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‘Тhe quality of implementation is determined more and more by the quality of partnership.
The success of cohesion policy on the ground depends on a workable partnership bringing
together all those involved in economic development in a region. These include
representatives of the ministries and elected local representatives, and representatives of the
business world, trade unions, women, charity and voluntary organisations, and environmental
associations, although I know that some government representatives may be wrinkling their
noses at all this.’
Monika Wulf-Mathies, Commissioner for Regional Policy 1995-1999
Introduction
The process of European Union integration entails sufficient national institutional capacity to
perform and implement EU common policies. This requires a specific set of administrative
and policy tools in order to achieve the overall goals abiding by the acquis communautaire.
This implementation has been even more pressing in the accession process of the Central and
Eastern European last enlargement states in light of the simultaneous process of democratic
consolidation.
The application of the principle of partnership in the programming of the cohesion policy in
Bulgaria is a litmus test for state efficiency to implement public policies. This process is still a
challenge for Bulgaria. As stated by the European Commission1, an important prerequisite for
the preparation for successful resource absorption is the application of the partnership
principle at the various stages: planning; management; implementation; monitoring; and
evaluation The process of programming in Bulgaria has revealed difficulties in the
implementation of the partnership principle due to inefficient public policy making and the
lack of clear-cut government-civil society relations.
The EU Structural Funds and the EU Cohesion Fund contribute to the achievement of three
main objectives in this respect: convergence; competitiveness and employment; territorial cooperation. The effective application of these principles in the procedure of the Structural
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Funds can actually incorporate the target groups' needs and allow for “bottom-up”
prioritisation when strategic documents and objectives of the operational programmes are
being planned in order to achieve economic and social convergence, as well as
competitiveness, by employing this type of intervention. The application of the partnership
principle, namely the involvement of a wide range of different stakeholders in the
programming and identification of the Structural Funds priorities ensures that the needs of
target groups are taken into account and that this public resource allocated from EU's
development budget is used effectively.
The process of planning and programming by medium-term strategic documents as directed
by the EU is somewhat of a challenge for Bulgaria. This approach is being used for the first
time and it adheres to the requirements of EU legislation on regional and cohesion policies.
The application of the partnership principle in the drafting of these documents is mandatory
and the European Commission has placed a specific focus on the manner of its
implementation. However, the application of the partnership principle turns out to be more
effective between the various central authorities, unlike where local authorities, regional
stakeholders or social and economic partners, and NGOs participate. In its greater part NGO
participation is due to the NGOs' activity, coalitioning and organisation of representation. The
mechanisms for the appointment of NGO representatives were not clearly laid down despite
the available criteria and this creates the impression of lack of transparency and parity
between the stakeholders. The real opportunities for NGO participation remain insufficiently
detailed to ensure representativeness and effectiveness of the participation. The lack of
transparent and uniform mechanism raises questions about certain arbitrariness in determining
the manner of NGO participation and the insufficient development of the public partnership
mechanism in Bulgaria.
Despite the undeniable positive economic and political effects of membership, various issues
surround Bulgaria’s integration in the EU. EU cohesion and structural funds are expected to
have a considerable impact on national public policy. For this impact to be positive, however,
this process demands specific institutional adaptions in the member state as wellas
management and absorption capacity. As this paper is going to outline further, there is an
institutional misfit between the EU governance and Bulgaria’s institutional setting and postcommunist trajectories that creates serious pressure on domestic actors for change. What
shape the paths of this change are the interdependence between the process of europeanisation
and democratic consolidation. This paper is going to demonstrate that EU leverage is limited
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on domestic level in Bulgaria by the unreformed institutions and public administration and the
inability to implement public policies (Karamfilova 2010). This is to be illustrated by the
application of the principle of partnership in programming the EU funds in Bulgaria.2
Defining Europeanisation domestic adaptations: scope and limitations
The simultaneity and the complexity of both the process of internal democratisation and of
convergence to the EU in Central and Eastern Europe inevitably refers to the specific
interaction and the extent of interdependence between them in shaping the post-communist
transformation trajectories (Vachudova, 2005). The EU was the one to take a defining role in
that respect. The symbolic power of the endpoint of 'return to Europe' has a meaningful
impact on the rhetoric of transition and democratic consolidation.
The accession driven reforms within each candidate country are taken for granted as being
part of the transformation post-communist processes. The tools of conditionality combined
with the membership perspective are believed to have played major role in democratisation
processes in Central and Eastern Europe.
The process of 'EU-isation' is largely considered part of and even a prerequisite for many
countries for moving beyond communist legacies and regaining legitimacy (Grabbe 2006).
Qualifying for EU membership in Central and Eastern European countries took part in parallel
with consolidating democracy and market economy development (Vachudova 2005).
Conditionality has been and integral part of EC/EU policies in one way or another, directed
towards member States, candidates or third countries. Its significance however, rose in the
1980s and, particularly, the 1990s with the practice of setting out both political and economic
conditions. From the beginning, EC/EU started to develop a set of conditions in order to
enhance implementation and adoption of the established strandards in the economic, the
political, and the social domain (Pridham 2005).
The EU positive effects on CEE democratisation process, however, tend to be overestimated
(Raik 2004). The conditionality set consists of broadly formulated criteria and without any
clear benchmarks, which lead to inconsistent operationalisation of Copenhagen criteria
2
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(Hughes et al. 2004). The CEE candidate states had to confront higher challenges of
transposition compared to previous enlargements. The formulation of the conditions was
ambivalent in certain domains, lacking precise regulation (like in regional policy (Hughes et
al. 2004), governance, minority rights, and nuclear safety) and subject to interpretation and
interference from different actors. Most of the accession criteria followed the EU driven
agenda rather than candidate countries domestic transformation. EU prioritized without taking
into account local needs creating functioning, regulated, and open economy (Grzymala-Busse
and Innes 2003).
The issues of good governance as a precondition of effective public administration reform and
sustainable implementation of the designed reforms were not addressed sufficiently as part of
the democracy conditionality. The process was based on the assumption that the political
criteria were in place (EC Progress Report 1997). That misleading guess have stumbled the
reforms and has a lasting backward effect on implementation and enforcement of the reforms.
The substantial benefits combined with the enormous requirements of membership have
afforded the EU unprecedented leverage on the domestic politics of aspiring member states
(Vachudova 2005). Conversely, the thinness of the acquis in certain fields of negotiations
resulted in ambivalence and uneven implementation. The informal mechanisms behind the
formal process of accession and the double standards employed lessened the bargaining
power of the candidate states. The process of becoming the "future us" (Grabbe 2006) actually
tilted the process of negotiations beyond rationale logic and placed the candidate states in a
dependent position. The dreamed "return to Europe" has been challenged by the slippery
consensus on adopting the EU agenda and ready-made policies. It occurred that programmes
on authentic domestic reforms have been substituted by the acquis related measures.
‘Europeanization’ is defined as the process of construction, diffusion, institutionalization of
formal and informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles, ‘ways of doing things’ and
shared beliefs and norms which are first defined and consolidated in the making of EU
decisions and then incorporated in the logic of domestic discourse, identities, political
structures and public policies (Radaelli 2000). This wide definition provides a framework to
explore the domestic dynamics during the process of accession and EU integration. It
emphasizes the two dimension of the process (EU supranational governance and the national
policy-making) and accommodates the process of adaptation of the actos on national level to
the EU demands. The ‘EU-isation’ (as it is more correctly to refer to) is the process of
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domestic adaptation to the pressures emanating directly or indirectly from EU membership.
This process denotes how public administrative institutions at the centre have adapted to the
obligations of EU membership. ‘Europeanization’ is most often placed within some type of
institutional perspective. This ‘involves the development of formal and informal rules,
procedures, norms, and practises governing politics at the European, national, and subnational
levels’ (Caporasoet al. 2001). The impact of EU policieshas had different domestic effects in
member states, depending on a number of intervening variables (Schmidt 2002). The primary
attribute of EU policies, in this regard, is how narrowly they specify rules of implementation.
The mirror-image is set by the mediating factors found within each domestic setting:
• the economic vulnerability to global and European pressures;
• the political institutional capacity to respond as necessary;
• the ‘fit’ of EU policies with national policy legacies and preferences; and,
• the discourses that influence policy preferences and thus affect the sense of
vulnerability and capacity.
Europeanization depends on the level of convergence and convenience between Europeanlevel processes, policies, and institutions, on the one hand, and domestic-level processes,
policies, and institutions, on the other. This degree of fit or misfit leads to adaptational
pressures.

