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European Union Solidarity Fund 
SUMMARY 
Established in 2002 to support disaster-stricken regions, the European Union Solidarity Fund (EUSF) 
complements the efforts of public authorities by helping to fund vital emergency and recovery 
operations in areas affected by catastrophes such as flooding, earthquakes and forest fires. EUSF 
funding is granted following an application from a Member State or candidate country, and may be 
used to finance measures including restoring infrastructure to working order, providing temporary 
accommodation and cleaning up disaster areas. 

Although the EUSF Regulation was revised in 2014, simplifying rules and clarifying eligibility criteria, 
several problems still remain. European Commission reports on the EUSF have drawn attention to 
the long waiting time countries still face before receiving EUSF funding, while industry experts also 
point to the risk that the EUSF could run out of funding in the event of several large disasters taking 
place within a short space of time. The coronavirus pandemic has placed the EUSF under the 
spotlight once again, with the scope of the EUSF Regulation extended in March 2020 to cover 
support in the event of a major public health emergency, and 17 Member States plus three 
candidate countries receiving vital assistance. The European Parliament has been actively involved 
in recent discussions on the EUSF, adopting a resolution on the review of the EUSF in May 2021 
which included several measures aimed at improving its operations, and preparing a report on the 
effectiveness of Member States' use of EUSF money in cases of natural disasters.  

While the 2014 revision of the EUSF Regulation and the widening of its scope in 2020 have borne 
fruit, allowing the EUSF to provide unprecedented levels of support after the 2016/2017 
earthquakes in Italy, ensuring much needed assistance in response to the coronavirus pandemic, 
the EUSF will undergo a number of changes during 2021-2027. In particular, the merger of the EUSF 
with the Emergency Aid Reserve as part of the new Solidarity and Emergency Aid Reserve under the 
2021-2027 Multiannual Financial Framework, with a combined budget of €1.2 billion for both 
instruments, raises questions as to whether the EUSF will be able to continue to provide such 
effective levels of disaster recovery assistance in future. The July 2021 floods in Belgium, France, 
Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands, and the recent forest fires in Cyprus, Greece and Italy 
are a potent reminder of the EU's vulnerability in the face of the unpredictable forces of nature. 

This is a further updated edition of a Briefing the previous edition of which was published in June 2018. 
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Background 
Set up to help countries cope with the aftermath of a major natural disaster, the European Union 
Solidarity Fund (EUSF) provides support for emergency and recovery operations in Member States 
and candidate countries, and has contributed a total of over €6.5 billion since 2002, intervening in 
over 80 disasters, including floods, forest fires, earthquakes, storms and drought, in over 
20 countries. 

Statistics show that over the past decade, the EU has seen a significant rise in the number of natural 
disasters, driven by a combination of factors such as climate change, population growth, and poor 
risk management. With a number of disasters occurring in regions experiencing severe budgetary 
constraints following the economic crisis, such events have once again put the operation of this 
emergency fund in the spotlight, reinforcing the need for an effective support mechanism. 

The EUSF was established by Council Regulation (EC) No 2012/2002, in the wake of the disastrous 
flooding in central Europe in the summer of 2002. Building on its initial success, the European 
Commission sought to further develop the EUSF in the years that followed, issuing a proposal in 
2005 to enlarge its scope and lower the threshold for mobilising the fund, and a communication in 
2011 aiming at boosting EUSF effectiveness, but neither proposal gained Member State support. 

Treaty basis 

According to Article 175(3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, if specific actions (leading 
to the strengthening of EU economic, social and territorial cohesion) prove necessary outside the funds, such 
actions may be adopted by Parliament and Council. Article 212(3), meanwhile, provides that Parliament and 
Council shall adopt the measures necessary to carry out cooperation measures (including assistance) with third 
countries other than developing countries. 

