calls. The private sector and consultants advocated for broader thematic calls that would allow for an integrated approach to investments and more efficient management of resources.
115. AM has a constant concern for facilitating the beneficiaries' access to financing. After the approval of the program, in the first quarter of 2023, regional caravans were organized in all six counties, one for the public sector and one for the private sector, during which both the priorities of the PR Center and other funding opportunities from national programs were presented. Also, the ADR Centre permanently provides updated information on the call calendars for all active programs in the region. However, some beneficiaries report that the large number of programs and calls, some with delays, makes it difficult to manage the calendar, and under these conditions it is even more difficult to prepare the necessary documentation within the established deadlines.
116. The validation confirms that decentralization has produced a positive impact on the flexibility of financing and decision-making mechanisms, but this is limited to operational aspects, the main barrier being the rigid financing framework and the traditional verification and control system in Romania focused on resources and processes to the detriment of results, fears related to errors or insufficient capacity of beneficiaries to manage larger integrated projects. 
2.3. Administrative capacity of AMs and regional/local structures
117. The decentralization of the regional program had the fundamental effect of the assumption by the AM within the ADR Centre– of a long-term process to strengthen the administrative capacity at the level of the region. This approach, which targets the entire implementation ecosystem (AM, beneficiaries, partners), is reflected in the roadmap, the strategic document that directs and coagulates efforts to increase administrative capacity in the medium and long term.
118. Strengthening administrative capacity is an assumed objective and targets "all entities involved in the process of programming, implementation and monitoring of European funds". The general objective is represented by the creation of the necessary mechanisms to develop the administrative capacity of the Managing Authority of the Centre Region Programme 2021-2027, beneficiaries and relevant partners, for a better implementation of the Centre Region Programme 2021-2027.
119. The roadmap confirms the AM's commitment to operate as a more professional and coherent regional institution. The strategic intervention is not limited to the training of internal staff but addresses structural bottlenecks through interventions on five critical dimensions (pillars according to the OECD framework): Human Resources, Organization, Strategic Planning, Relationship with Beneficiaries and Framework Conditions.
120. The ultimate goal is to ensure a clearer and more predictable relationship with the beneficiaries. This approach essentially creates the necessary foundation for an adaptive and emerging regional system, capable of responding effectively to the future challenges of implementing Cohesion Policy (post-2027 period).
121. According to the opinions expressed by the interviewed AM staff, decentralization had an important impact on the institutional and organizational development of the AM, by extending responsibilities and assuming tasks that previously belonged to the ministry. This change has been described as a difficult but necessary stage that involved a period of accommodation and intensive learning. The new functions are handling appeals, drafting authorization notes, making payments or evaluating the program. The staff interviewed pointed out that decentralisation has led to the accumulation of new skills, in particular in terms of digitalisation (use of MySMIS in an extended format and adaptation of internal procedures), the application of risk-based verification mechanisms and the use of simplified costs. The interviewees also showed that the direct responsibility for the entire decision-making flow forced them to be more rigorous and to develop an organizational culture based on collaboration and consultation between colleagues for the uniform interpretation of regulations.
122. Another aspect constantly mentioned is related to the provision of human resources, AM managing on the one hand to cover the needs in the conditions of doubling the number of positions and the existence of a supply deficit on the market, especially for certain skills. The AM was able to manage the variable workload by rotating staff between departments (evaluation, financial verification, monitoring), depending on the peaks of activity. This practice has been perceived as a form of internal flexibility, which supports organizational capacity building. At the same time, progress in standardising and unifying procedures was highlighted, which allowed for a more coherent and efficient way of working than in the previous period.
123. The analysis of the impact of decentralization on regional and local structures focuses on the program's partners and UATs in the region, the main actors through which the program is implemented.  
124. The evaluation notes a sustained effort by the AM to support beneficiaries and potential beneficiaries to understand the requirements of the programme at all stages. On the PR Centre website there is a number of information and materials available - guides, guidelines, including the Beneficiary Manual, useful materials. Information sessions are also organized at the project submission stage, but also after the signing of the financing contract. 
125. The capacity of regional actors (entities involved in the implementation of the programme) varies by category. Municipalities and small towns report in the case studies there are difficulties in accessing funds, due to the reduced administrative capacity. Competition with big cities is also mentioned when there are no distinct calls. In order to reduce these disparities, the architecture of the calls for projects within PR Centre introduces differentiated mechanisms, designed to reduce competitive pressure and balance the chances of accessing funding. Thus, calls dedicated to rural areas allow municipalities to submit projects without competing with cities or municipalities, and support through partnership agreements with county councils works as a compensatory tool for the lack of administrative capacity (e.g. Interventions 7.1.1 and 7.1.2, aimed at the development of rural communities). In parallel, calls dedicated to cities – for green-blue infrastructure (3.4), urban mobility (4.2) or urban regeneration (8.2) – create a separate funding framework, avoiding direct competition with municipalities and facilitating a fairer allocation of resources. However, despite these improvements in approach, some beneficiaries of small UATs perceive that the level of complexity of the documentation and the financing application is similar to municipalities, given the recognized differences in capacity.
126. The validation phase confirmed the persistence of differences in capacity between types of beneficiaries, while providing a more nuanced understanding of the causes and possible solutions. The problems frequently reported concern the lack of contract management skills, the shortage of specialized technical staff and the difficulties of recruitment in a context marked by a shortage of specialists – such as engineers – even more pronounced in rural areas and small towns, already affected by migration processes and the loss of qualified personnel (in English in English brain-drain). The overlapping of project submission deadlines on different active funding or implementation programmes amplifies these limitations and puts additional pressure on administrative capacity, 
127. A distinct aspect pointed out during the workshop with the regional consultants refers to the lack of an institutional culture of integrated project management at the level of public beneficiaries and of the partnership for large projects that go beyond the borders of the UATs. The consultants showed that in most small UATs, there is no real coordination between the project management team and the technical designers, which leads to design errors, repeated revisions of documentation and delays in execution. Projects are often treated as 'sequences of documents', not as integrated processes, and communication between the actors involved is limited to the formal submission of files.
128. This situation denotes the lack of an organizational culture of planning and interprofessional cooperation, which affects the efficiency of implementation. According to the consultants, the creation of standardised project management mechanisms – integrated management plans, joint training for managers and designers, clearly defined document templates and responsibilities – would significantly contribute to the professionalization of public beneficiaries and the reduction of operational errors. These needs are not specific to the implementation of the regional programme but reflect broader limitations of the capacity of the local public administration in investment management, underlining the need for administrative modernisation measures.
129. In response, the consulted actors also proposed non-formal support solutions, such as short thematic webinars, mini-practical guides, communities of practice and mentoring between beneficiaries, especially between partner municipalities and municipalities. It was also suggested to create an interactive digital platform, which would centralize lessons learned and examples of good practice, allowing easy access to standardized resources and clarifications.
130. SMEs and the private sector, although they submit a significant number of projects – generally of lower values – raise the challenge for the program to create financing mechanisms that are simple enough not to generate an administrative burden and, at the same time, to encourage the development of business quality. The inclusion of consultancy services as an eligible expenditure makes it possible to ensure the necessary skills in projects. Consultants' opinions were divided: some consider that the requirements of the funding documentation have become more complex, and the amounts eligible for advice do not fully cover the effort required; Others consider that it would be useful to include consulting services oriented to the development of the business, not just to the preparation of financing documentation.
131. For private beneficiaries, the validation confirmed that the main obstacles relate to limited internal administrative capacity and the complexity of reporting procedures. SMEs and clusters demand more applied training formats, focused on concrete examples and an understanding of the implementation requirements. In particular, the clusters signaled the need for support for the professionalization of management teams and for the development of their own organizational capacity.
132. Thus, the administrative capacity of the beneficiaries remains a critical condition for the efficiency of the implementation. Its strengthening cannot be achieved only through traditional training, but through lifelong learning mechanisms, cooperation between beneficiaries and practical support provided by the AM throughout the entire project lifecycle.
2.4. Collaboration with national and European structures in the context of the decentralisation of the Programme
133. Regarding the collaboration with national and European structures, the results of the survey applied to the staff of AM PR Centre show differences between the perceptions of the management staff and those of the executive staff. Among managers, the collaboration with MIPE and the European Commission is assessed as predominantly positive (approx. two-thirds of respondents indicated 'very good' or 'good' options), while in the case of the Audit Authority and the Certification and Paying Authority there is both a high proportion of non-responses, probably associated with lower interactions with these structures, as well as moderate evaluations. Among the executive staff, the distribution of responses is more varied: The collaboration with MIPE and the European Commission is positively appreciated by about half of the respondents, but in both cases the "don't know/don't answer" answers exceed 35–40%, indicating a low level of direct interaction. For the Audit Authority, positive ratings drop to around 15–20%, and about half of respondents do not express an opinion, suggesting even more limited interaction. A similar profile can be found in the case of the Certification and Payment Authority, where the collaboration is positively evaluated by about 40%, while the rest of the responses are divided between moderate evaluations and the lack of an opinion. These findings show that relations with national and European structures are generally perceived favorably, but there are differences between institutions and between staff levels.
134. The collaboration with the Certification and Payment Authority was described as efficient, ensuring quick access to the resources of the state budget.
135. From the interviews, difficulties arise related to the lack of a unitary approach to challenging cases, generated by the different interpretations formulated by AM, ANAP, MIPE and the Audit Authority, which creates uncertainty and the potential for financial corrections. This problem is confirmed at the validation stage, highlighting the fact that institutional relations are generally functional, differences in interpretation of the application of the rules diminish trust and lead to a conservative approach to avoid possible corrections. For this reason, the experience of implementing simplified cost options was complicated, inefficient and received with withdrawals from beneficiaries for the same reason of mistrust. 
136. Interviews showed that the lack of uniform methodological clarifications at national level leads to approaches with different levels of institutional prudence: some MAs prefer a conservative approach to avoid audit corrections, while others apply the proportionality principle more flexibly. Thus, simplification efforts are blocked. Equally, the verification and control system focused on expenses and processes blocks results-oriented financing mechanisms.
137. Both the ACP and the AM PR Centre converge on the need to establish a formal mechanism for regular clarification between the MIPE, ACP, the Audit Authority and the regional MAs, in the form of a national technical group or joint methodological notes. They would ensure consistency in the uniform interpretation and application of the rules, reducing the risk of corrections and building trust between institutions. On the other hand, opinions have been expressed according to which such working groups have been created without bringing the expected effects, suggesting that these dissonances have deeper systemic causes that cannot be solved by these mechanisms within the system, but by a profound reform of the verification and control system.
[bookmark: _Toc207608289][bookmark: _Toc216119113]IE3. To what extent does the current regulatory framework contribute to strengthening the administrative capacity and facilitate the efficient implementation of the regional development policy through the PR Centre?
Summary of findings 
138. The current regulatory framework significantly supports the effective implementation of the PR Center by clarifying responsibilities and strengthening the role of AM, modernizing processes and accelerating evaluation and contracting, but the impact is limited by non-unitary interpretations and still rigid-bureaucratic procedures, which requires further simplification and results-orientation.
139. The current regulatory framework has played a decisive role in the operationalization of regional programs, by assigning to ADRs the role of Managing Authorities with full administrative prerogatives. Successive legislative amendments (GEO 122/2020, GEO 88/2022, additions to Law 315/2004) have clarified responsibilities, control mechanisms and institutional relations, allowing ADRs to fully manage the life cycle of projects and to have the necessary human, financial and logistical resources. At the same time, the development of MySMIS2021+, the expansion of simplified cost options and the digitization of flows have modernized technical processes.
140. For PR for the Central Region, these changes had immediate effects: the status of AM strengthened operational capacity, reduced dependence on the central level and shortened evaluation and contracting times. The survey applied to AM staff indicates a very high level of confidence in the clarity and relevance of the regulatory framework (100% of respondents consider it clear and adequate), confirming the robustness of the resulting legislative arrangement. However, the interviews and open answers point to persistent limitations: non-unitary interpretations in the field of public procurement, the need for adjustments to Law 315/2004, risks generated by successive legislative changes and some procedures perceived as inefficient (e.g. succession of evaluation stages).
141. Looking ahead, the proposals for the period 2028–2034 highlight the need to further simplify and modernize monitoring and audit systems, with a stronger focus on results, a real paradigm shift in verification and control, together with risk-proportionate auditing, digitalisation and interoperability. For RP for the Central Region, this transition involves strengthening administrative capacity, preparing in advance for new approaches and developing an adaptive and resilient implementation system.
3.1. Regulatory framework – stability and investment facilitation
142. Literature review was the basis of the research to answer this evaluation question and led to the following findings. An extensive presentation of the results of the desk review can be found in Annex 1.1.2.
143. The decision to move from a national regional development program to regional programs was complicated due to the administrative structure in Romania. The country does not have regional authorities with administrative status, as they exist in other Member States with autonomous regions or with a consolidated regional level.
144. The main constraint was the fact that, at the beginning of the 2021–2027 programming period, there were no regional public institutions that could be directly designated as managing authorities, with administrative powers and their own budget. On the other hand, the context was favorable due to the existence of ADRs as regional structures, but their status as private-law organisations in the public interest did not fully meet the requirements of legitimacy and accountability laid down by European regulations. For this reason, legislative changes were needed to give ADRs the role of Managing Authorities, with all the related liability, control and audit implications. The limitations of the ADR on the role of authorizing officer have been compensated for by the designation of the ACP as the body for the accounting function.
145. The desk review highlights that the designation of regional development agencies as managing authorities initially raised a number of challenges, related to their legal status as private law organisations, responsibility in the management of public funds, the stability of human resources and the relationship with national control and audit institutions. In order to respond to these constraints, the regulatory framework was modified, by supplementing Law 315/2004 and adopting special regulations (e.g. GEO 122/2020), which conferred explicit MAs on ADRs, clarified liability mechanisms and strengthened coordination and control relations with MIPE, ANAP and the Audit Authority. Thus, the main legal and institutional difficulties have been addressed through legislative adaptations, aimed at ensuring compatibility with European requirements and the stable functioning of regional programmes.
146. The analysis of the legislative changes highlighted the fact that at national level, the current regulatory framework has contributed decisively to strengthening the administrative capacity and facilitating the implementation of the regional development policy. The decentralization reform, initiated by GEO no. 122/2020 and consolidated by GEO no. 88/2022, transformed the regional development agencies from non-governmental organizations of public interest into public authorities with the role of Managing Authorities (AM). This step gave ADRs clear administrative prerogatives and binding legal force, with their decisions subject to judicial review, which brought clarity and legal certainty to the decision-making process. In parallel, the legislative changes integrated them into the national systems of financial control, prevention and sanctioning of irregularities and the granting of State aid, which allowed ADRs to fully manage the lifecycle of the financed projects.
147. In 2023, the Government reinforced these changes through a decision that defined the institutional framework for the coordination and management of European funds in the new programming cycle, updating the legislation to reflect the existence of regional MAs and the new programs. At the same time, the legislation promoted the modernization of work processes: the development of the MySMIS2021+ information system, the expansion of simplified cost options, the introduction of automated score-based evaluation and the digitization of flows. 
148. From a financial perspective, GEO no. 133/2021 and subsequent acts adapted budget flows and reporting mechanisms, providing ADRs with direct access to public funds for payments and to cover technical assistance expenses. Although initially there were legislative gaps and misalignments, they were remedied, allowing the system to function coherently. In addition, the adoption of the standards applied by the Audit Authority was ensured, which helped to standardise practices and strengthen confidence in the fairness of the management of funds.
149. For RP for the Central Region, these legislative changes had a direct and immediate relevance. The creation of the AM within the ADR Centre has allowed the region to assume responsibilities in the evaluation, contracting, verification and monitoring of projects, reducing dependence on the central level and shortening the duration of processes. 
150. The specific functions of managing authority have been operationalized, leading to the strengthening of the operational and financial capacity of AM PR Center, and the use of MySMIS2021+ has created the premises for the digitization of flows, even if interoperability and bureaucracy problems persist.
151. The interviews with the staff of the AM PR Center confirm the findings of the documentary analysis and provide qualitative information on the application of the procedures, the challenges encountered in the transition to the status of AM and the impact on the administrative capacity. 
152. Also, an opinion poll was conducted for the AM staff, which aimed at the perception of the clarity and relevance of the current regulatory framework. Respondents consider the current regulations to be clear and relevant to a large extent (80%) or very much (20%) in terms of the organization and functioning of AM in the region. 
153. The high degree of trust in the regulations on the functioning of AM at regional level reflects the robustness of the legal arrangement resulting from the 2020–2022 institutional reform. At the same time, open-ended responses provide a more nuanced picture of the limitations and challenges posed by the application of the regulatory framework in practice. The need for coherence in the application of the public procurement legislation, the need to adapt Law 315/2004 to the new responsibilities of the AM and the risks associated with successive legislative changes that may create discontinuities in implementation are signaled. Also, some procedural provisions, such as the sequence of evaluation stages, are perceived as ineffective and ambiguous. 
154. Therefore, while the legislative basis is perceived as sound and applicable, the survey indicates the need for targeted adjustments and clearer operationalisations in order to strengthen the functionality of the system and further support the performance of AM in the newly decentralized context. These adjustments are essential to ensure a coherent, predictable implementation adapted to the institutional realities of the new Managing Authorities.
155. The literature review shows [footnoteRef:5]that, despite progress in strategic coherence, operational fragmentation has increased in recent years, due to the multiplication of requirements and instruments at European and national level. The constraints mentioned by the AM, including the rigidity of provisions such as GEO 23/2023, reflect exactly this trend documented in research on cohesion policy: excessive standardization of rules reduces the flexibility needed to adapt to the regional context. The findings of the evaluation accurately illustrate this dynamic. [5:  Bachtler, J., & Mendez, C. (2020). Cohesion Policy. Policy-Making in the European Union and Stefan Kah, Carlos Mendez, J. Bachtler, S. Miller. Strategic Coherence of Cohesion Policy : Comparison of the 2007-13 and 2014-20 Programming Periods] 