National

institutions

are

required

to

change

their

policies

and

eveninstitutionalstructures in response to EU-isation. Sociological institutionalism would
expect that the more institutional structures at the European and domestic levels look alike
(structural isomorphism), the less adaptational pressures member states should face
(DiMaggio and Powell 1991). Europeanization, however, can cause institutional misfit,
challenging domestic rules and procedures and the collective understandings attached to them
(Börzel and Risse 2003).
Whether misfits produce a substantial effect at the domestic level depends on the presence of
various factors facilitating adaptation and serving as catalysts for domestic change. Only if
and when these intervening factors are present can we expect a transformation in the member
states (Börzel and Risse 2003).
Domestic change in response to Europeanization pressures can be weak or strong. Börzel and
Risse (2003) distinguish three degrees of domestic change:
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1. Absorption: member states incorporate EU policies into their programmes and
domestic structure but without modifying existing processes, policies, and institutions
thus the degree of domestic change is low
2. Accommodation: Member states accommodate Europeanization pressures by
adapting existing processes, policies, and institutions without changing their essential
features and the underlying collective understanding to them. The degree of domestic
change is modest and a way of doing this is by ‘patching up’ new policies and
institutions onto existing ones
3. Transformation: Member states need to replace existing policies, processes, and
institutions by new, substantially different ones, or alter existing ones to the extent that
their essential features and/or the underlying collective understanding are
fundamentally changed. Thus the degree of domestic change is high.