In order to move forward, the European Commission published a new proposal to amend the EUSF 
Regulation in 2013, which ultimately led to the adoption of Regulation (EU) No 661/2014 of the 
Council and of the European Parliament on 15 May 2014. The revised regulation introduced 
numerous measures to help simplify the rules, improve the Fund's response time, clarify eligibility 
criteria and place a new focus on disaster prevention and risk management. In particular, the 
revision shortened to six weeks the Commission's timeframe for responding to an application. It also 
established clear rules defining regional disasters as events where direct damage exceeds 1.5 % of 
regional gross domestic product (GDP), introduced a new provision on drought and extended the 
time within which states must apply for aid (12 weeks) and implement a project (18 months), 
reflecting many of the demands set out by Parliament. To enable the Fund to provide the financial 
support needed to address the coronavirus pandemic, the Commission published a proposal to 
amend the EUSF Regulation in March 2020. Adopted in just two weeks by the Council and 
Parliament, it enlarged the Fund's scope to cover major public health emergencies, extended 
eligible operations to include assistance to the population in the event of health crises and measures 
to limit the spread of an infectious disease, and raised the level of advance payments for all 
categories of disasters.  

The Fund in practice 
Purpose and scope 
In accordance with the EUSF Regulation, the Fund can provide assistance when serious 
repercussions on the living conditions, human health, natural environment or economy occur in one 
or more regions in a Member State or candidate country. In principle, the Fund provides support in 
four cases: a major disaster (total direct damage exceeds €3 billion or 0.6 % of gross national 
income (GNI) of the country involved), a regional disaster (total direct damage exceeds 1.5 % of 
regional GDP), a major public health emergency (where the public financial burden due to public 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/solidarity-fund/
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/solidarity-fund/
http://ane4bf-datap1.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/wmocms/s3fs-public/1179_EN.pdf?WevaJ8QIS5ntCjcWd7OYyZfhIDKuews9
http://ane4bf-datap1.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/wmocms/s3fs-public/1179_EN.pdf?WevaJ8QIS5ntCjcWd7OYyZfhIDKuews9
http://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/128284b3-8dfd-467a-8c0f-899bb7731081/language-en
http://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/128284b3-8dfd-467a-8c0f-899bb7731081/language-en
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/funds/solidar/doc/com(2005)108%20final_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/funds/solidar/doc/com(2005)108%20final_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2011/EN/1-2011-613-EN-F1-1.Pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2011/EN/1-2011-613-EN-F1-1.Pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2013:0522:FIN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2013:0522:FIN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014R0661
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014R0661
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:02002R2012-20200401&qid=1601971117690
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:02002R2012-20200401&qid=1601971117690
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health emergencies exceeds €1.5 billion or 0.3% of GNI), and in cases where an eligible state is 
affected by the same disaster as a neighbouring eligible country. According to the EUSF 
Regulation, the aim of the Fund is to complement the efforts of the states concerned and to cover 
part of their public expenditure relating to essential emergency and recovery operations. The Fund 
is not intended to cover all costs related to natural disasters or major public health emergencies: it 
does not compensate private losses and is, in essence, limited to non-insurable damage. Crucially, 
funding may only be granted to a country that has applied for EUSF aid. 

Applying for funding 
Countries submit an application to the European Commission within 12 weeks of the initial damage, 
which the Commission has six weeks to consider. The application should provide information on the 
total direct damage caused by the natural disaster and its impact on the population, economy and 
the environment concerned, estimate the costs of the essential emergency and recovery operations 
to be undertaken, and identify any other sources of funding, including public and private insurance 
coverage, also providing a short description of the implementation of EU legislation on disaster risk 
prevention and management. If approved, the Commission suggests a specific amount of financial 
assistance, allocated in the form of a grant, which must be endorsed by the European Parliament and 
the Council before it can be paid out, as the EUSF is funded by additional money raised by EU countries. 
Funding may be used to restore plant and infrastructure to working order, to provide temporary 
accommodation and fund rescue services, secure preventive infrastructure and protect sites 
of cultural heritage, to clean up disaster areas and nature zones and to rapidly provide 
assistance, including medical, to the population affected by a major public health emergency. 

