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Background and context
[image: ]Regional Work Plans (RWP) have already been followed-up and discussed in STECF (STECF-18-18, STECF-19-18, STECF-20-18). In 2021 (STECF-21-17), one of the main suggestions was to focus on official RWPs 2025-2027 to be approved by the end of 2023. The two grant projects (Fishn’Co and Streamline) in charge of developing RWPs took up the challenge and, at the end of their term (March 2023), passed on their RWP production and outcomes to the pan-regional Inter Sessional Sub group of the RCGs on Developing RWP (ISSG/RWP). The ISSG/RWP reviewed the proposed RWPs before initiating, with the help of RCG chairs, a large consultation to National Correspondents (NC) with the purpose of informing them on the contents of the RWPs and seeking for their feedback. The flow chart on the right summarises the steps taken.
In May 2023, the ISSG/RWP worked out the NC feedbacks to present adapted RWPs to the RCG Technical meetings (TM), which in return proposed amendments and suggestions for changes. ISSG/RWP stepped in again to adapt these changes and initiate a last round of consultation during the summer on the would-be final version. In September 2023, the ISSG/RWP considered all NC feedbacks in a revised final version approved by the NC Decision meeting (28 September 2023). 
The story line in 2023 (above and figure) demonstrates the importance given to the development of RWPs by all parties involved (experts in almost all RCG/ISSGs, RCG participants and NCs). This large communication also guarantees the full understanding of the concepts and contents of the RWPs. 
More details on the background, strategy for implementation and organisational aspects are given in the Fishn’Co final report[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  (2023) Fishn'Co. Strengthening EU-MAP data collection by developing Regional Work Plans for the Regional Coordination Groups (RCG) NANS&EA, Baltic and Large Pelagics, and Economics Issues. Final report. https://www.fisheries-rcg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/FishnCo-Final-Publishable-Report.pdf] 

In preparation for the RCG TM 2023, the ISSG/RWP communicated to all relevant teams (other ISSGs) working on RWP suggesting a common structure of the textboxes, as follows: 
· Clear preamble in section 1, 
· Strategic thinking in Textbox 1A, 
· Tools and services in Textbox 1B, 
· Follow-up of ISSG/RWP guidelines for filling the other technical Textboxes:
· Naming of the ISSG proposing agreements
· Short description of the activities
· Short description (optional) on what is under discussion at the moment and has not reached agreement
· Clear highlight on Agreements and Commitments by MS
This structure was agreed and followed up in the finalisation of the RWP for NANSEA.
Lessons learned
From the Fishn’Co and Streamline projects and throughout the discussions in the ISSG/RWP, it was a consistent pattern to see how difficult the communication was about the expectations on the content of the RWPs (format and substance). This may be explained by the variety of coordination types, depending on the thematic and the related needs, combined with the novelty of the RWP concept. The risk of these difficulties becoming impossible hurdles for the experts to draft clearly their agreements and commitments was high.  The double consultation with all NCs, added with the one done during the Fishn’Co project, the workshops of the project especially the last one in Vigo (2022), the ISSG/RWP meetings and the major focus given to RWP by the RCG TM 2023, all were about expressing clearly the contents and expectations on the development of the RWP 2025-2027 and eventually helped levelling the ground for everyone involved. The work on consistencies initiated in Fishn'Co with the RCG Infographics needs to be continuously improved and maintained in time. 
Although there are still some bits and pieces under development (following section) and a few expressions of agreements seemingly not ambitious enough, the RWP have proved to be a very efficient means to help ISSG expressing clearly their main activities and draft the agreements reached. It was important at this early stage of RWP to get everyone onboard and it is believed that the existence of the first real RWPs (2025-2027) together with RCG public webpages will lay the foundations for the future.
Roadmap to 2024
The RWPs 2025-2027 under review for STECF are all adopted by all EU/MS, with the objective as stated in STECF-21-17 to enable all countries to develop their NWP 2025-2027 during the year 2024 in conjunction of complement of the RWPs for the same period. This does not preclude the possibility to continue developing the pending elements noticed in the textbox 1A and other technical textboxes. Among others it is important to cite the further expectations on the development of
· Stomach sampling agreement in the Baltic (ISSG on stomach sampling)
· Stomach analysis and commissioning to other MSs (ISSG on stomach sampling)
· Species list to be included in national sampling plan for recreational fisheries, on top of the list already in the EU-MAP Regulation (ISSG on recreational fisheries)
· Species list to be used for prioritizing PETS to identify which are the main fisheries that should be sampled at regional level based on the needs of the main end-users (ISSG on PETS)
· Identification of high-risk fisheries for PETS (ISSG on PETS)
· Updating the statistics in the Table 2.1 on stock/species catches and relative EU shares (ISSG on RWP) based on 2023 data that will be submitted for the RCG NANSEA & Baltic data call in 2024
· In RWP Baltic Annex 1.1 removal of blank lines in the table with sampling scheme identifier
Adding to this list any unavoidable updates of tables and textboxes will be done until the RCG TM 2024, the question comes on the possibility to further update the adopted RWP 2025-2027. During the March 2022 NC meeting, DG-MARE proposed three timeline options for the adoption of the first formal RWP and the one requiring evaluation by STECF in October 2023 without adoption by the EU Commission was eventually retained. A functional scenario was proposed by Fishn’Co (final scenario in Fishn’Co Deliverable 3[footnoteRef:3]), which stipulates that  [3:  Fishn’Co Deliverable 3. Description of the agreed decision-making structure. https://datacollection.jrc.ec.europa.eu/documents/d/dcf/annex-03-deliverable-3-description-of-the-agreed-decision-making-structure- ] 