The paper will focus on the third mode of domestic change as it applies to the expected
change in Bulgaria. Following the collapse of communism in 1989, the post-communist
model of policy-making and establishment was challenged by the EU accession. Membership
of the European Union confronts governments with a set of particularly testing organizational
and managerial challenges. EU policy making is extremely demanding. On one hand, it
requires abilities to form coherent national positions in EU decision-making. On the other, the
EU accession calls for instition-building, supplant of new institions that embody a new type of
organisational culture and new way of budgeting and programming of policies. This proves
further complicated in the case of implementing EU cohesion and regional policy as it entails
involvement of various stakeholders, instituonalcoordinaton and mid-term strategic planning.
Under the financial perspective for 2007-2013, Bulgaria can receive €6.852 billion from the
Structural Funds alone3. The ability to generate real impact through these resources depends
on the efficiency of the public administration, the local authorities, the NGOs and the
business. This is conditioned by the availability of capacity and experience to implement a
complex policy-making process of programming, management, implementation, monitoring
and evaluation. The design of the cohesion and structural funds mechanism in the CEE new
member states is assisted through the pre-accession programmes of PHARE, ISPA and
SAPARD. However, the pre-accession funds did not manage to successfully transform the
domestic arena (Hristova 2010). The European Commission Monitoring Report4from
3
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23.07.2008 is very poignant: “Bulgaria is experiencing difficulties in many of these
programmes and has to demonstrate thatsound financial management structures are in place
and operating effectively. Administrativecapacity is weak. Beyond that, there have been
serious allegations of irregularities as well assuspicions of fraud and conflicts of interest in
the award of contracts(…)Bulgaria is not able to reap the full benefits of this assistance
because of critical weaknessesin administrative and judicial capacity, be it at local, regional
or central level. The Bulgarianpublic administration suffers from a high turnover of staff,
unattractive salaries which createopportunities for corruption, and outdated, centralized
procedures.”
However, this has proven a challenge as how to improve the economy’s competitiveness and
promote convergence. Experts agree that much depends on a mix of policies and reform
(Bechev 2010) and the abilities of the institutions and domestic actors to generate outcome.
The EU cohesion and structural funds were expected to assist further modernization in
Bulgaria; however, the issues of public spending, transparency and involvement of
stakeholders still remain. Recent reports have raised the question about the rent-seeking
opportunities, misuse and misappropriation of funds and ‘the illusion of inclusion’ of
stakeholders (Center for the Study of Democracy 2008 and 2010, ECAS 2004, CSI 2010 for
Bulgaria). The paper will seek the preconditions for these challenges in the difficulties in
transformation in Bulgaria conditioned by the inherited over-centralisation model of the
communist state and in the deficiencies in the application of the principle of partnership that
reveals the lack of coherence in strategic planning; lack of coordination between the
respective stakeholders in the process; lack of predictability in the policy-making; doubts over
transparency; lack of uniform rules for consultation and problematic programming and
budgeting.

The Bulgarian Institutional model: Extents of Transformation
The extent of the regime transformation presupposes a dramatic overrun of the existing
institutions and agents, mindset, rules of procedure and governance that represent the pillars
of democracy consolidation. What should be taken into account for the process of
modernization in Bulgaria is the assisted top-down change with the import of foreign
normative and institutional models. The rigid institutional features (the so called informal
constraints), however, prove persistent in shaping the transformation outcomes. The EU
conditionality through the formal rules and institutions and type of management and funds
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allocations is conducive to formal, but not sustainable change. The routinization and
habilitualization of these changes are hindered by the institutional change trajectories in
Bulgaria. The EU-isation through transformation aims at coherent qualitatively new change of
state of policy-making. This change however is conditioned by the path dependencies of the
political culture and practices (Stark and Bruszt 1998). This results in tensions between the
imported formal rules and the everyday informal practices. Institutional change is conditioned
by the final outcome of this interaction, which characterises the development and functioning
of institutions (North 1990, Kabakcieva 2007). In his study from 1993, Putnam and his team
monitor the creation of new regional structures in Italy in the 1970s. Their conclusions
demonstrate the direct link between the historical circumstances and the way the institutions
are constructed and whether they are positioned to generate results or resist change. The
historical accumulations, the so called unformal constraints shape the path and the result of
institutional change. The institutionas are understood as a set of formal rules, unformal
constraints and sanction mechanism. While the rules can be changed easily overnight with a
strategy for reform or a legal act, the unformal constraints represent the environment in which
these rules have to generate results.
The issues of institutional change as interpreted through the perspective of the New
Institutionalism (North 1990) add further issues of concern when explaining how the
processes of democratisation and EU accession relate. On the one hand, there is the
incoherent and fragmented strategy of EU assistance on democratisation. On the other, we
have the informal constraints, i.e. culture, past legacies, tradition, and institutional memory
that affect the implementation.
The former system of communism leaves the legacy of total centralisation with a unilateral
centre of power. The fall of communism in 1989 does not leave the establishment in a
vacuum. The formally changed institutions, still keep the unformal mechanisms, which resist
the change.
In order to explain the particular institutional context and the reasons behind the problematic
transformation in Bulgaria it is important to take it into account several factors that are
conducive to better understanding of the post-communist realities:
• Initial settings of transition and challenges in habituating the newly-introduced
institutions
8

• The overlapping issues of democratisation: sustaining initial settings, substantiating
democracy
• The trajectory of institutional change: issues of tensions of informal constraints and
formal rules – implications to domestic transformation: adoption of EU rules and new
modes of governance that build upon the remnants of communist institutional culture
of overcentralisation (Kabakchieva 2004 in “State against the Reforms”).
• Specific resistance in the institutional character of the post-communist setting as a
principle of the state structure and mechanism of function. This shapes a specific manner
of institutional behaviour such as: ‘encapsulation of the institutional structures’;
‘feudalisation of the directorates’; ‘lack of horizontal linkages and communication’; ‘lack
of taking responsibility’; ‘problems with professionalism’; ‘lack of institutional memory
and continuity’; ‘lack of predictability’ (Dimitrov 2004).
The inherited overcentralisation counterbalances the EU standards and requirements. This
creates complex structures with fragment functions. There is no coherent strategy of
institutional change leaving the change subject to patch-work, top-down process. The main
management structures and decision-making is concentrated in the executive branch and is
dependent on the personality, rather than on uniform rules.
The specific circumstances of post-communism, transition, and consolidation of democracy
traced divergent paths in Central and Eastern Europe. The hybrid institutional culture shaped
by the persistence of informal local constraints result in diverse and inconsistent performance,
strategic deficiencies, and delivery shortfalls.
The Principle of Partnership in Bulgaria
The process of EU accession is invariably linked to the issue of absorbing the resources
provided by the EU for development. The application of the partnership principle is an
integral part of the absorption of these funds. It underlies the functioning of the Structural
Funds and it has been formally introduced in 1988 with the EU regional policy reforms. The
partnership principle is one of the main principles for the functioning of the Structural Funds.
It has been introduced with the regional policy reforms of 1988, and the 1999 reforms made it
fundamental for the implementation of EU regional and cohesion policies. In 1993 the
principle has been introduced as an integral element in the planning and programming of the
Funds and it plays a major role in the application of the Structural Funds. Article 4 of the
9