Figure 1 – Ten largest allocations of EUSF support since 2002 

 Nature of disaster Country Date 
Damage 

(€ million) 
Aid granted 
(€ million) 

1 Earthquakes (Abruzzo, Lazio, 
Marche and Umbria) Italy August 2016 to 

January 2017 21 879 1 196.8 

2 Earthquake  Croatia March 2020 11 500 683.7 

3 Earthquakes (Emilia Romagna) Italy May 2012 13 274 670.2 

4 Earthquake (Abruzzo) Italy April 2009 10 212 493.8 

5 Floods Germany August 2002 9 100 444 

6 Floods Germany May 2013 8 154 360.5 

7 Floods Italy October 2018 6 630.3 277.2 

8 Floods and landslides Italy October 2019 n/a 211.7 

9 Storm Kyrill Germany January 2007 4 750 166.9 

10 Floods UK June 2007 4 612 162.3 

Source: European Commission, DG Regio website and EPRS research. 

EUSF budget and implementation 
As soon as the budget is made available by Parliament and Council, the European Commission 
adopts a decision awarding the financial contribution to the given country. Funding is paid out with 
immediate effect in a single instalment; however, countries may also request an advance payment 
of no more than 25 % of the total amount, up to a maximum of €100 million. In total at least one 
quarter of the annual amount, should remain available on 1 October each year, to cover any needs 
that may arise in the last three months of the year. The annual amount was set at €500 million 
(2011 prices) for the 2014-2020 period, with an annual amount of €1.2 billion set aside under the 
2021-2027 Multiannual Financial Framework for the new joint instrument covering the EUSF and 
the European Aid Reserve (see below).  

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/thefunds/doc/interventions_since_2002.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/thefunds/doc/interventions_since_2002.pdf
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Beneficiary states are required to use the money within 18 months of funding being granted and 
must present a report on the implementation of the financial contribution from the Fund no later 
than six months after the expiry of this period. The beneficiary state is responsible for implementing 
the aid and coordinating the financial contribution to its emergency and recovery operations, and 
must avoid double financing by ensuring that reimbursed expenditure is not refunded by other EU 
instruments, such as the European structural and investment funds. 

Multiannual financial framework for 2021 to 2027 
The EUSF is one of the special instruments outside the multiannual financial framework (MFF). These 
flexibility mechanisms allow the EU to mobilise the necessary funds to react to unforeseen events, 
such as crisis and emergency situations.  

The Commission's original proposal for the 2021-2027 MFF included several options to strengthen 
the special instruments, setting out a plan to increase the scope of the EUSF to a maximum annual 
amount of €600 million (2018 prices), with its revised proposal for the 2021-2027 MFF of 
27 May 2020 proposing a maximum annual budget of €1 billion. In line with the final regulation on 
the new MFF for the 2021-2027 period, adopted in December 2020, the EUSF has been merged with 
the Emergency Aid Reserve (EAR), which finances rapid responses to emergency needs in the EU or 
third countries, such as emergency and support operations following natural disasters not covered 
by the EUSF, to create the Solidarity and Emergency Aid Reserve. Under the MFF, the new Solidarity 
and Emergency Aid Reserve (SEAR) will have a maximum annual budget of €1.2 billion, of which a 
maximum of 50 % may be mobilised to finance assistance to respond to emergency situations 
resulting from major disasters covered by the EU Solidarity Fund. Where the remaining resources 
available in the Solidarity and Emergency Aid Reserve are insufficient to cover the amounts 
necessary for EUSF assistance in the year of the disaster, the Commission may, in exceptional 
circumstances, draw on the annual amounts available for the SEAR in the following year, up to a 
maximum of €400 million.  