3.2. Prospects for the implementation system in the period 2028-2034
156. In July 2025, the European Commission published proposals for the reform of the framework for the implementation of cohesion policy in the period 2028–2034, which are currently under negotiation. Their presentation in the interim report has the role of anticipating the major changes that will influence the functioning of the system and highlighting the useful lessons for strengthening the current institutional framework of the PR Center. These findings are based on literature review. A summary of these issues is presented in more detail in Annex 1.3. 
157. The preparation for the period 2028-2034 imposes fundamental transformations on the implementation system, focused on "how to finance" and not on "what to finance". Therefore, future architecture must move from simple territorial targeting through norms to territorial integration through implementation mechanisms.
158. These proposed changes reflect a shift from a governance focused on procedural compliance to one oriented towards performance and results. For RP for the Central Region, the main lesson is the need to continue simplifying and digitizing processes, strengthening AM capacity and adapting results-oriented monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, in order to be ready for the new post-2027 framework.
159. From the perspective of the implementation system of PR Center 2021–2027, we introduce the concept of emerging sustainability[footnoteRef:6], by which we understand not only the ability of the current implementation system to function stably in the current period, but also its ability to continuously self-develop and adapt to new requirements and challenges, so that it becomes a solid basis for the post-2027 institutional architecture. [6:  https://www.mdpi.com/2079-8954/9/2/35 The Rise of Emergent Corporate Sustainability: A Self-Organised View] 

