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The process of legal harmonisation with the acquis in the Republic of Croatia started as of the day of signing the Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) with the EU in October 2001. Since then, a number of legal acts have already been passed by the Parliament or are still in the pipeline, in which different levels of harmonisation with the acquis took place depending on Croatian priorities and policies, on the one side, and obligations from the SAA, on the other. As the Croatian internal political goal is to become ready for full membership in the European Union by the year 2007, the importance of a successfully conducted harmonisation of legislation, without causing severe negative impacts on Croatian economy, is ever increasing. The process will additionally accelerate as Croatia applied for full membership in February 2003 and once the negotiations are opened in 2004, as hoped for. The achievements, Croatia has already made on its European path, build confidence in its capabilities to meet the self imposed target, but as the process advances it will require more and more carefully planned policies.

It has been repeated so many times that the harmonisation of legislation is not a goal per se, but it is an instrument that has to contribute to the overall development and progress of a country, combining national policies based on priorities, interests and capabilities with international obligations. Therefore, an instrument / process such as Regulatory Impact Assessment (RIA) is most valuable for shaping such policies which will reap most benefits. Of course, the value of RIA is not only tied to European integration process, but the quality of legislative procedure and legal acts as its outcomes, in which the European integration process has a strong catalytic role due to the speed and scope of induced changes. At the same time, introduction of RIA is closely connected with overall impact assessment activities in disseminating the idea of the importance and value of such activities in different fields. One of the most important area in which impact assessment will show its full strength is defining Croatian negotiating positions during negotiations for full membership of the EU.

At this moment, RIA is not part of the legislative procedure in Croatia. The only two instruments introduced in legislative procedure, regarding the harmonisation of legislation with the acquis, are of purely legal nature: the Compatibility Statement of draft legislation with the acquis and Tables of Concordance. At the same time, Article 132 of the Rules of Procedure of the Parliament provides for the basis for introducing RIA in Croatian legislative procedure. Namely, the article defines the elements of a Draft Act submitted to the Parliament and explicitly mentions evaluation of the current state, consequences of implementing an act and assessment of financial resources needed for implementation (usually limited to only rough assessments). These elements are only a part of RIA, but are something suitable to build upon. However, there are no guidelines or defined checklist for fulfilling these requirements, so the line ministries are left to act upon these obligations upon their own interpretations and will.

The importance of impact assessment was recognised by the Croatian Government already in 2000. Until now the public administration activities initiated and coordinated by the Ministry for European Integration included a methodological handbook for impact assessment, pilot impact assessment study of a single EU Directive and the Horizontal Impact Assessment which has just been concluded. These impact assessment activities have had a twofold role: firstly, building institutional capacity and, secondly, defining costs and sequencing of legal harmonisation in the European integration process. Due to the fact that the present institutional capacity in conducting impact assessment exercises in general is evidently not appropriate, the priority is to define the level of knowledge already existing within the public administration, to single out potential problematic areas, to define concrete needs for education and training, and to channel technical assistance projects targeted at specific needs. 

The Ministry for European Integration published a methodological handbook whose aim was to pass the knowledge on goals, principles and methods of impact assessment exercises to civil servants in general and in the light of approximation of legislation with the acquis, to inform decision makers of the need and value of conducting such exercises and to create a basis for implementation of acquis. The handbook describes various methods of impact assessment complemented by experiences collected in the candidate countries, which have been applying and improving impact assessment methods. It is emphasized that it is not possible to make unique methodology which would be adequate for carrying out impact assessment at all levels. The goal of the handbook is to provide an overview of different methods and approaches at disposal and to make possible for the participants of Croatian integration process to start implementing them independently.

Four approaches covered by the handbook were:
Horizontal impact assessment analysis of Community regulations used in the first phase of impact assessment, when there is a need for comprehensive estimate of potential positive and negative effects that emerge from the introduction of new regulations. Therefore, the most important goal of horizontal impact assessment is to find out which acquis regulations could potentially have strong negative impacts on particular economic and society segments, that is, which regulations should be the subject of more detailed (full) impact assessment in the next step.