EU response to the Covid-19 pandemic and summer 2021 weather events  

As set out in the Court of Auditors' report on the EU's initial contribution to the public health response to 
Covid-19, the Commission received 22 applications for EUSF financial support from 19 Member States and three 
accession countries by the deadline of 24 June 2020. In October 2020, the European Parliament and the Council 
approved the Commission's proposal to provide advance payments to Germany, Ireland, Greece, Spain, Croatia, 
Hungary and Portugal for a total amount of €132.7 million in response to their request for support to address 
the effects of the coronavirus pandemic in their countries. This was followed by the adoption of a further 
package of financial support of €397.5 million under the EUSF in May 2021, with this funding to be used to cover 
public expenditure on medical and personal protective equipment, emergency support for citizens and 
measures to prevent, monitor and control the spread of Covid-19. A total of 17 Member States and three 
accession countries received assistance under the EUSF: Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Czechia, Estonia, France, 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Portugal, Romania and Spain, along 
with Albania, Montenegro and Serbia. 1 Affecting Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands, 
the July 2021 floods had a particularly heavy impact in Belgium and Germany, where they claimed the lives of 
over 200 people, with Belgium witnessing its worst ever natural disaster. Both Belgium and Germany have 
signalled their intent to apply for EUSF assistance to help with the recovery effort. With forest fires raging across 
much of the Mediterranean region in August 2021, Cyprus, Greece and Italy as well as Albania, Algeria, North 
Macedonia and Turkey all received assistance under the EU's Civil Protection Mechanism, a separate instrument 
which delivers assistance in the immediate aftermath of a disaster by pooling together civil protection 
capacities. 

Assessment 
Published in May 2019, the European Commission's evaluation of the EU Solidarity Fund for 2002-
2017 provides a comprehensive assessment of the first 15 years of the EUSF's operations, focusing 
on such aspects as the Fund's effectiveness, efficiency, relevance, coherence, EU added value and 
EU solidarity. In terms of its effectiveness, the report considers that the EUSF is effective when 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:c2bc7dbd-4fc3-11e8-be1d-01aa75ed71a1.0023.02/DOC_2&format=PDF#page=97
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:c2bc7dbd-4fc3-11e8-be1d-01aa75ed71a1.0023.02/DOC_2&format=PDF#page=97
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.LI.2020.433.01.0011.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2020%3A433I%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.LI.2020.433.01.0011.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2020%3A433I%3ATOC
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/RW21_01/RW_public_health_resp_Covid-19_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/RW21_01/RW_public_health_resp_Covid-19_EN.pdf
https://www.bundesfinanzministerium.de/Content/EN/Pressemitteilungen/2021/2021-07-21-assistance-package-for-regions-affected-by-floods.html
https://www.bundesfinanzministerium.de/Content/EN/Pressemitteilungen/2021/2021-07-21-assistance-package-for-regions-affected-by-floods.html
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/civil-protection/mechanism_en
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/civil-protection/mechanism_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/evaluations/ec/eusf2002_2017
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/evaluations/ec/eusf2002_2017
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responding to major disasters at national level, noting a 100 % approval rate for such applications, 
highlighting also an improvement in the Fund's capacity to provide support for regional-level 
disasters, which it attributes to the clarification of the admissibility criteria for such disasters under 
the 2014 revision of the EUSF. While underlining the significant flexibility provided by the dynamic 
allocation mechanism introduced under the 2014 reform, which has made it possible for the EUSF 
to respond to such catastrophic events as the 2016/2017 earthquakes in Italy and ensure advance 
payments, the report considers that the scope of eligible operations is not fully aligned with the 
principle of Building Back Better, and recommends considering adapting the EUSF to take account 
of the principles guiding post-disaster reconstruction. In particular, it emphasises that two factors 
are key for ensuring that Fund implementation is effective: the ability of applicants to provide full 
and timely estimates of a disaster's total damage, which impacts on the amount and timing of the 
EUSF support provided and, secondly, the extent of a country's disaster-preparedness, based on its 
governance structures and level of institutional coordination, which are vital for ensuring a rapid 
response and the effective use of funding.  