1988 Framework Regulation (Council Regulation (EEC) No 2052/88) defined ‘partnership’ as
follows:
‘close consultations between the Commission, the Member State concerned and the competent
authorities designated by the latter at national, regional, local or other level.’
With the regional policy reforms of 1993 (Council Regulation (EEC) No 2083/93), the
definition was developed further to include: ‘the economic and social partners, designated by
the Member States.’ Partnership takes the form of ‘as wide as possible consultation of all the
relevant bodies, “the regional and local authorities, the other competent authorities,
including those responsible for the environment and for the promotion of equality between
men

and

women,

the

economic

and

social

partners”’

(http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/vm20002006/chap2_en.htmbased

on

CouncilRegulation (EC) No 1260/1999)
Along the vertical axis of the principle, all partnerships should include representatives of the
European Commission and the Member State All other competent authorities and bodies are
included along the horizontal axis. The Member State is able to determine which stakeholders
are to be involved to determine the roles of economic and social partners.
As a principle of involvement and consultation on the objectives and priorities of the
Structural Funds, the partnership principle aims at:
1. Better planning, development of an overall action and implementation strategy
2. Better implementation with the objective of ensuring coordinated action
3. Increasing the capacity for regional and local development; better targeting of
programme objectives and considering the needs at all levels
To this end, the application of this principle has the following functions:
1. Programme planning/drafting
2. Programme management, implementation and monitoring
3. Programme evaluation.
The last amendments concerning the partnership principle are contained in Article 11 of
Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006. Its provisions are as follows:
‘...Each Member State shall organise, where appropriate and in accordance with current
national rules and practices, a partnership with authorities and bodies such as:
(a) the competent regional, local, urban and other public authorities;
10

(b) the economic and social partners;
(c) any other appropriate body representing civil society, environmental partners, nongovernmental organisations, and bodies responsible for promoting equality between men and
women.
Each Member State shall designate the most representative partners at national,
regional and local level and in the economic, social, environmental or other spheres
(hereinafter referred to as partners), in accordance with national rules and practices, taking
account of the need to promote equality between men and women and sustainable
development through the integration of environmental protection and improvement
requirements.
2. [...]The partnership shall cover the preparation, implementation, monitoring and
evaluation of operational programmes. Member States shall involve, where appropriate, each
of the relevant partners, and particularly the regions, in the different stages of programming
within the time limit set for each stage.’
The application of the partnership principle, namely the involvement of a wide range of
different stakeholders in the programming and identification of the Structural Funds priorities
ensures that the needs of target groups are taken into account and that this public resource
allocated from EU's development budget is used effectively. The effective application of these
principles in the work of the Structural Funds can actually incorporate the target groups' needs
and allow for “bottom-up” prioritisation when strategic documents and objectives of the
operational programmes are being planned in order to achieve economic and social
convergence, as well as competitiveness, by employing this type of intervention.
In a study conducted by the European Commission5, the successful application of the
partnership principle ensures the achievement of the objectives set in the programming
documents. The main conclusions could be summarised as follows:
•

Partnership is an integral part of all stages in the programming of the Structural Funds

•

Partnership boosts programme efficacy and effectiveness by improving the quality of
the decisions made

•

The involvement of partners at the separate stages of the programming cycle is
different; their role is greater at the stage of planning and project selection; their role
in the specific operational tasks is varied; their role with regard to the monitoring and
evaluation is more limited

5
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•

The extending and consolidation of partnership results in: greater effectiveness of
programme development and monitoring; more effective project selection;
transparency of the decisions and the decision-making processes; greater engagement
in and fostering of the programme results; development of institutional capacity at
various sectoral and territorial levels

•

The extending of partnership through the inclusion of NGOs and municipalities boosts
programme effectiveness

•

Partnership contributes to the development of project selection criteria and this role is
more important than the inclusion in the project selection process itself.