Impact assessment of individual EU regulation implemented according to results of a horizontal impact assessment that separates the most questionable parts of legislation. That method is used for the estimation of costs and benefits for the economy in general, or its particular segments, that emerge from the changes caused by transposing or harmonising with a single EU regulation. On this level, a full in depth impact assessment is carried out for only one particular regulation that will produce strong negative impacts with the aim of finding out possible policy options for minimising them.

Sectoral impact assessment of Community regulation aimed at defining relevant factors whose change, caused by the EU integration process, will influence competitiveness of particular sector, industrial field or economy group. Results of such a study should be the basis for enactment of measures by which the business environment will improve and dialogue between the Government and private sector would be stimulated.

Impact assessment analysis of Community regulations on company level. It will be used rather in private then in public sector, because impact analysis on company level consists of estimations of different EU politics effects on individual company functions.

In parallel with writing the handbook, a pilot-study was carried out: the impact assessment of Low Voltage Directive on Croatian legislation. Low Voltage Directive (73/23/EEC) regulates free movement of electrical equipment within fixed voltage limits and its application. The Ministry for European Integration carried out the analysis in cooperation with a foreign consultant. The aim was to come up with a show case for other public administration bodies while building the institutional capacity of the Ministry as a transfer point towards line ministries and other agencies, but with by no means long term plans for the Ministry to carry out such analysis in future.
The Horizontal Impact Assessment, which involved the active participation of other public administration bodies for the first time, was conducted during 2002. Twofold aim of the project was to screen the level of acquis impact knowledge across line ministries and to single out areas in which more detailed impact assessment is needed focusing on areas with big negative impacts in general and big impacts on the state budget. Method used was a simple questionnaire (from closed to open questions), designed the Ministry for European Integration. The main focus was on qualitative assessment. Target group were experts in 6 Ministries, 3 agencies and the Croatian National Bank. Areas of research were the priority areas as defined by the SAA. 

The results were as following: overall impact of the selected acquis regulations, according to civil servants' statements assessments, should be mainly positive (77%). In only 6% of the cases assessments were negative and these include four directives on intellectual, industrial and commercial property and one directive on health and safety at work and road transport each. Although mainly positive for the majority of social groups, estimated impact on the particular social groups is mostly dual, and expected to have both positive and negative effect. It is expected that the positive impact of the imposed regulations will have effect mainly during longer period of time, while the civil servants were not able to estimate the timeframe for negative impacts. The assessment of the possible impact of the regulations on different fields is mainly positive, where the most positive impact is considered to be on company(s competitiveness and investments. The positive effect is estimated in most of the fields that are marked as priority ones, while the potential negative effect is estimated as substantial in health and safety at work (especially employers’ costs) and in intellectual, industrial and commercial property. In general, it is possible to expect a medium impact of the selected acquis regulations on costs in different fields. Although the differences seemed to be small, there is some substantial impact estimated on consumer prices, and the costs in small and medium enterprises. According to the priority areas, possible costs are singled out in the field of financial services and in health and safety at work. 

Horizontal Impact Assessment pointed out the need for education and training what only confirmed the assumptions. The institutional capacity in assessing impacts of the EU integration process varies significantly among public administration bodies participating. It is very important to stress that there is a certain positive correlation between the level of knowledge (visible from the questionnaires) and more negative assessment of the impacts. Further on, there is a question of to what extent the predominantly positive overall assessed impacts reflect the very positive public opinion regarding integration of Croatia into the EU (expertise vs. impression)?

The Ministry for European Integration set up an internal working group in April 2003 with the task to prepare the introduction of RIA in legislative procedure. The goal is to start implementing RIA procedure in the second half of 2003 and to make it compulsory at the beginning of 2004 for all legal acts in the pipeline regardless of whether it embodies legal harmonisation with the acquis or not. Therefore, the task of the working group is to prepare a checklist and guidelines for RIA during the first half of 2003 according to which first voluntary analyses will be made in the second half of 2003. This work will be supported by foreign experts through bilateral technical assistance. In parallel, training programmes through seminars and workshops will be designed to raise the awareness and educate civil servants preparing them for the implementation of RIA in legislative procedure and developing negotiating positions once the negotiations for full membership of the EU will be opened.
Hopefully, these activities will significantly improve the quality of decision making when designing more efficient and effective policies in terms of fostering economic development and growth to the benefit of all Croatian citizens and their welfare.
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