On efficiency, the report considers that the 2014 reform has helped cut the time from the submission 
of an application to the payment of support. Noting, however, that it takes one year on average to 
fully roll out support on the ground, it concludes that the EUSF does not represent a rapid 
intervention instrument and underlines the need for solutions to address this matter. The report 
emphasises the relevance of the EUSF, pointing to evidence that suggests EUSF support is 
welcomed by public authorities coping with a natural disaster in view of the budgetary limitations 
they often experience. On coherence, the evaluation highlights the significant synergies between 
the EUSF and cohesion policy funds, with EUSF support providing short to medium-term support, 
and cohesion policy funding providing a longer term perspective through supporting strategic 
planning and disaster risk management. The evaluation also notes the complementarity between 
EUSF assistance and support under the Union Civil Protection Mechanism. When it comes to the 
EUSF's added value, the report considers that the EUSF is seen as being most useful in terms of 
providing financial support for local authorities facing significant damages as a result of natural 
disasters, with its policy and political dimensions considered to have less value. Lastly, on the issue 
of EU solidarity, the report distinguishes between what it terms the effective and perceived solidarity 
of the EU. On effective solidarity, the report considers that the Fund fulfils its mission to provide 
solidarity for countries in need, yet notes that the degree to which it can provide effective post-
disaster support is dependent on the extent to which a country is prepared to mobilise rapidly and 
effectively in response to a disaster. On perceived solidarity, the report emphasises that while 
around 60 % of the EU population have heard of the EUSF, they have limited specific knowledge of 
the Fund, suggesting a need for more communication activities. In conclusion, the assessment 
stresses that the EUSF represents a valuable part of the EU's toolbox for disaster interventions, and 
brings EU added value to post-disaster operations in the EU and beyond.  

In addition, each year the European Commission draws up an annual report on the activity and use 
of the EUSF during the previous year, which is presented to the European Parliament and to the 
Council.  

Its most recent report, published in 2020, covered the years 2017 and 2018, which witnessed a wide 
range of disasters including storms, earthquakes and forest fires. The earthquake in the central 
Apennines region of Italy was a particularly dramatic event, with the disaster far surpassing all 
previous interventions under the EUSF, not only in terms of damage but also as regards the level of 
support provided by the fund. As highlighted by the report, the magnitude of the disaster was such 
that it required a level of EUSF support that exceeded two full annual budgetary allocations. This 
assistance was made possible not only due to the flexibility in the multiannual financial framework 
that allows unspent amounts to be carried forward by one year but also thanks to the 2014 revision 
of the EUSF Regulation, which enabled the use of part of the following year's allocation. The report 
also makes a number of observations that are of interest when assessing implementation of the 
EUSF. Firstly, it would appear that not all Member States requested an advance payment which, the 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/reports/2020/report-on-the-activities-of-the-eu-solidarity-fund-eusf-for-2017-and-2018
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/reports/2020/report-on-the-activities-of-the-eu-solidarity-fund-eusf-for-2017-and-2018
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report suggests, may be related to the low amounts of funding in question. Secondly, while 
droughts were specifically included within the scope of the Regulation as part of its revision in 2014, 
the report considers that the assessment of droughts continues to pose a challenge. Not only is it 
difficult to identify the date of the first public action to combat the effects of a drought, which is vital 
in order to set the application deadline, it is often only possible to assess the amount of damage 
caused by drought, especially in agriculture, many months after the application deadline, which 
makes it difficult for Member States to provide the required information in time.  

The European Commission's 2016 report, published in December 2017 confirmed the trend as 
outlined in previous reports, that, following the reform, applicants appear to have a better 
understanding of what is required for an application to be successful. This has helped streamline 
the whole procedure as they are less likely to submit applications that they know will be 
unsuccessful. This, in turn, reduces the need for the Commission to ask for additional information, a 
step that has often delayed the application process in the past.  