Bulgaria does not have a long tradition in the field of strategic planning and programming as
specified in the EU policy-making. The idea of domestic adaptation to European rules and
approach to strategic planning as well new institutional models is oriented towards
bureaucratization in the good sense of the word – impersonal decision-making based on
formal and transparent rules, beyond the arbitrary will of a certain official or empowered
person. Thus the European system is oriented towards effectiveness – the money is given for
certain activities, not to certain people (Kabakchieva 2007). The long tradition of communist
planning (Dimitrov 2004) substantially differs from the process of planning and programming
within the EU. The communist planning depends on the discretion of power of the leading
party focused on the extensive development; lack of a management cycle and efficiency
indicators; hierarchial sequence of decision-making with directives from the party state with
no horizontal linkages and delegated responsibilities. This coupled with the identified
institutional deficiencies of the post-communist state above raise the issue of capacity and
efficiency of the process. Therefore the application of partnership is a by-product of this pathdependent process and has implications on the preparation for participation in the Structural
Funds and EU regional policy (UNDP 2006). The application of the partnership principle was
regulated by the Regional Development Act of 1999 and was amended by the new act of
2004; at the same time special institutional structures, the district and regional development
councils, were established. At the initial stages of Bulgaria's preparation to participate in the
EU cohesion policy and to absorb EU funds (1998-1999), the application of the partnership
principle was more of an exception; the National Agricultural and Rural Development Plan
under SAPARD (1999-2000) is a case in point. At the later stages of the preparation for
accession and participation in the EU cohesion policy, the partnership principle was
incorporated in all relevant policy, legislative and guidance documents.
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For Bulgaria6 the EU Structural Funds are a source for social and economic development. The
main aspect underlying the policy planning and drafting process under the Operational
Programmes is the partnership principle. The regional development planning is regulated by
the Regional Development Act of 2004 as amended in February 2005. This Act lays down the
regional policy objectives and principles, the regions where it is to be implemented, the types
of planning documents and the requirements to their contents and the consistency between
them, the authorities responsible for the drafting, implementation and monitoring of the
planning documents. The Act provides for the drafting of planning documents at: national
level, National Regional Development Strategy; regional level (NUTS2), regional
development plans; district level (NUTS3), district development strategy and municipal
development plans. The formation of the fund management system for the 2007-2013
financial framework, as well as the overall programming process at national level and the
application of the partnership principle in this process were laid down the Strategy for
Bulgaria's Participation in the European Union Structural and Cohesion Funds7. In this regard,
a Coordination Council for the National Development Plan was established and the overall
responsibility for the coordination was placed with a Directorate with the Ministry of Finance
which was designated Managing Authority for the resources provided by EU Structural Funds
and the implementation of the National Strategic Reference Framework. The various activities
on the preparation and consultation of the National Development Plan 2007-2013 were
assigned to the Agency for Economic Analysis and Forecasting. The partnership principle is
applied in the drafting, implementation and management of strategic documents and
Operational Programmes for the period 2007-2013 concerning Bulgaria's participation in and
use of EU Structural Funds. Seven operational programmes (Competitiveness, Human
Resources Development, Regional Development, Transport, Environment and Technical
Assistance) and their respective Managing Authorities were determined.
The requirements for the application of the partnership principle were incorporated in the
methodological guidelines concerning the National Development Plan and the Operational
Programmes, the Working Group for each Operational Programme and the National Strategic
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Reference Framework8. Since 2005 public forums have been regularly held to form consensus
about the National Development Plan, the drafts of the National Strategic Reference
Framework 2007-2013; the texts of the Operational Programmes were also drafted in
application of the partnership principle, which was stated as one of the commitments in the
texts of the strategic documents.
Each country applies its specific approach to determining the social and economic partners,
NGOs and business structures.
•

Government (administrative) partners:

1. Government institutions, ministries, and agencies
2. Regional and local authorities, representative of municipalities
•

Social and economic partners

3. Social and economic partners representative for the country (i.e. trade unions,
employer and industrial organisations)
4. Non-governmental organisations representing important interest groups: equal
opportunities; civil society; environmental protection; international movements; technology
and innovation centres; professional associations and organisations, etc.
5. Research and education groups: rector's councils; the Academy of Sciences; leading
universities; vocational training organisations; secondary education organisations; leading
research institutions or their associations, etc.
6. The business: business associations and affiliates, leading companies operating in
the country.
The identification and inclusion of partners is an important step in the preparation of planning
and programming. According to the methodological framework, the inclusion of partners
covers: partner identification; information and training of target partners; inclusion in
Operational Programmes Working Groups of all those who are willing to. The criteria and
mechanisms for partner identification and inclusion are laid down in a special partnership
manual.9 The section on partner selection specifies the selection criteria. The group of
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government authorities and regional and municipal representatives, as well as industrial
organisations and trade unions, were easily indentified, because of their high profile and their
participation in other forms pursuant to the Labour Code, the National Tripartite Council, etc.
The other participants in the process were identified using certain criteria approved by the
National Development Plan Working Group according to: representativeness; scope of
interests; balanced distribution of interest groups: equal opportunities; civil society;
environmental

protection;

international

movements;

