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Introduction

Good morning, Ladies and Gentlemen, and welcome to this plenary session where we are to discuss the feedback and synthesis of the work you all did in the eight thematic workshops on evaluation yesterday. We are all looking forward to the presentations by the rapporteurs. I would now like to say a few words to launch this plenary session.   

Increased importance of evaluation

Over the years, we have seen the role of evaluation strengthened at EU level and in our member states. Evaluation is now widely recognised as a crucial component of policy development but we should be clear what exactly we mean by evaluation. 

Evaluation should be distinguished from simple monitoring, which is also necessary, as it enables us to monitor progress continuously and to maintain an early warning system to prevent problems.   

Evaluation should moreover be distinguished from research, which enables us to understand the complexities of our society and the challenges that we are facing. 

Instead, evaluation is a tool which enables us to focus our actions better, improve the quality of our policies and assess their impact. Evaluation, however, requires appropriate monitoring systems, relies on high quality analytical research and must be underpinned with well-defined indicators, which in turn require reliable and up-to-date statistics. Indicators and targets are essential to tell us what results are being achieved but evaluation is needed to give us the full picture - to look at why these results are being achieved, to look at what works and what doesn't work and to consider the net impact and added value of our programmes. 

All this sounds perhaps self evident to you who attend this conference with an intimate insight and expertise on evaluation.  But I can assure you that it is not self evident to many decision makers, even those who attend the council meetings and who should be able to use evaluation to guide European or national policies. Confusion reigns, for example, on the distinction between indicators and statistics, or evaluation and monitoring.  So we, indeed, have an important task to provide advocacy, clarification and transparency in order to make evaluation an integrated policy tool, effective and well understood.

Even more importantly, evaluation is not only a one-off action which we do for the sake of doing it at the end of a programme. Evaluation activity should be continuously present throughout the policy cycle from the conception, through the implementation, to the impact assessment. 

This is why evaluation itself is broken down into ex-ante, mid-term and ex-post. All of these components are equally important, and inter-linked, while having distinct purposes. 

In some countries, it has been the Structural Funds, which have actually provided the vehicle to increase the extent to which evaluation is being used in developing social policy. Some experts even consider it as one of the success stories of the Structural Funds. 

Despite the stronger role that evaluation now plays, we still have to face the challenge of progressing in the way we carry out evaluation and to continually seek to improve the quality and methodology of the work that we do. Evaluation must continue to deliver good quality results. One of the positive benefits of this type of conference is that it can help us to achieve this aim. If evaluations are to be used to play an effective role in policy development, they must be of the highest quality, they must produce timely results,  and they must produce results that are relevant and answer the questions that policy makers are interested in. This remains a challenge for us all.

We can address evaluation in many various ways in order to make progress.  We can address it in terms of timing (ex ante, ex post). We can focus on the level (policy, programme or project). We can look at the scope (macro, mezzo or micro).  We can choose specific sectors (environment, employment).  We can look at financial, economic or social dimensions.  We can improve the brilliance of indicators and methodologies.  We can examine short or long term impacts. We can have a top-down (policy maker) or bottom up (end user) perspective. This is what we have covered at this conference. Covering so much ground in two days may seem bewildering.  But if we organise all this multitude around the 5 key questions as suggested in the Irish Case presented at this conference:  "Rationale, relevance, effectiveness, efficiency and impact", we can provide a focus and meaning to evaluation.  And if we moreover focus our thinking on the essential question in the South Yorkshire paper, namely "how evaluations inform decision making is critical to their relevance and utility", then we can provide a direction to the improvement of the quality of evaluation.

European Employment Strategy & Lisbon process

The development of the European Employment Strategy and the principles set out at Lisbon have increased the demand for and the importance of evaluation in employment policy, but, perhaps more importantly, they have increased the need to make the linkage between different levels of evaluation. Evaluations of Structural Funds and evaluations of national policies must inform the overall picture we are building at EU-level, of the outcomes of community strategies.

Our experience in this field is very telling. The impact of the European Employment Strategy was evaluated in 2002 after five years of implementation. It is important to consider that many ESF evaluators were involved in that process and that ESF evaluations were actually used for this purpose. Currently one of the challenges of the mid-term and ex-post evaluations of ESF is to assess the contribution of the Structural Funds to the European Employment Strategy and more widely to the Lisbon Strategy which underpins the development of the EU Social Model.

The European Employment Strategy established a set of common objectives and targets for employment policy at EU-level. It introduced a rolling programme of annual planning, monitoring, examination and re-adjustment of policies. In EU-jargon this is referred to as the 'Open Method of Co-ordination'. 

The open method of co-ordination is not only relevant in the employment field. It is also being used in implementing the strategy for social inclusion and in other areas, such as Research and Development, Innovation or education in the context of the Lisbon strategy

Evaluation in the Accession Countries

I would like to finish by saying a few words specifically to the participants from the Accession Countries. 

It is important that you use the opportunity of this conference to learn from the experience of the current member states and that you make full use of the 2004-2006 period to build and develop your capacity to carry out evaluation. 

When you are developing your monitoring systems try to ensure that one system meets a number of different needs – it is inefficient to develop a number of different parallel systems. For example, in the field of employment, systems need to be set up to take account of the need to look at links with the European Employment Strategy as well as to meet the requirements of the structural funds. The monitoring system must take account of needs at all levels. A good system will provide useful information to those delivering the programmes, as well as useful information for policy making at the local, regional and national levels. 

You are currently undertaking an ex-ante evaluation of 2004-2006 programmes. Most of what has been discussed in this Conference concerns mid-term or ex-post evaluations. Although there is no legal requirement for you to produce a mid-term or final evaluation of your 2004-2006 programmes, it is still very important that you do carry out some further evaluation activity of your programmes. The Commission herself will have to organise the ex-post evaluation of all programmes funded during this period and these will be done on the basis of the evaluation results already available. Therefore, you must do some evaluation activity during the 2004-06 period.  

There are other important reasons why it is important to start to build your capacity for evaluation now: 

· Carrying out evaluation activity in the 2004-06 programming period will give essential information for the planning and negotiation of programmes for the next programming period in 2007-2013.

· Carrying out evaluation will help you to improve your programmes at an early stage. It will help to ensure that your programmes are efficient, effective and provide added value. This will contribute to the consolidation of democratic values and government accountability.

· Building your evaluation capacity now will make it much easier to carry out evaluation during the 2007-13 period when you will have to meet all the evaluation requirements set for the current member states. 

· Evaluation results will provide you with some good baseline data to track the impact of your programmes and to monitor trends over time.

Conclusion

As a contribution to the spread of practice, I am glad to announce that we have just opened the Evaluation website pages of the European Social Fund. We want to make the main documents concerning the evaluation of ESF programmes accessible on the web. But, we also want to make accessible the links to the national ESF evaluation pages so that the evaluation community and the programme stakeholders can have access to reports and methodological documents. 

After these introductors remarks, I will now open the floor for the reports on the feedback from the workshops held yesterday. 
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