On the issue of financing, the 2016 report emphasised the fact that it was possible to carry forward 
unspent amounts from the preceding year. In light of the decision to halve the maximum annual 
budget to €500 million under the 2014-2020 financial framework, this flexibility has helped to 
maintain the EUSF's operational capacity. As the events of 2016 showed, the fund's rather small 
budget could come under undue pressure in the event of a number of severe disasters occurring 
within a short timeframe. Following a series of earthquakes in central Italy in 2016 and 2017, Italy 
completed its final application in February 2017. Even though the entire 2016 allocation had 
remained unspent, which meant that is was possible to add it to the available 2017 allocation, the 
amount was not sufficient to cover the full mobilisation of the EUSF for Italy. This difference could 
only be covered by frontloading more than half of the annual amount available for 2018, which 
suggests potential insufficiency in the fund's budget. Following applications for EUSF support from 
France, Greece, Portugal and Spain in 2017, the Commission proposed amending the budget for 
2018 by almost €100 million. While, thus far, the fund has always managed to respond to all 
applications, it is arguably crucial to retain this capability. As stated in the 2016 report, any difficulties 
with maintaining the established aid rates could undermine the principle of equitable treatment. 

The possibility of making advance payments has proven to be particularly useful, enabling the EU 
to respond to applications and beneficiaries to receive payments usually within one month. In its 
2016 report, the Commission picks up on the proposal of the European Parliament to increase the 
advance payments above its current rates of 10 %, which could help improve the responsiveness of 
the EUSF, whose full mobilisation still requires many months.  

As the 2015 report notes, the length of time between a disaster and the full payment of aid remains 
one of the central problems of the EUSF. Applicants appear to be using the extended 12-week 
application period in full, which lengthens the whole process. In addition, the procedure for 
adoption of the decision to mobilise funding, and the attendant amending budget by Parliament 
and the Council, is itself time-consuming, a procedure which, among other things, includes an eight-
week scrutiny period for national parliaments. Furthermore, in some cases, the whole process can 
be significantly delayed by the requirement to translate the application into a European 
Commission working language. Clearly, notwithstanding the improvements introduced by the 2014 
Regulation, the time issue remains a substantial problem area for the EUSF. 

Stakeholders and advisory bodies 
In 2013 the European Committee of the Regions issued an opinion on the EUSF. While noting that 
the Fund had proved a success, the Committee emphasised that its operation could be improved 
by simplifying the red tape involved in releasing EUSF resources. The Committee also put forward a 
number of proposals, such as extending the time limit for using the contribution from the EUSF to 
24 months, and fixing the eligibility threshold for assistance in the case of regional disasters at 1 % 
of regional GDP. As disasters often occur in areas that do not correspond to a specific NUTS 2 region, 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/thefunds/solidarity/pdf/eusf_annual_report_2016_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/thefunds/solidarity/pdf/eusf_annual_report_2016_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52017PC0540
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52017PC0540
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52018DC0155
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52018DC0155
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/thefunds/solidarity/pdf/eusf_annual_report_2015_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/thefunds/solidarity/pdf/eusf_annual_report_2015_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52013AR6402
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52013AR6402


European Union Solidarity Fund 

7 

the Committee suggested allowing disaster-stricken regions to apply for assistance together. In 
addition, the Committee called for a more precise definition of the Fund's eligible operations, and 
proposed that EUSF funding be used not only to repair but also to restore infrastructure to a 
standard that is better able to withstand possible future disasters.  

In its position paper of 25 March 2020 on the proposal for a regulation amending the 
EUSF Regulation, the European Economic and Social Committee emphasised that the EU Solidarity 
Fund is a tangible expression of EU solidarity and subsidiarity, in the sense that Member States stay 
united and agree to support one another by making additional funding available through the EU 
budget. In particular, the EESC considers that the Commission should encourage Member States to 
maintain a permanent dialogue and to consult relevant civil society organisations, NGOs and social 
and economic partners when preparing EUSF applications, and fully agrees with the extension of 
the EUSF's scope to include major public health emergencies. The EESC believes that the increase in 
advance payments to 25 % is one step in speeding up the procedure but considers that more needs 
to be done so that the response is rapid and the financial resources are mobilised as quickly as 
possible. In addition, while welcoming the intention to increase the level of advances in the annual 
budget to €100 million, it considers this amount to be completely inadequate in view of the size of 
the emergency being faced.  