160. This requires a dynamic process of institutional learning, procedural innovation and anticipated preparation for change, strengthening the resilience of the system, building current capacities to ensure a rapid and effective transition to post-2027 support, regardless of the institutional architecture that will be negotiated. 
161. In order to prepare the current system of the PR Center for the post-2027 period, even before the completion of the European negotiations, pilot exercises and training sessions on the proposed new approaches (monitoring on milestones and results, risk-proportional checks, digitized reporting) can be started. In this way, the AM and partners would acquire the necessary skills early and identify practical challenges, strengthening the resilience and adaptability of the system regardless of the future institutional architecture. The critical topics that can be the subject of "practical training" are:
162. Performance orientation and indicators – including mapping current indicators to the future simplified set of European indicators and by defining milestones (contracting, implementation, outputs and results) at an early stage. This process would strengthen the capacity of the AM to manage programmes based on results and to integrate performance incentive mechanisms.
163. Data, digitalization and traceability – including data quality assurance, compatibilities with other systems, strengthening IT interoperability through automated interfaces between MySMIS and other administrative systems, allowing rapid reporting and source verification of indicators. Without being directly related to the new regulations, but very relevant to the context, the institutional integration of artificial intelligence systems becomes a critical necessity, taking into account the necessary security measures.
164. The analysis of the requirements of the new regulations for future implementation systems suggests focusing the attention of the AM on the following aspects: 
Integrating good governance principles, avoiding overlaps and increasing system coherence.
Audit and risk-proportional control, including recalibration of verification procedures towards a risk-based approach, with a focus on ex-post verifications and auditing of results and impact. This would reduce the administrative burden and increase the added value of controls, while supporting the compliance and credibility of the system.
Project portfolio and flexibility, including the creation of internal mechanisms for prioritization and rapid re-allocation of funds, to respond to situations of under-execution or urgent needs. Establish clear procedures for the management of a 'crisis reserve', allowing investments to adapt quickly to changes in the context.
Functional and user-oriented partnership, including improving consultation mechanisms by ensuring the traceability of proposals made by partners and by organizing recurrent thematic consultations, with a focus on real usefulness for beneficiaries and regional actors. This approach would turn the partnership process into an active tool for improving implementation.
Administrative capacity and human resources - Investments in staff training and reskilling to meet new requirements for results-based management, data analysis and impact evaluation. In parallel, the development of specialist retention schemes and the creation of a regional network of shared experts would strengthen the resilience and professionalization of AM.
[bookmark: _Toc207608290][bookmark: _Toc216119114]IE4. How adequate is the availability of administrative resources (human, financial, logistical and material) for the efficient support of the implementation of the PR Center at the level of the AM and the beneficiaries?
Summary of findings
165. The available administrative resources are generally adequate for the current functioning of the PR Center, with well-structured, logistical and financial resources in place. However, staff anticipate increasing pressure as implementation progresses and the project portfolio expands, especially in operational directions. 
166. Both interviews and surveys indicate the existence of a high level of load, especially felt in the contracting, financial verification and monitoring departments, where the high volume of clarifications and the complexity of the documentation increase the pressure on the staff. Management appreciates logistical and financial facilities as adequate but identifies limits in terms of human resources and management, planning and collaboration tools.
167. The training needs are well reflected in the training plan, which includes more than 20 sessions covering both classical and emerging fields. The interviews underline the need for practical training, based on collaboration and exchange of experience, considered more effective than strict theoretical training. The surveys confirm a high degree of professional competence and a good level of satisfaction among employees, mainly motivated by learning opportunities, contribution to the development of the region and job stability.
168. Overall, the financial resources and budgetary mechanisms are appreciated as adequate for the current functioning of the AM, and the contribution of the PR Centre supports the efficiency of the system. However, increasing operational pressures and the need to build human capacity suggest the need for continuous adaptation to maintain high performance as the programme evolves.
169. At the level of beneficiaries, there is limited administrative capacity, especially in the case of municipalities and small and medium-sized towns, both in terms of accessing financing and implementing projects, as well as strategic planning. This situation represents a major constraint for the adoption of new approaches to the implementation system, such as results-oriented, development of integrated projects or financing based on project portfolios.
170. The MySMIS 2021–2027 platform has been developed with new functions, brought transparency and procedural efficiency. On the other hand, its limitations, such as the lack of interoperability, the obligation to upload documents repeatedly, the unintuitive interface and the reduced analysis functionalities, affect both the activity of the AM and the experience of the beneficiaries, maintaining a high administrative burden. 