· (point 7). ‘Revision of the RWP taking into account comments by the STECF/Commission during the period November 2023 – March 2024. The ISSG of RWP will revise/update the RWP 2025-2027 and submit the new final draft to the RCG and NC’s for comment and for informing all MS on the final content of the RWP in order to include the relevant parts of the RWP in the National Work Plan for 2025-2027’.
· (point 8). ‘Agreement of the final RWP made at the NC decision meeting September 2024.’
It is added that ‘When the final agreement on the RWP is made, it is submitted to the Commission. MSs will have time until October 2024 to implement the relevant parts from the RWP to their NWP. A communication channel between ISSG, RCGs, NCs and the COM could be established through a Q&A excel file for possible queries’.
During the last ISSG/RWP meeting, it was stressed that the final version of RWP 2025-2027 should not await the 2024 Decision Meeting (September 2024). The ISSG suggested to distinguish two dates for updating the RWPs:
· March 2024 (as in point 7 above) for elements having a strong link with the development of NWP 2025-2027;
· September 2024 (as in point 8 above) for all other elements aimed at clarifying issues or improving consistency and readability of the RWPs without altering the NWP proposals; 
The discussion in STECF is expected to clarify the deadlines for updating major and minor elements of the RWP 2025-2027 and the need for a resubmission to STECF in 2024. A process for updating and revising the parts in RWP 2025-2027 during the interim years, needs to be set up and clarified. The first update might be planned for 2025 and to be approved by NCs at the decision meeting in September 2025 before the start of 2026.
Revision of the Rules of procedures for RWP
One of the Fishn’Co objectives was to revise and adapt the RCG Rules of Procedure according to the decision-making structure for the adoption of RWPs. In addition, an exercise, compiling Baltic and NANSEA RoP to check what is aligned and what is not was conducted. The final version of RoP for RCGs for Baltic and NANSEA are publicly available[footnoteRef:4] and all other RCGs were requested to compare their RoPs with the RoP provided and if discrepancies are observed in the "Decision-making on a draft regional work plan", amendments should be made in order to be reached the goal to have one version of RoP for all RCGs with the focus on the decision process.  [4:  Rules of Procedure for Regional Coordination Groups for: Baltic Sea, North Atlantic, North Sea & Eastern Arctic. https://www.fisheries-rcg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/RoPs_210903_RCG-NANSEA_RCG-Baltic_210920.pdf ] 

During the last ISSG/RWP, it was recommended to review the RCG RoPs (especially the section 6 on Decision-making on a draft regional work plan), together with the formalisation of the RWPs 2025-2027 so that the adoption of the RWPs 2025-2027 is supported by clear instructions in the RCG RoPs.
MS input on guidelines 
In the latest consultation with MS some feedback was received on the guidelines[footnoteRef:5] which is relevant to share with STECF. Following unfiltered comments were received: [5:  Commission Implementing Decision (EU) 2022/39 of 12 January 2022 laying down rules on the format and timetables for the submission of national work plans and annual reports on data collection in the fisheries and aquaculture sectors, and repealing Implementing Decisions (EU) 2016/1701 and (EU) 2018/1283] 

Table 2.6 ‘Implementation year’ (column B): is it on purpose that only the years in which a survey will take place are listed in the table? E.g. MEGS only in 2025. The NWP guidance is ambiguous: “Indicate the year in which the activity will be implemented. Enter one row per implementation year and include all years from the work plan period.” As this can be read either as that all years should be entered for each survey or that all years should be entered and it should be marked if a survey will take place in that year. 
Table 2.6 ‘Areas covered’ (column L): what should be entered in the RWP? The over-all area coverage for the international survey, or the national coverage for the specific MS? If the latter, why is the information in the RWP?
Table 2.6 ‘Time period’ (column M): what should be entered in the RWP? The over-all temporal coverage for the international survey, or the national coverage for the specific MS? If the latter, why is the information in the RWP? 
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