professional

associations

and

organisations; technology and innovation centres; balanced representation of social and
economic partners. The group of NGOs falls within this category, i.e. the subject of
unspecified and over-generalised selection approach. Due to their high profile the first groups
were automatically included in the consultation and programming process, whereas the rest
were subject to selection criteria which were not sufficiently detailed against the backdrop of
no uniform mechanism for coordinating the interactions.
The actual selection of participating NGOs was left to the National Development Plan
Working Group. This Working Group was responsible for monitoring and coordinating the
drafting of the Operational Programmes and included representatives of the Ministry of
Finance (EU Funds Management Directorate), the Agency for Economic Analysis and
Forecasting (AEAF), the relevant ministries and social and economic partners mandated by
organisations, a total of 25. The Operational Programmes Working Groups were entrusted
with the development of the relevant programme objectives and priorities. Their membership
was similar, 25 people representing the leading ministries, AEAF, EU Funds Management
Directorate and the social and economic partners. The relevant Working Groups were
established with an order of the respective Minister, who was also responsible for appointing
the social partners as well. Depending on the work of each Group, sub-groups under the
specific programme priority axes could be established further. Meetings under the separate
axes were held and the respective Operational Programme was drafted; these Working Groups
later served as the basis for the Working Sub-groups with the Monitoring Committees.
The process of planning and programming medium-term strategic documents as directed by
EU is somewhat of a challenge for Bulgaria. This approach is being used for the first time and
it adheres to the requirements of EU legislation on regional and cohesion policies. The
application of the partnership principle in the drafting of these documents is mandatory and
the European Commission has placed a specific focus on the manner of its implementation.
However, the application of the partnership principle turns out to be more effective between
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the various central authorities, unlike where local authorities, regional stakeholders or social
and economic partners, and NGOs participate. In its greater part NGO participation is due to
the NGOs' activity, coalitioning and organisation of representation. The mechanisms for the
appointment of NGO representatives were not clearly laid down despite the available criteria
and this creates the impression of lack of transparency and parity between the stakeholders.
The real opportunities for NGO participation remain insufficiently detailed to ensure
representativeness and effectiveness of the participation. The manner in which the decision
about the participation of certain organisations was made depended on the decision of the
respective Working Groups which were the structure having the last say on how the
participant selection criteria were to be applied. The lack of transparent and uniform
mechanism raises the question about certain arbitrariness in determining the manner of NGO
participation and the insufficient development of the partnership mechanism.
The discussions within the state-funded Economic and Social Council (ESC), a ‘consultative
body expressing the will of civil society structures with regard to economic and social
development’, established in 2002 and including representatives of employers, workers and
other organisations, are considered and example of the application of the partnership
principle.
According to Balkan Assist's study (2005), at central level the government seems to be
communicating most often with the so called social partners (trade unions and employers)
which the majority of civil society organisations consider to be part of the tripartite statusquo. It is arguable to what extent this represents actual application of the partnership
principle, because the civil society organisations themselves have doubts about the legitimacy
and representativeness of the above consultation forums, as well as about the presence of
these organisations (Bulgarian Center for Non-profit Law 2009). It is considered that in many
of the abovementioned formats for the application of the partnership principle in the
discussion of certain regional policy priorities no “authentic” third sector representatives take
part, but rather organisations which are opportunistically or practically tied to the government.
The willingness to work with NGOs in the planning and programming process varies in the
different government structures. This illustrates the lack of a uniform mechanism whereby
this could happen and also places NGOs in a position of dependency on the “good will” of
certain administrative structures to apply the partnership principle. Thus NGOs have to exert
additional pressure to get included. Even though the legislative and institutional preconditions
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are there, the application of partnership in the planning of regional and local development and
the programming of structural funds is weak and, to a great extent, perfunctory. A great deal
of criticism is aimed at the more general dialogue between the authorities and the nongovernmental sector, mostly with regard to the inclusion mechanism (selection of
representatives), the efficacy of procedures, the impact on decision-making and the process
transparency. The main deficiencies lie in the interactions between the administration and the
social and economic partners, namely the lack of clear selection procedures, the privileged
access of certain organisations, the restrictive approach to partner selection, and all this affects
the work in the relevant Working Groups and the engagement of civil society organisations in
the process.
Data from the Civil Society Index for Bulgaria 2008-201010 shows a low level of inclusion of
civil society organisations11 into various forms of participation in the Structural Funds
planning and management. Only 6.4% of organisations reported to have participated in an
Operational Programme Monitoring Committee; 7% participation was reported also for the
drafting of the National Strategic Reference Framework; 9%, for the objectives of the
Operational Programmes; around 11.6%, for the National Development Plan. The positive
trend is the growing percentage for the municipal development plans and the district
strategies, but the question is whether the coordination and coherence of planning are
effective in incorporating the objectives of the specific municipal plans and regional strategies
into the overall strategic network.

10

Civil Society Index for Bulgaria 2008-2010, conducted by Open Society Institute – Sofia, upcoming
publication
11
This study covers also the most active civil society organisations, which means that even they are excluded
from the process
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Figure 1 NGO participation in programming of EU funds in Bulgaria12
Has your organisation taken part in programming any of the following EU funds or preaccession programmes strategic documents
0%

20%

40%

60%

40.3%

Municipal development plan
18.4%

81.6%

Regional development plan

17.7%

82.3%

11.6%

100%

59.7%

Disctrict development strategy

National Development plan

80%

88.4%

National Operational programmes prioties

9.0%

91.0%

National Strategic Reference Framework

7.0%

93.0%

Programmig the pre-accession programmes (PHARE,
3.4%
ISPA, SAPARD)

96.6%

YES

NO

For the Structural Funds to achieve positive results, capacity for the performance of a
complex process of programming, management, implementation, monitoring and evaluation
is required. The creation of such mechanism for the absorption of the Structural Funds will
depend on the capacity of the individual actors involved in the process. The problem with the
previous planning stage is that it took place mainly at the central government administration
level without coordination between the separate levels, local government and municipal
administration, and without actually incorporating the target groups' needs into the specific
Operational Programmes. The drafting of the National Strategic Reference Framework and
the Operational Programmes only formally included the partners in the process. The lack of
experience and preparedness, as well as actual capacity for programming and effective
managements, and the fictitious stakeholder participation predetermine the low levels of
absorption and the problematic use of the resources under the Structural Funds in Bulgaria.
Based on the semi-structured in-depth interviews with 11 NGOs and experts from the
executive on political and administrative levels regarding the application of the partnership
principle and the programming of the EU cohesion and structural funds in Bulgaria,
conducted within a project of Open Society Institute – Sofia (Analysis and Assessment of the

12

Data from the Civil Society Index 2008-2010, conducted by the Open Society Institute – Sofia in FebruaryApril 2008, organisational survey amidst 156 organisations
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Application of the Partnership Principle in the programming of the EU funds in Bulgaria for
the 2007-2013 period) the following conclusions could be drawn:
•

The available good practices in the programming for 2007-2013 appear to be
ad hoc initiatives or the results of the serious commitment of certain civil
society organisations to take part in the process

•

Imitation and certain arbitrariness of the application of the partnership
principle