4.1. Organisational efficiency, availability of resources, management systems
171. In the case of ADR Centre as AM, the first aspect analysed is the available human resources. The analysis of internal documents highlights the existence of a formalized performance management system, applied unitarily to all employees and differentiated by categories of personnel (management, execution, auxiliary). It includes methodologies, professional development plans and standardised evaluation and feedback tools.
172. Interviews with the AM staff show that the available human resources are, for the moment, sufficient to perform the tasks, but there is anticipation of increasing pressure as the implementation progresses and the number of active projects increases, which will require additions, especially in the operational departments. 
173. The execution staff signaled a progressive adaptation to the new responsibilities, but with an increased complexity of documentation and procedures. High levels of burden are perceived, especially in departments such as contracting and financial verification, where the workload is amplified by the large number of clarifications and additional requirements introduced in the current programming period. By way of example, at territorial level, it was mentioned that a monitoring officer can reasonably manage up to 40 projects simultaneously, exceeding this threshold being perceived as problematic for the control and quality of the activity.
174. Based on the results of the survey applied to AM staff, both management and execution, a relatively convergent picture is outlined on issues related to human resources and workload.
175. For managers, the survey responses show that overload with tasks is perceived as a frequent phenomenon, mainly associated with the high workload and complex administrative requirements, but also with staff shortages and turnover. In terms of resources, the management appreciates that the material, logistical and financial endowments are adequate, but the human resources and the tools for management, planning, collaboration and learning are limited, which creates an imbalance between the available capacity and the real needs.
176. In the case of executive staff, perceptions regarding the workload are similar, but more varied: some employees report high pressure, while others appreciate it at a moderate level, the differences being probably influenced by the specifics of the departments. 
177. The main causes mentioned relate to administrative requirements, insufficient staffing, high workload and staff turnover. Although the official documents (ROF, DS) clearly define the responsibilities, some of the respondents pointed out in the survey practical difficulties associated with the application and operationalization of the procedures. Overall, both management and executive staff confirm in interviews the existence of high pressure, with a focus on the lack of sufficient human resources and time-consuming administrative tasks
178. Regarding the need for training, the analysis of internal documents shows that there is a well-structured training plan, which includes more than 20 training sessions. The topics cover core areas such as public procurement and financial management but also new areas such as digitalisation, the application of the DNSH principle and the strengthening of monitoring and evaluation tools. The plan also includes training in the development of state aid schemes, which involve the participation of staff from all directions and mentions internal replication. 
179. The areas included in the training plan are largely confirmed by the perceptions of the AM staff, but according to the survey results, the need for additional training in the use of specific IT systems, in administrative and financial procedures, as well as in project management and monitoring, along with specific aspects related to inter-institutional coordination, is highlighted.
180. The same aspects emerge from the interviews conducted with the AM staff. One of the representatives of the program management department stressed that "first of all, you need the ability to understand the context and processes, to manage quite large volumes of data and to extract what is necessary in your activity". In the territorial offices, the opinions of the interviewees reveal "(...) All monitoring officers should go through a package of courses, including state aid and de minimis aid". It was also mentioned that it is useful for the classical training to be complemented by practical ways of learning, based on collaboration and exchange of experience: "learn best by seeing and doing... formal courses are useful, but working meetings and exchanges of experience with other agencies or the Commission are the most practical for us."
181. The results of the survey addressed to the management staff show that the degree of professional competence of the subordinate staff is assessed as high by 70% of the respondents, only 20% assessing it as moderate or low.
182. The majority of executives (67%) consider existing training opportunities to be largely adequate for their professional development needs, even though there are opinions that only partially respond (12%). The level of satisfaction with the position occupied is positive, 54% of respondents feel satisfied and 38% very satisfied. The degree of appreciation felt for the work done is perceived as high, 61% of respondents feel appreciated for the work done "to a large extent". The main motivation mentioned by employees is related to learning and professional development opportunities (45%), satisfaction contributing to the development of the region (24%) along with factors such as job stability (13%) and the work environment (12%).
183. The interviews show that the financial resources at the level of the AM and the budgetary flows are sufficient for the current functioning, and the financing mechanisms are supported by the contribution of the PR Center. 
4.2. Administrative capacity of beneficiaries
184. Regarding the adequacy of human resources at the level of the beneficiaries, the data obtained from the case studies reveal that, in the case of communes, cities and municipalities, there is an under sizing of the internal teams involved in the management of projects financed through PR Center. At the level of the communes, there is a lack of compartments dedicated to European funds, the duties being taken over by officials from related fields (financial-accounting, acquisitions, taxes). In small towns, teams are reduced in number, sometimes limited to one or two people, and at the level of municipalities, resources are also perceived as insufficient in relation to the project portfolio.
185. Beneficiaries frequently turn to external expertise; consultancy being used especially for the development and implementation of projects. Municipalities are almost entirely dependent on the support of consultants, and cities and municipalities use this type of support especially for complex projects or in deficient areas, such as public procurement. At the same time, some beneficiaries mentioned that infrastructure and restoration projects were managed with support through outsourced services. In some cases, however, the possibility of hiring implementation consultants was limited by the fact that these costs were not eligible, which was an additional obstacle given the lack of internal staff.
186. To complement the data obtained from the case studies, beneficiaries were invited to respond by survey to the question of the extent to which the project team has the necessary resources to carry out the activities efficiently. The results indicate that, in general, human resources, materials, IT applications and management tools are considered to be available to a significant extent, with a relatively balanced distribution between the levels of appreciation 'to a large extent' and 'to a very large extent'. Smaller proportions of respondents felt that these resources were only available to a small extent or avoided commenting. 
187. The results of the survey applied to beneficiaries should be interpreted with caution, as the sample includes a large number of respondents from the SME category. They manage projects with less administrative complexity and therefore assess the available resources as generally adequate. On the other hand, the data obtained through the case studies applied to the UATs reveal that, for public beneficiaries, human resources are insufficient both numerically and in terms of specialization, which confirms a structural problem of administrative capacity. Thus, the results of the two instruments complement each other: the survey captures the general perception (dominated by SMEs), while the case studies bring to the fore the more pronounced difficulties of local authorities.
188. The documentary analysis of the programme and the implementation documents, such as the calls for projects, shows that the UATs have to go through the process of applying for funding for each project, which generates a considerable administrative burden, additional administrative costs at the AM level, but also a rigid funding framework.
189. The documentary analysis of the program and the implementation documents, including the calls for projects, shows that the UATs must go through the process of applying for funding for each project separately. This approach generates a considerable administrative burden for UATs, entails additional administrative costs at AM level and contributes to a relatively rigid funding framework. The ROP evaluations 2014–2020, in particular the evaluation of Axis 13 on supporting small and medium-sized towns, the evaluation of Axis 4 for municipalities and the evaluation of Axis 10 on educational infrastructure, analysed the administrative capacity of UATs in both urban and rural areas. The common conclusion of these evaluations is that many municipalities and small or medium-sized towns have a limited capacity to access funds and implement projects.
190. Although integrated strategies are envisaged as important milestones in local development planning, they are insufficiently used to substantiate and finance coherent "packages" of projects at the level of UATs – complementary projects that, together, could generate concrete results and visible benefits for the inhabitants. The evaluation of Axis 13 highlights that many urban UATs have significantly strengthened their capacity to attract European funding and project management, developing specialized departments, formed through direct experience and supported by training programs dedicated to the management of European funds.
191. However, the analysis shows that these departments have evolved faster than other functions of the local public administration. In many cases, where funding has been conditional on the existence of specific strategies, plans or mechanisms, project departments have compensated for the limitations of other services by taking on tasks that go beyond their traditional scope. Thus, in some UATs, development strategies or SUMPs have been developed and managed by these departments, which are also involved in public procurement or investment management to accelerate processes, replacing the lack of capacity of the urban development function.
192. The current funding model, based on individual projects and fragmented calls, does not allow for the full exploitation of the territorial potential. Many UATs (especially small towns and municipalities) have limited strategic planning capacity, leading to undersized or incoherent portfolios. The lack of integrated urban-rural strategies and the absence of mechanisms for generating portfolios based on data and evidence reduce the impact of regional investments, and without dedicated support, capacity gaps are likely to widen.
193. The role of the AM as a strategic enabler of regional development, strengthened by the decentralisation of the programme (as reflected in the response to AR2), becomes essential in the development of the administrative capacity of the region. In fulfilling this role, it is necessary to take into account the different needs of beneficiaries, both in terms of procedural support and the design of integrated projects. The absence of consolidated one-stop-shop services, well-functioning learning networks and feedback with a visible effect limits the potential for collaboration and trust between AM and beneficiaries. The ability to build a strategic support ecosystem thus remains a central challenge. Although the first phase of the Roadmap (2024–2025) managed to consolidate the institutional base of the AM PR Centre and operationalize the core mechanisms, the data collected confirm that structural challenges persist, imposing a stage of deep modernization and organizational agility for the 2026–2029 horizon. The challenges concern both the staff of the managing authority and the beneficiaries and partners. The extended analysis can be found in Annex 1.4.1.
194. The overall objective of the 2026–2029 phase can be formulated as the development of an adaptive and emerging regional implementation system, operating on the basis of continuous learning and results-orientation, thus preparing the regional ecosystem for the post-2027 period.
195. There is a need to strengthen the role of the AM as a strategic enabler, providing differentiated support and integrated services. This means creating a regional contact point for the implementation of dual support (procedural + strategic, focused on integrated project design). Learning networks and communities of practice (mentoring) can also be developed, complemented by 'effective' feedback (clear communication of changes resulting from consultations) to build trust and partnership.
196. The fundamental challenge is to support the reform of the implementation system and to orient the regulatory framework towards results, simplification and flexibility. Promoting the common positions of the regional MAs and a structured dialogue with MIPE, ANAP and the Audit Authority (AA) for reforming the control (results-oriented, not process-oriented), increasing flexibility in the AM decision for adaptation along the way according to needs.
197. Reducing the granularity of calls, eliminating "micro-management" from the guidelines and introducing performance-based financing instruments (grant conditional on achieving the result), are innovative approaches that need the preparation of regional and national actors aimed at reducing resistance to change.
4.3. Material and IT resources
198. In terms of material and IT resources, the MySMIS 2021-2027 platform is the main working tool. Although the functionality of the platform is not directly related to the competence of the ADR Centre as a Managing Authority, it must be analysed in the broader context of the functioning of the Centre PR implementation system. Both the beneficiaries and the AM staff reported that the performance and limitations of MySMIS directly influence the administrative processes, the pace of implementation and the degree of load on human resources.
199. From the interviews conducted with the AM staff and the beneficiaries, it appears that MySMIS is perceived as an improvement over the previous period, in that the documents are submitted online, checks and payments are made faster, and the system offers new reporting and monitoring functionalities. Payers appreciate the automatic notifications and speeding up settlements, while AM staff note the ability to extract more useful data and reduce the need for parallel records in Excel.
200. However, both categories also signaled limitations. The beneficiaries mention the obligation to upload the same documents repeatedly and the difficulty of using progress reports, and the AM staff indicate the lack of an integrated communication module, and difficulties in standardizing the flow of appeals. In addition, the phased projects transferred from the ROP 2014-2020 generated a high administrative volume due to the need to re-enter data into the new system.
201. Thus, even if it is not under the direct responsibility of the Center ADR, the functionality of the platform significantly influences both the activity of the AM and the experience of the beneficiaries, constituting an important element in the analysis of the functioning of the implementation system of the Center PR.
202. The results of the validation activities confirm that the MySMIS platform is an essential tool for the traceability and control of administrative processes but also highlight that the current digitalisation is procedural rather than strategic.
203. The AM representatives pointed out that, although the system facilitates the online submission of documents and the tracking of flows, the interoperability with other administrative platforms is reduced. The lack of interconnection with Treasury systems, SEAP or ACP and MIPE applications leads to duplication of operations and parallel records.
204. Both AM and ACP staff consider that MySMIS provides full document traceability but lacks analytical functionalities to support programme performance monitoring and decision management. The platform is perceived as a compliance tool, not a strategic analysis tool.
205. Beneficiaries and consultants also reported difficulties in use: the unintuitive interface, technical limitations on uploading documents and the lack of practical guidance for users. Especially for small UATs and SMEs without experience, the complexity of the system reduces the efficiency of the implementation process.
206. Validation participants made several proposals for improvement, including:
· developing automated data exchange interfaces between MySMIS and other national administrative systems;
· the inclusion of an analytical module for performance reporting and analysis;
· developing practical guides and tutorials, adapted to the level of experience of the beneficiaries;
· adapting the platform for decentralised workflows, corresponding to the status of regional MAs.
207. Thus, the validation stage confirms that digitization has brought transparency but still does not ensure simplification. MySMIS is an indispensable tool, but in order to really contribute to the efficiency of implementation, it is necessary to move from formal digitization to smart digitization, based on interoperability, data analysis and an organizational culture oriented towards the efficient use of digital tools. 
[bookmark: _Toc207608291][bookmark: _Toc216119115]EQ5. To what extent do the existing operational procedures at the AM level contribute to the administrative simplification and efficiency of the implementation of the PR Center, favouring an optimal absorption of funds?
Summary of findings
208. The operational procedures of the AM PR Centre are well structured and ensure the uniform application of the rules, but their contribution to simplification and efficiency is only partial, due to the high volume of checks, the loaded grids and the divergent interpretations of the control institutions, elements that maintain a high administrative burden, preventing a fluid and results-oriented absorption.
209. The analysis shows that the current operational procedures of the AM PR Center are well formalized and fully cover the evaluation, contracting, monitoring and verification flows, contributing to the unitary application of the rules and the maintenance of procedural discipline.
210. However, the overall implementation framework remains strongly oriented towards legal control and verification of actual costs, resulting in a high volume of documentation, numerous clarifications and a considerable administrative burden for both MAs and beneficiaries.
211. The procedures include some relevant improvements, such as the risk evaluation score, monitoring plans or simplified cost options, but their impact is limited by prudent application, divergent interpretations by control institutions and the lack of a uniform implementation methodology. In practice, simplified costs, although designed as a simplification tool, are perceived as 'complicated costs' due to the risk of corrections and the lack of solid data for substantiation, leading to low and cautious use.
212. Interviews and surveys highlight that many clarifications in evaluation and contracting are determined by incomplete or non-compliant documentation, especially from SMEs and small UATs, and the evaluation grids remain loaded with criteria that do not contribute significantly to the selection of impact projects, although they have been submitted to public consultation with the Applicant's Guide (GS),  they were discussed with the EC and in the CM and only then approved. This demonstrates that the simplification process can be blocked by previous experience, without seeing the possibility of change within the system.
213. The beneficiaries and the MAs converge on the fact that, although digitization through MySMIS has accelerated some processes, the platform still does not offer sufficient functionalities for real simplification: lack of interoperability and reduced analytical capabilities, which maintains the focus on compliance, not efficiency. In addition, external factors, such as the rigidities in the public procurement legislation, the frequent challenge of procedures, the verification of eligibility at the end and the effects of GEO 23/2023 on deadlines, amplify the administrative burden and limit the AM's ability to simplify processes.
214. The validation phase confirms that the AM is making real efforts for simplification, but the results are partial because simplification does not depend exclusively on the AM, but on the entire audit and control system. 
215. Experts point out that simplification is blocked as long as supervisory institutions apply traditional approaches, and AM procedures cannot be made more efficient unilaterally without broader inter-institutional alignment. Overall, AM procedures partially contribute to streamlining the implementation and absorption of funds, but do not yet succeed in significantly reducing the bureaucracy perceived by beneficiaries, due to regulatory constraints, control culture and verification mechanisms predominantly oriented towards legality at the expense of performance.
216. The analysis of the evaluation guides and grids identifies that the current selection system is subject to a disproportionate administrative burden, caused by redundant criteria, excessive formalism and lack of proportionality. For a genuine reform, an approach is needed that shifts the effort from the beneficiary to the technology: automation of the pre-calculation of statistical data (transformation into "UAT Profile / Call"), elimination of non-value-added criteria (move to the compliance area) and functional digitization that clearly separates automatic evaluation from professional judgment. At the same time, the application of proportionality and the introduction of ranges/tolerances (instead of rigid thresholds or eliminatory criteria) are essential to ensure fair treatment of small beneficiaries and to increase flexibility in implementation.
5.1. Operational efficiency, performance of the Programme
217. Currently, implementation systems based on verification of actual costs bring clear benefits in terms of the legality and compliance of the use of funds but also generate significant disadvantages: high administrative costs for MAs and beneficiaries, as well as a reduced focus on the results achieved. 
218. In contrast, results-oriented systems simplify administrative management and boost the effectiveness of programmes but require a trade-off on strict legality control and the acceptance of risks. These risks relate to the misuse of funds, misreporting of progress or insufficiently clear definition of indicators, and are the responsibility of both the AM and the audit and control institutions that need to set tolerance thresholds and proportionate verification mechanisms. In this context, the major challenge is to find a balance between maintaining financial discipline and focusing on the effectiveness of the programme, by combining more simplified legality checks with close monitoring of results.
219. The PRC implementation system is built on the systems created in previous programming periods and are based on the verification of real costs, systems strongly oriented towards legality and inputs. It is thus found that most of the administrative burden comes from the regulatory framework, procedures and systems that are not related to the AM as will be exemplified below as opinions shared in interviews.
220. The documentary analysis shows that the AM PR Center has a detailed procedural framework, with 23 operational procedures at AM level and one procedure at SIFE IO level, covering major flows (evaluation, contracting, monitoring, verification, payments) and a formalized performance management system, which aims at the uniform application of the rules and compliance with deadlines.
221. In the interviews with the AM staff, the high number of clarifications and corrections requested by the beneficiaries in the eligibility phase was mentioned, especially for projects submitted by SMEs and small UATs, where the documentation is frequently incomplete or not adapted to the requirements of the guides. This situation is confirmed by the beneficiaries, who describe the evaluation and contracting process as being loaded with clarifications, including minor details. The analysis reveals that project evaluation grids continue to be (as in previous periods) loaded with criteria that do not contribute to the selection of the most effective and impactful projects and there is substantial room for simplification. The interoperability of the databases, the functionalities of MySMIS have not progressed sufficiently in order to support the efficiency of the implementation of the program. 
222. The evaluation notes many positive aspects and the MA's interest in increasing efficiency even in this approach. One example is the simplification of verification based on risk evaluation. The Risk Evaluation Note has been introduced, which makes it possible to differentiate between simplified checks and full checks. This is perceived as a useful change but applied with caution. Likewise, the introduction of monitoring plans represents a major procedural change, meant to discipline implementation by establishing milestones correlated with sanctions, the application being however flexible to avoid unjustified penalties.
5.2. Simplification measures
223. The AM introduced Simplified Costs Options (SCO), considered a measure that reduces the volume of supporting documents, and the budget structure in MySMIS has been simplified, moving from detailed estimate lines to large categories of expenditure (works, endowments, related activities), which reduces the number of addenda and facilitates the tracking of execution. 
224. Experience with the application of the SCO shows that, although the instrument is appreciated for its potential to reduce bureaucracy, in practice implementation remains limited due to negative experiences in other programmes when divergent interpretations of control institutions and AM have led to penalties. These difficulties have generated reluctance, cautious application and fears about the risk of corrections, confirming that the success of the SCO depends more on changing institutional mindsets and coherence between actors than on the technical details of the instrument.
225. Regarding the application of the procedures, the AM staff underlined the effort of progressive adjustment and standardization through internal training and exchanges.
226. The AM staff were invited in the survey to answer an open-ended question on the aspects of the current procedures that need improvement to facilitate the implementation of the programme. The results reflect a balanced perception. On the one hand, it is recognized that the current procedures contribute substantially to the efficient absorption of funds and that some necessary adjustments 'have already been made'. On the other hand, specific areas of complexity or rigidity are identified that could be optimized. Both management and enforcement staff converge in signaling the need for simplification where possible, in particular in terms of checks, the volume of documents required and the clarity of work deadlines. The importance of correlating procedures with MySMIS functionalities and adapting flows to the new types of activities in the 2021–2027 period is also underlined.
227. The AM staff provide in interviews a set of observations on the evaluation and implementation processes, first of all highlighting the need for realistic adjustment of the work deadlines so that they reflect the volume and complexity of the activities. Although digitization has brought a significant improvement, especially by submitting documents in MySMIS, the interviewees point out that there are still redundancies and elements that could be automated, such as the completion of certain auxiliary documents. At the same time, carrying out the eligibility check after the technical evaluation leads to situations in which projects with high scores end up being rejected later for eligibility.
228. The amendments introduced by GEO no. 23/2023 are perceived as adding complexity instead of simplifying, the interviewees considering the five-day deadline allocated to the start of the eligibility and contracting stages unrealistic in the case of managing a large number of projects. Finally, they stress the need to strike a balance between procedural requirements and the flexibility granted to beneficiaries, while expressing reservations about over-tolerance, especially in the case of public beneficiaries.
229. The analysis highlighted two types of findings: aspects related to the activity of AM PR Center and aspects related to AM. At the AM level, there is a detailed procedural framework, but the evaluation and contracting process involves many clarifications. New tools such as risk rating, monitoring plans and simplified costs are appreciated, but sometimes considered rigid. 
230. The analysis of the evaluation guides and grids (Annex 1.4.3.) identifies four aspects that can lead to significant simplification in the evaluation and selection process. The current selection system is subject to an administrative burden caused by redundant criteria, excessive formalism and lack of proportionality. For authentic simplification, a reform is needed that shifts the effort from the beneficiary to technology: the automation of the pre-calculation of statistical data, the elimination of non-value-added criteria from the grids and functional digitalization that clearly separates automatic evaluation from professional judgment. At the same time, the application of proportionality and the introduction of ranges/tolerances are essential to ensure fair treatment of small beneficiaries and to increase flexibility in the implementation phase. 
231. The selection system is at a point where its efficiency depends on the orientation towards automation, rationalization and proportionality, with a natural shift of focus from procedural compliance to results.
The models identified in practice show the following patterns:
· Criteria based on standard statistical indicators (e.g. demographic pressure, population served, INS data), recurring for all projects, naturally lend themselves to pre-calculation at call level and to automatic application in the form of "UAT/call profiles".
· Criteria such as "basic institutional capacity" or those to which the answer is predictable ("Yes" constant – e.g. DNSH, equal opportunities) tend to generate a high volume of writing and repetitive evaluation, which indicates a potential objective to be treated unitarily in the compliance area, on a singular verification model.
· For numerically assessable criteria (e.g. budget/estimate, complementarity, BCR indicators) there is a high compatibility with fully automated processes, whereby the role of the evaluators focuses predominantly on the professional analysis of the coherence and relevance of the project, not on manual processing.
· Criteria that limit flexibility (e.g. very precise thresholds, rigid technical requirements) are identified as elements that unduly constrain the dynamics of selection. At the same time, 'eliminatory' criteria (e.g. DNSH, VNAE) prove compatible with step-by-step approaches, based on adjustment to contraction and ranges/tolerances, not fixed values.
232. External issues include difficulties related to public procurement, verification of eligibility at the end and short deadlines for submitting projects, influenced by factors outside the control of AM.
233. The validation phase confirmed that the AM has introduced a number of tools aimed at reducing the administrative burden, but their impact remains partial and limited by the legislative framework and the prudent approaches required by the audit.
234. The AM representatives highlighted that risk-proportional verification has become a common practice and has contributed to the relieving of the teams, but its application is done with caution to avoid divergences of interpretation with the control structures. At the same time, simplified costs are being implemented selectively and their potential to reduce the volume of documentation is not yet fully exploited.
235. The discussions in the expert panel highlight a common perception that the simplification process in the PR Center remains deeply influenced by factors external to the Managing Authority and by the inconsistencies of the national control system. 
236. Important lessons can be learned from the experience of introducing simplified cost options in the PR Center. These are described in Annex 1.4.1 and include the following:
When simplification tools are introduced, a full and uniform alignment of interpretations must be ensured between the Managing Authority AM) and all control institutions (Audit Authority, ANAP, MIPE)
When the AM proposes a new approach such as outcome-based standard unit costs, a shift in institutional mindset from bureaucratic compliance to results- and trust-based control is needed. Beneficiaries must have confidence in the risk-free application of the simplified cost.
237. Focus group participants drew attention to the fact that simplification is practically blocked as long as the control institutions continue to apply traditional approaches, in contradiction with the procedural intentions of the AM. At the same time, the panel highlighted the fact that simplification cannot be imposed unilaterally: procedures must be tested and calibrated together with regional actors, and any measure to reduce bureaucracy must be co-created to ensure coherent application and common understanding between MAs, beneficiaries and control institutions. In the absence of this dialogue and inter-institutional alignment, simplification risks remaining only at the level of intention, with no concrete effect on the implementation of the programme.
238. The current implementation system, based on project competition, generates high administrative costs without being able to prioritize transformative investments at regional level. The evaluation grids favor the documentary compliance and technical capacity of the more experienced beneficiaries, which leads to the selection of well-drafted but low-impact projects. This limitation is amplified by the large number of thematic and small calls for projects, which are intensely demanding on both MAs and beneficiaries, hindering integrated planning and aggregation of results at regional level. The beneficiaries describe this situation as "chasing after too many calls", while the AM confirms that a small project involves almost the same procedural volume as a large one, with no proportionate benefits.
239. The complexity of the procedures and the redundancy of the checks significantly increase the administrative burden, without providing added value to the selection process. The beneficiaries reported the verification of the same documents by several institutions, and the AM confirmed that the overlapping of controls and the lack of consolidated clarifications generate delays and uncertainty. Uneven procedural communication, insufficient standardisation and digitalisation limited to the 'document repository' function directly affect the efficiency of implementation. Beneficiaries request explanatory support – visual guides, examples, checklists – indicating that simplification does not only mean reducing documents but also access to tools that facilitate the correct understanding and application of the requirements.
240. A significant part of the identified barriers is structural and goes beyond the direct control of AM PR Center. Fragmentation of calls, lack of proportionality, excessive technical details and non-unitary interpretations are consequences of the national regulatory framework and the competitive architecture of cohesion policy. National digital platforms (MySMIS, SIATD, SICAP), public investment rules, rules of verification institutions and the thematic model of calls limit simplification options at regional level. 
241. Therefore, in the remaining period of the programme, simplification can focus on measures under the control of the AM – enhanced clarifications, standardisation, reduction of redundant documents, improved communication and the use of pre-computable data. Recommendations with systemic impact require interventions at national and European level, as well as dialogue and common positions of the regions to reform the implementation mechanisms in the post-2027 period.
5.3. Clarity of procedures from the perspective of beneficiaries
242. In the interviews with the beneficiaries, it was proposed to introduce internal and public consultation mechanisms in the AM procedures, as well as to develop explanatory tutorials to support the understanding and correct application of the requirements.
243. As regards issues that are not directly related to ADR as AM, public procurement is the most frequently mentioned area: beneficiaries and MA's staff report numerous financial corrections and different interpretations between institutions (ANAP, Court of Auditors, AM). In addition, challenging procurement procedures can lead to significant delays.  
244. The beneficiaries, similar to the AM staff, also mentioned that verifying eligibility at the end of the process, and not at the beginning, hinders the implementation process, as projects can be rejected after a long period of evaluation.
245. The views expressed indicate the need for flexibility in the evaluation procedure, both in terms of sequencing and deadlines. The decision for each type of appeal can be made by comparing the current situation with the previous experience as ROP OI 2014-2020, when the eligibility check was prior to the technical verification.
246. As regards the timing of calls, the views of beneficiaries and AM staff converge on the fact that the intervals between the publication of the guides and the deadlines for submission are perceived as short, especially given that technical documentation needs to be prepared and in the context of a problematic design services market. The beneficiaries stressed that for complex projects, the current periods do not allow for adequate preparation of the documentation and requested their extension to a minimum of six months. The staff of the AM admitted that this situation represents a real problem, but specified that it is not exclusively related to the decision of the AM but is influenced by external factors, such as the application of GEO no. 23/2023, the need to adapt MySMIS and approvals at national and European level, which have led to delays and successive reconfigurations of procedures. While beneficiaries feel directly the pressure of deadlines even if they have been extended and adapted to the preparation of projects, the AM shows that, beyond the intention to launch calls in a predictable way, regulatory and institutional constraints limit the capacity for flexible planning. 
247. The consultants and beneficiaries appreciate, on the occasion of the dialogue in the validation phase, the MA's effort of clarification and standardization, but consider that the simplification is felt especially within the institution, not by the users. A high number of clarifications persist in the evaluation and contracting stages, including minor issues, which prolong the duration of the processes. They recommend standardizing practical guides, developing standard models and explanatory tutorials to reduce recurring errors.
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Summary of findings
248. The decentralized implementation of the PR Center has contributed to the institutional development of AM PR Center, which has strengthened its structures, procedures, coordination mechanisms and training processes, benefiting from significant professionalization effects. In large municipalities, the proximity of the AM and the dialogue adapted to the regional context have strengthened the capacity to manage projects.
249. However, this progress is not uniform across the territory: small UATs and municipalities have very limited human resources, depend on consultants, cannot formulate integrated projects and do not benefit substantially from strategic support.
250. Overall, the contribution of decentralisation is significant at the level of MAs and strong regional actors, but partial and uneven at the level of local beneficiaries, depending on the continuation of simplification, differentiated support and integrated planning measures in the period 2026–2029.
6.1. Contribution of the Programme to the capacity development of regional actors
251. The analysis of the administrative capacity (see Annex 1.1) and the implementation of the 2024–2026 Roadmap show that the decentralized implementation of the PR Center has generated visible progress in the institutional development of the AM PR Center and in strengthening the internal mechanisms necessary for the management of the program.
252.  According to the documentary review and the information provided during the interviews with the AM staff, the AM organizational structure has been operationalized, the procedures have been updated, the management and control system has become functional, and the internal mechanisms for coordination, feedback and performance evaluation have started to be used systematically.
253. The roadmap ensured the start of a coherent capacity-building process. The first stage of the Roadmap managed to strengthen the institutional base of AM PR Center and operationalize the fundamental mechanisms. However, the next stage is taking place in a more complex context, marked by operational overload, capacity gaps at the level of the UATs, uneven involvement of partners and the need to prepare for the post-2027 period, announced with significant changes in the implementation systems of the Cohesion Policy. These developments require a phase of modernization and increase of organizational agility in the horizon 2026–2029.
254. The implementation process of the programme has also stimulated the development of the capacity of regional beneficiaries, which is particularly noticeable among large municipalities that have managed to strengthen their own project management mechanisms, benefiting from the proximity of AM, rapid access to information and a dialogue more adapted to regional needs, which indicates a real contribution of decentralisation to skills training and professionalization of implementation.
255. On the other hand, the limited capacity of small and medium-sized towns and municipalities persists. The evaluation report of Axis 13 Supporting the regeneration of small and medium-sized towns, ROP 2014-2020 shows that "the physical, economic, human and time resources necessary for the implementation of ROP interventions in small and medium-sized cities are limited, often insufficient and are not used effectively in a results-oriented approach". However, there are also exceptions that can become examples of good practice and models.   
256. Case studies and focus groups confirm these shortcomings: small towns and municipalities operate with reduced, overburdened human resources, dependent on consultants and reduced capabilities for strategic planning and integrated approach to development projects. 
257. In the region, there is an increasing number of association initiatives between UATs to access funding based on integrated territorial development instruments, already implemented through the PR Center in the current programming period. Building the capacity of these associations is a key need to continue and expand the use of these tools.