•

No uniform and even access to the consultation process to the various NGOs;
no clear-cut selection mechanism for the NGOs; Inability to identify the
respective NGOs due to their lack of capacity, low organisation and
representation issues; Various rules in individual ministries in appointing or
selecting the organizations

“It appears that there is strict regulation of the socio-economic partners and they
are granted the right of vote. On the other hand, NGOs are only consulted and
they can’t really influence the decisions. That is during the process of
programming and now. Even in the legal framework about the Monitoring
Commitees – all the institutions, agencies and the respective professional
organisations and trade unions…then only 4-5 NGOs.”
“NGOs took part largely on voluntary basis. If we take the nationally represented
organisations that have been defined by law, they are automatically in. The other
group, i.e. the NGOs, is more difficult (to define)…”
“The mechanism (of selecting NGOs in the working groups during programming)
is different for the different Operational Programme (OP). The individual
Operational Progammes teams define the potential beneficients and who
represents them and invite them to the Monitoring Committee. If an organisation
sees it was omitted from the process and considers itself representative, it can take
initiative to be included. Each OP has its own arrangement how to invite the
partnes in programming and in the Monitoring Committee.”
•

Lack of sustainable communication between the government and the socioeconomic partners

• There is no clear mechanism of co-operation in the planning process,; the
possibilities for participation of NGOs do not represent a sufficiently regulated
and transparent selection mechanism. The organisations are left to organise
themselves on their own. In the majority of cases, NGO representatives have
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only advisory powers in the Monitoring Committees of the different
Operational Programmes
“All the others organisations and interest groups we had to look for a way to
involve them – for example the regional and local associations, the professional
organizations, the business associations, the environmental organisations…And it
occurred that the state do not have such a mechanism that allows us to find such
organizations and make a selection”
• No proper feedback
•

‘Encapsulation of the system and unwillingness for change’

•

Centralization of decision-making and lack of sustainable horizontal
coordination between the responsible bodies

•

Lack of uniform approach to policy making in the country; ministries are
unpredictable as each has its pace of work

“Especially after 1990, we (in the ministries) do not know how to draft a strategic
document….There are no clear-cut and uniform guidelines…A document is being
drafted without any harmonization with other acts as there are no such
practices…We do not have the idea of strategic planning….”
“There is a lack of uniform approach to policy making. There should be a law for
strategic planning with overall uniform rules – period of programming,
description of the process, framework of coordinaton. Otherwise, each ministry
has its own pace of policy making and programming its agenda. There are
numerous strategies and programmes in each ministry, but no co-ordinated
policies in one sector”
• Lack of proper preparation and training
“Lack of experience and preliminary preparation. Unprepared – the state
administration, which has the leading role and responsibility in the process (of
programming), as well as the organisations themselves to participate effectively
and qualitatively in the process”
•

Low administrative and absorption capacity

“Now, when we have the opportunity to lay ourselves open, one can actually see
how bad the administration is. There is money, but let us see what we are doing.
There are objectives, but are being pursued in a perfunctory manner. Nobody
cares what the quality and the real impact of this aid is.”
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• Lack of knowledge and understanding of the process of programming
“It is important in policy formation in the sector, all stakeholders to be involved
and the other important thing is the quality of representation…for example social
partners, potential beneficients are passive, do not dare to speak their opinions
and do not communicate well with the real organizations, people and
representatives from the NGOs.”
• Doubts over issues of transparency and accountability of the EU funds
management
•

The administration seems to fulfil commitments to EU rather than realise the
actual utility of the process in determining the strategic priorities for financing

•

The number of institution representatives greatly exceeds the number of NGO
representatives in the process of drafting, implementation and EU resources
management and this has direct effect on the decisions made

•

Doubts of corruption, over-centralisation of the process, chaotic motion

“The lack of participation in this process (of progamming) is conditioned by the
chaotic and unclear approach of civic participation in public policy making per se.
There are no clear forms and tools or uncontested leaders in the civic sector who
can attract the trust of other organizations.”
The process of programming calls for serious domestic transformation in member states,
especially in countries with post-communist institutional pathways. It requires serious
administrative and strategic planning capacity and experience habutualised as public policy
making. The analysis above identifies some of the deficiencies that shape the main challenges
in programming, application of the principle of partnership and how they refer to public
policy making. A precondition for the member state to efficiently program and manage the
EU cohesion and structural funds is to have already domesticated the changes and
habitualised the major stages of strategic planning and budgeting and to have sustained
democratic changes.
Implications for the Civil Society Development in Bulgaria13
The strength of civil society can be evidenced by an increase in potential partnerships between
citizens and NGOs, as well as between the NGOs and the government. As a result, a major
achievement would be a continuous dialogue with local, national and European actors, by which
13