258. The support provided to beneficiaries is predominantly procedural, oriented towards solving urgent problems related to the financing of projects. However, the AM has invested significant resources in supporting strategic planning processes, and integrated sustainable development strategies condition access to finance and are evaluated by the AM. However, strategic planning competences remain limited in many small and medium-sized UATs, which rely predominantly on consultants for strategy development, without an institutional accumulation of these competences.
259. The preparation of the system for anticipated changes through the proposals for regulations must take into account the constraints generated by the prudent attitude of avoiding financial errors and corrections. The complex legislative framework that is difficult to interpret as a whole – especially in the field of public procurement – together with the 'culture of fear of control' generates over-documentation, risk aversion and difficulties in adopting new approaches, including in the use of simplification tools such as simplified costs. 
260. In practice, the current system functions as an ecosystem geared towards generating a large number of small, administratively compliant projects with low strategic value and regional impact that, according to previous evaluations, including the ROP Evaluation 2014–2020, has not been fully confirmed.  
261. Decentralisation has created the necessary basis for the development of administrative capacity, but the real transformation of the ecosystem depends on the continuation and deepening of the interventions proposed for the period 2026–2029, oriented towards differentiated support, simplification, integrated territorial planning and the shift from procedural compliance to results-oriented.
[bookmark: _Toc207608293][bookmark: _Toc216119117]EQ7. To what extent does the implementation system and structure of the regional programme contribute to improving the accessibility of funds for the public and private sectors, to adapting it to the needs and capacity of local actors?
Summary of findings 
262. The implementation system and the structure of the PR Center contribute significantly to improving accessibility, through faster procedures, consistent consultations and calls adapted to the regional specificity.
263. The PR Centre is perceived as being better adapted to the needs and particularities of the region than previous programmes, due to the extensive consultations, dedicated calls and institutional proximity of the AM. These elements have reduced the time taken to evaluate projects, contracting and subsequent processes such as reimbursement. Beneficiaries and partners appreciate the quick clarifications, the punctual flexibility of the guidelines and the extension of eligible typologies, and the results of the surveys indicate a very high level of satisfaction.
264. AM PR Center is constantly concerned with beneficiaries' access to information and understanding the financing conditions, through a variety of informative materials and presentation sessions. The information caravan organised at the beginning of 2023, the updated calendar of funding opportunities and the training sessions are relevant examples of actions dedicated to facilitating access to finance.
265. However, limited administrative capacity – especially in the case of small and medium-sized UATs – reduces effective access to funding, either through delays in project preparation or through the submission of documentation that does not meet the required standards.
266. Experts warn that the predominant focus on absorption and financing of a large number of small projects can fragment investments and reduce the visibility of impact. Overall, the implementation system contributes considerably to procedural accessibility, but the administrative capacity of the beneficiaries and the structure of the interventions generate an uneven real accessibility, leaving a potential for territorial adaptation still untapped.
7.1. Degree of adaptation of the programme to the specificity and administrative capacity of local actors
267. The documents and case studies converge in showing that the PR Centre has been adapted to the regional specificity and the capacity of the beneficiaries, through consultations, dedicated calls and simplification measures, which has contributed to the reduction of process times and to more direct communication with the AM. 
268. Beneficiaries and partners pointed out advantages related to the accessibility and flexibility of procedures, but also limits on local resources, standardised criteria and the level of co-financing. Survey data confirm a positive perception of the degree of response to regional needs, with the majority of beneficiaries considering that the program's priorities largely respond to non-none.
269. Regarding the adaptation of the program to the regional specificity and the capacity of the beneficiaries, the analysis of the programmatic documents shows that the PR Center has integrated elements of adaptation to regional needs in the programming phase, by consulting the applicants and including dedicated calls. These measures have led to differentiated calls on objectives and documentation, suggesting a closer alignment with the local specificity.
270. At the same time, the variable administrative capacity of local actors was taken into account, including through procedural simplifications. The analysis of the information from the focus groups, the panel of experts and the workshop with consultants indicate that PR Centre has taken important steps towards adapting to the specifics of the region, but this adaptation is perceived as still incomplete. 
271. Regional actors appreciate the existence of dedicated calls and consultations in the programming phase but point out that the current structure of interventions only partially reflects the territorial diversity of the region, marked by a marked polarisation between dynamic municipalities and rural areas with complex needs. 
272.  The lack of consolidated mechanisms at the level of some applicants for development by functional areas, territorial fragmentation and the difficulty of integrating complementary components (e.g. infrastructure-endowments-social elements) in a single intervention can limit the adaptation of projects to local particularities. Although the PR Center has promoted and supported this integrated approach in several calls (e.g. P6, P7), the ability to operationalize it differs between the types of UATs. At the same time, actors from academia and civil society draw attention to the fact that regional potential in areas such as smart specialisation, cultural heritage or community development is not yet sufficiently exploited and cooperation between relevant actors remains insufficiently structured.
273. Overall, PR Centre is perceived as a programme closer to regional realities than in previous periods, but with an untapped potential to fully reflect the territorial, economic and socio-cultural specificity of the region.
7.2. Actual accessibility of funds 
274. The assignment of the role of ADR Centre Managing Authority has improved the procedural accessibility to funds. The case studies carried out in communes, cities and municipalities, doubled by the perceptions from the surveys addressed to the beneficiaries, show that decentralization has reduced the duration of the evaluation, contracting and reimbursement processes, increased predictability in relation to the AM and facilitated a more direct communication adapted to the local context, aspects that have already been detailed in the evaluation questions analyzed above. 
275. According to the opinions of the beneficiaries resulting from the interviews for the elaboration of case studies (SdC), all categories of UATs reported a series of advantages compared to the ROP period 2014–2020 or with other programs (e.g. PNRR):
· proximity and communication with the AM, through quick responses and technical clarifications in real time;
· reducing administrative barriers, by shortening the processing times of reimbursement requests and addenda, rapid contracting of projects;
· openness to adaptation, by improving the guides (including new types of beneficiaries and eligible investments) and punctual flexibility in approving budget changes.
276. Despite these improvements, there are notable differences between the categories of UATs: municipalities and cities are experiencing difficulties related to limited administrative capacity, and unmet needs, even if they have never been financed by the ERDF, as is the case with water and sanitation infrastructure. Other reported limitations concern:
· insufficiently reflected local needs, such as street infrastructure, basic utilities, urban mobility adapted to small towns, rehabilitation of historical heritage or parking spaces;
· the rigidity of criteria and indicators, which by standardization exclude projects relevant to the local context (e.g. minimum areas for green spaces, fixed thresholds for social services);
· financial constraints, generated by co-financing, especially for UATs with small budgets, which leads to loans or the abandonment of other local investments. In the case of private beneficiaries, discussions and consultations revealed specific situations in which their own contribution and payment delays created major financial risks, sometimes covered by loans or personal guarantees.
277. Thus, case studies consistently show that the real accessibility of funds directly depends on the administrative capacity of the beneficiaries – where teams are undersized, technical resources are limited or expertise insufficient, the opportunities created through decentralization and simplification cannot be fully exploited, and differences in capacity translate into actual differences in access to finance. The survey data indicates a mostly positive perception for the two categories of AM staff regarding the accessibility of the program. Among both management and executive staff, more than 60% of respondents believe that the procedures largely support the efficient absorption of funds, and less than 30% consider the support only partially, and improvements are needed. 
278. As for the collaboration with the beneficiaries, both the management and the executive staff within AM PR Center evaluate it as good or very good. Execution has even more favorable perceptions, reflecting the direct and frequent contact with the beneficiaries and the possibility of offering quick solutions.
279. The results of the surveys applied to beneficiaries and partner structures confirm a predominantly positive perception: 96% of beneficiaries believe that the investment priorities respond to institutional and regional needs to a large or very large extent, and more than half believe that the current programme covers the needs better than the 2014–2020 period. Over 90% rate information and guidelines as clear and sufficient. However, the partners stress that effective accessibility still depends on the clarity of procedures and the strengthening of local administrative capacity. 
280. Thus, although the procedural accessibility of funds has improved – through the proximity of the AM, the reduction of processing times and the punctual flexibility of the guidelines – the experts consulted draw attention to a structural limitation of the current system: success remains measured almost exclusively by absorption, understood as the volume of projects contracted and amounts spent, not by the quality of absorption and the results generated in the territory. 
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281. In the discussions in the expert panel and focus group with AM, this issue was debated – the focus on "spending the money" and multiplying small projects maximizes the absorption rate, but fragments investments and reduces the visibility of impact. In the absence of indicators and mechanisms to capture the real effects of projects, regional disparities are only marginally reduced, and the administrative capacity of beneficiaries remains decisive for how the accessibility of funds is transformed or not into locally developed results. 
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282. C1.  A solid institutional framework, but with coherence challenges at national level. The institutional responsibilities of the PR Center are clearly defined and well assumed, and the organizational structure of the AM works coherently and efficiently, adapting to the implementation stages.
283. C2.  A functional partnership, but with unequal involvement between actors. The partnership structures are well-established and representative, and the AM makes constant efforts to improve communication and involvement. Participation is uneven, public actors are more active, while business and civil society perceive participation as demanding and with limited influence on programme decisions, due to the high volume of documents and resources required.
284. C3.  The need for a more flexible funding framework to realize the potential of the partnership. The reduced flexibility of policy objectives and pre-set allocations limited the creative contribution of partners in the first programming exercise, generating the perception of a compliance-oriented process. A more flexible funding framework would allow for the substantial involvement of all actors and strengthen the sense of influence and ownership over strategic directions. In this context, ADR Centre could extend participatory tools such as territorial laboratories and entrepreneurial discovery processes, creating an accessible and relevant co-creation framework for the entire regional ecosystem.
285. C4. Decentralisation has improved the adaptation of the programme to regional needs and operational efficiency. Decentralization has generated a better correlation of interventions with the specifics of the region, strengthened decision-making proximity and allowed relevant operational adjustments (dedicated calls, new types of investments, punctual simplifications). Direct communication and calibrations based on beneficiary feedback have led to faster evaluation, contracting and reimbursement processes, demonstrating a real adaptability of AM.
286. C5. The system faces structural challenges that influence accessibility and efficiency. The AM has implemented measures to ensure equitable access to finance for the beneficiaries of lower capacity UATs such as small and medium-sized towns and municipalities, opening dedicated calls avoiding competition with large cities and municipalities with better access capacity. However, this has increased the administrative burden at the AM level, which is however high due to the mechanism for launching thematic calls in a program with a very wide diversity. 
287. C6. The evaluation notes significant procedural improvements generated by decentralisation, including the adoption of its own simplified costs – through a cumbersome and time-consuming process, but which provides valuable experience and a solid basis for scaling up simplification. This development may also contribute to increasing the trust of beneficiaries, especially those who are reluctant due to fears about different interpretations by supervisory institutions of how they understand and apply the rules.
288. C7. The PR Center system has a significant potential for evolution towards integrated interventions and strengthened regional collaboration. The implementation system has a real capacity to adapt, which opens up important prospects for the development of integrated interventions in the future programming period and for strengthening collaboration mechanisms between regional actors. Decentralization has stimulated the assumption of a strategic role by the Center ADR (AM), materialized through the Roadmap, which aims to transform the implementation ecosystem into a more collaborative, efficient and impact-oriented system.
289. C8. The analysis highlights that developing the capacity of the regional ecosystem is a central factor for the functioning of a post-2027 adaptive system. The results show that performance in an implementation model based on integrated and results-oriented interventions is closely linked to the level of management skills of integrated projects and the existence of forms of non-formal support, such as mentoring, communities of practice or practical assistance provided by AM. These findings reflect the critical role that the capacity of regional actors plays in the evolution of the future system
290. C9. Progress in simplification and results-orientation depends on the broader framework of the public administration's verification and control system. Although relations with national and European structures are generally positive, non-unitary interpretations between AM, ANAP, MIPE and the Audit Authority generate uncertainty and risks of financial corrections. The lack of uniform methodological clarifications fuels excessive caution and limits simplification processes. Moreover, national verification and control systems, predominantly compliance and process-oriented, are holding back the uptake of results-based mechanisms. Thus, further simplification and the introduction of results-oriented financing are conditional on reforms at the level of the national verification and control framework.
291. C10. The current regulatory framework has strengthened the functioning of the RP Center, but remains insufficiently flexible for the specificity of a program with a wide variety of beneficiaries and interventions. Recent legislative changes have clarified responsibilities, strengthened the role of ADRs as Managing Authorities and created premises for the modernization of processes through digitalization, simplified costs and improved administrative mechanisms. These advances have accelerated evaluation and contracting and strengthened the operational capacity of the AM. However, the positive effects are diminished by the insufficient flexibility of the regulatory framework in relation to the diversity of interventions in the PR Center, an aspect visible, for example, in the application of Ordinance 23/2023. In addition, the Cohesion Policy funding framework limits the scope for adaptation of AM, affecting the possibility of a smooth implementation tailored to regional needs.
292. C11. The analysis of the proposals for the 2028–2034 funding framework shows a structural shift towards a simplified, digitized and results-oriented implementation system, where performance, risk and interoperability become central. In this context, the future functioning of the PR Centre depends on the existence of an administrative ecosystem capable of integrating these requirements – both by strengthening internal capacity and by developing an adaptive and resilient system, ready for the transition to the new cohesion policy architecture.
293. C12 The administrative capacity of the AM is solid for the current operation, but the increasing operational pressure requires the strengthening of human resources and management tools.
294. The MA's logistical and financial resources are adequate and the staff have solid skills and a well-structured training plan. However, the high level of workload in operational departments, the difficulties in attracting technical specialists and the frequent use of external expertise indicate limits of human resources. In order to maintain performance as the portfolio of projects under implementation expands, it is necessary to continuously strengthen internal capacity and optimize management, planning and collaboration tools.
295. C13. The challenges of the post-2027 Cohesion Policy highlight the critical role of human resource development and organizational agility. Although the first phase of the Roadmap strengthened the institutional basis of AM, the current dynamics – marked by operational overload, capacity differences between UATs, unequal participation of partners and major transformations anticipated for the post-2027 period – indicate the need for an evolution towards more agile, adaptive working models supported by modern implementation mechanisms. In this framework, the 2026–2029 phase becomes essential to strengthen the capacity of the regional ecosystem and to prepare ML for a results-centric, digitalisation and collaboration funding system.
296. C14 Unequal administrative capacity of beneficiaries can be a barrier to adopting modern approaches to implementation. 
297. The reduced administrative capacity of municipalities and small and medium-sized towns remains one of the most important obstacles in accessing funding, implementing projects and carrying out strategic planning. These limits affect the integration of approaches such as results-oriented or project portfolio development, perpetuating territorial gaps and constraining the impact of the programme. This situation underlines the need to strengthen the capacity of beneficiaries through dedicated support and tools tailored to their institutional level.
298. C15 MySMIS limitations and incomplete digitization slow down the process of streamlining processes.
299. Although the MySMIS 2021–2027 platform has brought new functionalities, new modules, transparency and some procedural improvements, its shortcomings – lack of interoperability, repeated document uploads, unintuitive interface and reduced analysis functionalities – maintain a high level of administrative burden for MIs and beneficiaries. 
300. C16. The selection system has the potential to simplify through automation, rationalization and proportionality. The analysis of the evaluation guides and grids shows that the current selection process has the potential for real simplification, shifting the focus from procedural compliance to results, automating pre-selection calculations and eliminating criteria without added value, and differentiating projects by quality.
301. C17 AM PR Centre has improved the beneficiaries' access to funding, but the actual access is influenced by the administrative capacity of the beneficiaries. 
302. The PR Center has managed to significantly increase accessibility through faster procedures, extensive consultations, regionally adapted calls and a constant information effort, which has reduced the evaluation and contracting times and generated a very high level of satisfaction among the beneficiaries. However, this procedural accessibility does not always translate into effective access to funding: the limited administrative capacity of small and medium-sized UATs, as well as the large number of calls launched through different programmes, with overlapping deadlines, limit or delay their participation.

Lessons learned
Lesson 1: Equal access to finance and impact projects
303. Municipalities and large cities – which have consolidated administrative structures, project specialists and easy access to advice – are much better prepared to respond to bureaucratic, technical and compliance requirements and to simultaneously access more funding opportunities. In contrast, small and medium-sized towns and municipalities face structural difficulties: low administrative capacity, limited experience, insufficient resources to prepare several projects in parallel, and difficult access to specialized skills. When funding is granted competitively, without differentiating the categories of UATs, small UATs are at a disadvantage, strongly manifesting the "Matthew effect" [footnoteRef:7] ("who has, gets even more"). [7:  Francesco Mantino, Giovanna De Fano, Gianluca Asaro (2022). Analysing the Policy Delivery System and Effects on Territorial Disparities in Italy: The Mechanisms of Territorial Targeting in the EU Rural Development Programmes 2014–2020.] 

In practice:
· High-capacity UATs win competitions, attract more funds and continuously strengthen their administrative capacity;
· Small UATs lose competitions, access fewer resources and remain trapped in small, fragmented projects without transformative impact. The PR Center's experience shows that this effect can be reduced by dedicated calls for small and medium-sized UATs or for municipalities. However, this adaptation increases the administrative burden of AM, as the multiplication of calls according to categories and themes generates a high volume to manage. Currently, a UAT has to participate in numerous calls to finance its projects included in the integrated urban development strategy, resulting in a significant administrative burden for all parties.
304. A solution identified through experience is the reconceptualization of calls for projects: moving from separate thematic calls to calls based on integrated territorial strategies or multi-thematic project portfolios. This approach would reduce the number of calls, simplify the work for both MAs and UAT s, while maintaining the benefit of funding tailored to UAT typologies. Stimulating associations between UATs, already applied in some calls, remains a promising direction, although implementation raises challenges related to the reduced strategic planning capacity of many small UATs. The necessary response is to support the development of administrative capacity, in particular the capacity for strategic planning, to ensure the quality of strategies and projects.
305. When the objective is real territorial cohesion, the system cannot rely exclusively on open competition for the allocation of funds, as this systematically disadvantages small UATs with high needs but low capacity. The major lesson is that the logic of isolated projects must be replaced by the logic of financing integrated territorial strategies or integrated urban development strategies, which allow for a coherent vision and aggregate results.
306. Therefore, the experience of the PR Center teaches us that in order to correct territorial inequity, it is necessary:
1. Ensuring equal access to finance, avoiding direct competition between UATs with very different capacities.
2. Funding based on integrated territorial strategies, not through fragmented thematic calls.
3. Dedicated support for small UATs: technical assistance, training, design support and standardised models.
4. Stimulating the association of UATs through selection criteria, bonuses and technical support.
5. Targeting funding towards aggregate and transformative impact, not the number of small projects approved.
Lesson 2. Turning simplified costs into complicated costs
307. Although Simplified Cost Options (SCOs) were initially welcomed as promising tools for reducing administrative burden and the risk of error, their real impact has remained limited, often turning into "complicated costs". AM PR Center has gained important experience by going through the entire process of substantiation, endorsement and, subsequently, use. The evaluation confirms the constructive attitude of the AM, which capitalizes on the lessons learned and recognizes the real potential of the SCO for simplification, even if the reluctance of the beneficiaries persists as a result of negative experiences in other programmes.
308. Challenges of the substantiation and endorsement process:
· The complexity and duration of the process. The process of defining and approving own SCO by the Managing Authority and approval by the Audit Authority is excessively complicated, taking up to two years and consuming significant resources.
· Problems with master data. Data considered 'reliable' by the Audit Authority is often outdated. Updating them through statistical indices does not capture the real volatility of the market, resulting in unattractive or insufficient benchmarks for beneficiaries.
· The discouraging effect. This arduous process discourages MAs from developing their own SCOs, leading them to opt, in cases where they are mandatory, for an SCO from European regulation (most often the flat rate of 7%).
Implementation inconsistency and lack of trust:
· Divergent interpretations of the flat rate - even when using the flat rate (7% of total eligible costs), different application methodologies emerge, confirming the persistence of misaligned interpretations of the Regulation.
· Reserved attitude of beneficiaries – a major constraint is the reserved and cautious attitude of beneficiaries, being a direct result of previous negative experiences, in which the initial checks indicated by the AM were contradicted and modified during a subsequent audit mission.
309. In order for simplification tools to reach their potential and generate trust, a clear, mandatory and uniform alignment of interpretations between the Managing Authority and all control institutions (Audit Authority, ANAP, MIPE) is essential before starting any process of defining or endorsing a SCO. Equally important is building the trust of beneficiaries, and the experience gained in the period 2021–2027 represents an important first step towards expanding the use of simplified costs in the future.
Lesson 3. The Pitfall of Rating Grids 
310. The evaluation grids are the tool through which the selected projects are intended to satisfy a multitude of needs and financing conditions, transforming the grid into a complex tool. The desire to have as much information and analysis as possible to ensure that the project meets all the financing conditions increases the volume of information and documentation requested. Practice shows that some criteria require efforts disproportionate to the informational value added and the benefit in selecting projects with impact.
311. Challenges of complex analytical criteria:
· Valuation grids often include requirements for complex analyses, such as Economic Analysis involving sophisticated indicators (such as Net Economic Present Value – NAV) or detailed long-term projections.
· Although they seem to add rigor, or in the case of VANE, information on the impact of this analysis becomes, in practice, a formal exercise. The calculations are based on assumptions that are often arbitrary, difficult to verify, or that quickly lose their validity in the context of economic changes.
· Beneficiaries (especially small ones with low administrative capacity) allocate significant time and budgets to hire consultants to develop these justifications, instead of focusing on detailed project implementation planning.
· Evaluators are forced to spend valuable time checking the mathematical correctness of formulas or statistical indices, instead of evaluating the strategic impact, technical feasibility and the real ability of the applicant to carry out the project.
312. Discouraging effect: Excessive formalism and the risk of rejection of the project due to calculation errors or failure to fit into statistical assumptions make the process discouraging, shifting interest from socio-economic benefits to bureaucratic formalism.
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	No.
	Strategic recommendation
Operationalization