Citizen Actions without Engagement, Civil Society Index for Bulgaria 2008-2010, conducted by Open Society
Institute – Sofia, upcoming publishing
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civil society strengthens its status in decision-making as a fully-fledged partner in governance.
Civil society’s participation in decision-making has the following benefits: it improves the quality
of decisions made by institutions; the decisions made include various viewpoints (BCNL 2009)
and citizens are more likely to take into account and abide by the decisions made, since they have
taken part in their formulation. This dimension seeks to address questions related to the
challenges and trends in this area. In Bulgaria, however, the level of impact is still obstructed by
the lack of clear-cut NGOs-government framework, which allows for relative arbitrariness
(BCNL 2009).
The implementation of the principle of partnership in Bulgaria illustrates the main defficiences in
civil society development and the limited abilities to streamline uniform public consultations as a
component of routinized public policy making. As stated above, there is no coherence in the
logic of application of the partnership principle and there are no clear-cut mechanisms for
identifying the partners; NGOs are not equally represented at the designated forums. This
suggests that there exist specific limitations to NGOs, influencing the programming process. The
cases of arbitrariness in the administrative structures hinder the applicability of the partnership
principle. This conclusion has implications for the overall possibilities for NGOs to exert impact
on decision- and policy-making.
In addition the limited impact on policy-making by NGOs is coupled with deficiencies in the
development of the civil society in Bulgaria after EU accession. The management of EU
funds is subject to critiques. Approximately 40% of civil society respondents14 identified
dependency on government structures as the most serious cause of irregularities, including
NGOs participation in corruption. Misappropriations were also cited as a problem for
corruption by 39.3% of respondents while 37.6% cited unlawful absorption of resources and
23.9% cited deficiencies in procedures pursuant to the Public Procurement Act. These
responses underscore the problems in the environment in which civil society organisations
operate, as well as the main deficits in the implementation of EU-funded projects. The reasons
for irregularities stem primarily from the funding opportunities and the ways public resources
are allocated to NGOs. According to a CSD report,15 in Bulgaria, after its accession to the EU,
one of the main issues was: “Concentrating European funds and programmes into the hands of
the administration,” which resulted in corruption risks. Further, the report stated that these
reforms led to “suppressing critical (and constructive) anticorruption initiatives, which have
14
15

Organisational survey of the Civil Society Index, conducted by Open Society Institute – Sofia 2009
Crime Without Punishment, CSD
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been replaced by PR and media campaigns and the formation of NGO ‘loops’ set up by highlevel civil servants and politicians for the sole purpose of misappropriating EU funds.”
Very often these organisations rely on personal contacts with local government officials in
order to succeed in being included in partnership initiatives. Researcher Vyara Gancheva also
finds strong affiliations between NGOs and certain political parties (European perspectives of
civic participation, 2008).
These issues are multiplied across various EU programmes and determine the low levels of
absorption of the allocated funds and failure to effectively utilise resources.16 The
monopolisation of the process by the structures of the executive branch in Bulgaria served as
a barrier to key NGO players in society participating in both programming and
implementation, and assured ambiguous results. The created management scheme in the preaccession process gave the appearance of supporting civil society development while in
reality providing revenues for certain political circles.17 Unfortunately this model was
replicated with the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund in Bulgaria after accession
(Hristova 2010).
The lack of clear procedures about and transparency of the Managing Authorities’ activities
makes the Operational Programmes vulnerable to suspicions about irregularities. The
suspicions and isolated cases of unlawful practices serve to confirm a public image of the
foundation/NGO as an entity for receiving funds without any actual results.
Instead of a Conclusion
An important prerequisite for the preparation for successful resource absorption is the
application of the partnership principle at the various stages: planning; management;
implementation; monitoring; and evaluation. The Structural Funds are a public resource
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http://www.parliament.bg/?page=news&lng=bg&SType=show&id=1964
“There has been abuse of NGO status, using the legitimate façade for less than transparent
operations.InBulgaria, there are quite close connections between high-ranking public servants, politicians or the
partners of politicians, and the NGO sector. While it is possible to see advantages for the sector and for
individual organisations stemming from the involvement of well connected people, there is also a risk that such
practices impinge on the integrity of the sector and create an atmosphere which questions the transparency of the
decision- making process, thereby implying that decisions are pre-determined or that funding is only available to
those with strong political connections; this seems to be clearly the case in Bulgaria. The situation is reported to
be particularly serious in Bulgaria where the practice of multiple registrations of NGOs by the same person or
group of people using the same address has been commonplace. EU funding to the sector has thus had the
negative consequence of attracting people who have no intention of actually functioning as an NGO, but who
regard the funding as a lucrative source of revenue,” Ex post evaluation of the contribution of the 2000-2002
Access and civil society development programmes.
17
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earmarked for development and are the main financial tools of the EU cohesion policy.
According to the most recent data published by the European Commission, Bulgaria has one
of the lowest level of EU funds absorption as compared to the other EU Member States
equaling to 10% in 2010.18 This clearly indicates that Bulgaria does not manage to make
effective use of the resources allocated to it under the Structural Funds. The inability to
generate public results remains one of the major problems in the public policy implementation
in this country, which is a target for constant criticism on the part of the European
Commission. The EU regional policy aims to promote social and economic convergence
between the countries and regions in EU. It is an expression of social solidarity between the
Member States and is funded with resources from the Community budget. In the current
economic and financial crisis the skills to effectively use the resources under the Structural
Funds are ever more necessary.
Deficiencies in the application of the principle of partnership in the programming of the EU
funds in Bulgaria are indicative for the gaps in public policy making in the country. The
efficiency of the principle of partnership depends on the existence of clear-cut transperant
mechanisms for coordination and implementation. The paper illustrated that the attempt to
formally impose this principle led to hesitant outcomes. The entry of all stakeholders was
somewhat obstructed; the enforcement of certain rules was subjected to the “good will” of the
administration; the policy-making process has proven chaotic, disorganised and centralised.
The principle of partnership has been proclaimed as an instrument to ensure inclusion of the
interested stakeholders in the process of programming, implementing, monitoring and
evaluating of the Structural and Cohesion funds. In Bulgaria, however, the contextual
background has proven unfavourable. The identified deficiencies speak of a lack of routinized
predictable policy-making process, which lead to obstruction of the process of domestic
adaptation and transformation.

18

http://www.parliament.bg/en/parliamentarycommittees/members/240/documents
Presentation of the Annual Report on the Absorption of EU Funds in the Republic of Bulgaria for 2010
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