	1
	Continuation of the process of simplifying the implementation processes of the PR Center 2021–2027, directly applicable to the remaining calls in the current programming period and as a strategic direction for the post-2027 period. 
Simplification should aim in particular at: simplifying evaluation guides and grids by:
1. revising or eliminating criteria that do not bring real value to the quality evaluation of projects;
2. automating the criteria that allow this;
3. transferring all the criteria of the type "UAT profile / unit / road / company" or standard statistical indicators in the simplification logic, through pre-calculation at call level and digitized criteria, avoiding manual evaluation project by project.
Taking the necessary steps to the Ministry of Investments and European Projects to improve the functionalities of MySMIS: interoperability with other applications of the authorities, removal/deactivation of fields not relevant to calls, retrieval of documents already uploaded, harmonization of the interfaces of the beneficiaries with those of the AM for synchronization of the monitoring of the status of the projects. tag.
Responsibility: AM PRC

	2
	Continue to support and strengthen the administrative capacity of the region through the implementation of phase II of the "Roadmap for strengthening administrative capacity" (2026–2029).

The objective of this stage may be to create an adaptive and emerging regional implementation system, in which the AM PR Centre, beneficiaries, territorial partners and central institutions work integrated, based on continuous learning, flexible processes and results-orientation.

The proposed directions for Phase II aim, first of all, at
1. increasing the agility and professionalization of AM staff and UATs, through continuous training, adaptive leadership, development of transversal skills and digitization of internal processes, in order to reduce the administrative burden. 
2. moving from isolated projects to financing integrated development strategies, by supporting UATs in their development, creating functional urban-rural areas, territorial laboratories and systematic use of data.
3. strengthening the role of AM as a strategic facilitator, through integrated one-stop-shop services, differentiated procedural and strategic support, learning networks and effective feedback mechanisms. 
An implementation plan structured on the five pillars of the OECD model is proposed in Annex 1.1.  
Responsibility: AM PRC

	3
	Strategic capacity development of UATs 
Continuing support for the capacity development of UATs is essential both to ensure the impact of projects and to adopt funding mechanisms based on holding UATs accountable for results and objectives. The recommendation can be implemented by:
1. Creation of a regional support programme for the development of integrated strategies
2. Support for the development of the capacity of inter-community development associations for both strategy development and implementation. 
Responsibility: ADR, AM PRC, UAT

	4
	Reforming the partnership approach and increasing the quality of participation. 
Starting from the observation that partnership works, but the participation remains unequal between categories of actors, we recommend orienting, in the future programming period, towards a partnership mechanism focused on co-creation. In order to harness the potential of the partnership and to stimulate original contributions, the AM and ADR Centre can strengthen participation by:
1. Continue to adapt the materials differentiated by categories of actors (municipalities, small towns, municipalities, SMEs, NGOs), presented in an accessible and utility-oriented way;
2. Inclusion of short, visual and themed sessions, which reduce the time needed for participants with limited resources;
3. Facilitating participation on digital platforms that allow asynchronous contributions, or events of interest;
4. Review feedback mechanisms with traceability, strengthening the sense of influence and transparency of the process.
In this model, the AM has the role of facilitator of dialogue and structuring of discussions, while strengthening the capacity for participation remains the responsibility of each partner, supported, where appropriate, by external mechanisms – development associations, professional networks or specialized training providers.
Responsibility: ADR, AM PR for the Central Region

	5
	Strengthened support and dialogue with central institutions for a coherent, flexible and results-oriented regulatory framework 

Policy recommendation – exceeds the direct area of competence of the ADR Centre 

ADR and AM PR Centre cannot on their own remove the constraints generated by the external regulatory framework of the programme, which affect essential aspects such as: public procurement, non-unitary interpretations of central institutions, the detailed and rigid funding framework (from the Cohesion Policy Regulations to the national implementing legislation) and a control system predominantly oriented towards processes and expenditures.

In this context, for the 2026–2029 stage it is recommended:
1. formulating common positions of regional AMs;
2. structured and continuous dialogue with MIPE, ANAP, AA and ACP;
3. advocacy for regional flexibility and performance-based tools;
4. reducing micro-management in the guides, by orienting them towards general objectives, without excessive rules;
5. creating a critical mass of institutional support for the post-2027 system architecture.
Responsibility: ADR management, AM PR Center management, ROREG.

	6
	Strengthening the role of partners in the co-creation of regional development and the post-2027 agenda
In addition to the proposed measures to reform the partnership approach at AM/ADR level, there is also a need for a more committed and creative involvement of the partners – members of the CM, CRP, CRI and other consultative structures – in the planning of the development of the region and the future programme. 

Partners are encouraged to develop internal consultation and analysis mechanisms by:
1. organising regular discussions within the organisations and networks they represent (municipalities, small and medium-sized UATs, SMEs, NGOs, universities, professional associations) in order to aggregate needs, ideas and priorities ahead of the CM/CRP/CRI meetings;
2. the use of local data – surveys, statistics, sector studies, internal analyses – to substantiate proposals and move from opinions to evidence-based contributions;
3. the gradual development of small "knowledge hubs" within the partnership structures, which would provide constant and qualified input for the programming process;
4. documenting and sharing lessons learned from projects and practical experiences, so that co-creation processes are fed with real evidence and examples, not just intentions.
Responsibility: CM, CRI, CRP
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