One particularly extensive evaluation of the EUSF and assessment of its recent reforms is to be found 
in a 2015 paper by the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis. Overall, the document 
notes that the reform of the EUSF has the potential to improve how the Fund responds to major 
natural disasters by, for instance, establishing clearer eligibility criteria for regional disasters. Its 
analysis focuses on three aspects of the EUSF's performance: the extent to which the Fund 
demonstrates solidarity with the EU Member States, the Fund's robustness and its risk of depletion 
and, lastly, the extent to which the EUSF promotes risk management and reduction. 

On the first aspect, the paper finds that, when measured as a percentage of eligible costs, the EUSF 
has actually awarded far more funding to long-standing Member States, who are better prepared to 
cope with disasters, than to the new Member States, which suggests that the Fund is failing in its 
capacity to demonstrate solidarity with all Member States. The authors argue that one way of 
improving solidarity with new Member States is to provide proportionately more funding as a 
percentage of eligible costs to less affluent countries. In terms of the Fund's robustness, the paper 
estimates that, following the reform, depletion of the EUSF is expected every 33 years. However, if 
multiple risks, including climate and demographic change, are included in the calculation, the 
authors contend that this 'would likely increase the stress on the fund' and could potentially lead to 
a situation where there is insufficient funding to support all eligible disasters. On the issue of disaster 
risk reduction, the article notes that the reform allows the Commission to refuse EUSF funding for 
those countries that do not introduce the disaster prevention strategies required under EU law, 
which is meant to motivate governments to take risk reduction measures. While recognising that 
this is an important step forward, the authors feel that more could be done to improve countries' 
awareness of the risks and encourage them to take risk reduction measures to cut their disaster risk. 

The EUSF's robustness and risk reduction strategies are also examined by the enhance project, 
analysing the extent to which the EUSF is capable of supporting countries in the event of a disaster. 
Noting that the EU flood risk is expected to increase from the current annual level of €4.9 billion to 
€23.5 billion in 2050, the report considers that the EUSF will be unable to provide sufficient aid for 
all countries affected by major disasters. The report argues significant action is needed on risk 
reduction, suggesting governments receiving funds could be required to apply more far-reaching 
risk reduction measures than under the 2014 reform. As the EUSF is often the key source of funding 
for recovery operations, its increasing budgetary constraints potentially raise two problems: not 
only does it place additional stress on the EUSF, which must be able to ensure it has sufficient funds 
to respond to all disasters, wherever they occur; there is also arguably little incentive for such 
countries to invest in emergency operations if the EUSF is always available as a last line of defence. 
The solution, however, remains unclear. While the European Commission may refuse assistance to 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/financial-aid-member-states-and-countries-still-negotiating-terms-their-accession-eu-which-are-seriously-affected-major
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/financial-aid-member-states-and-countries-still-negotiating-terms-their-accession-eu-which-are-seriously-affected-major
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11027-015-9687-3
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11027-015-9687-3
http://euaffairs.brussels/enhance/index.php
http://euaffairs.brussels/enhance/index.php
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countries which repeatedly fail to take risk reduction measures, there are doubts as to whether the 
EU would take such a politically sensitive decision in the event of a major disaster. 

European Parliament 
Parliament's December 2016 own-initiative resolution put forward a number of proposals for 
improving the operation of the EUSF. It recommended that future EUSF reforms take the possibility 
of redefining regional natural disasters into consideration, allow the submission of a single 
application by eligible countries affected by the same natural disaster at cross-border level, and take 
account of indirect damages when assessing applications. In addition, Parliament called on the 
Commission to consider the possibility of increasing the advance payment threshold from 10 % to 
15 %. Moreover, Parliament argued that the deadlines for processing applications should be 
shortened from six to four weeks, the eligibility threshold for regional natural disasters be set at 1 % 
of regional GDP and, when assessing requests, the socio-economic development of the affected 
regions needs to be considered. 

The resolution drew attention to a number of aspects regarding EUSF management, focusing on 
issues such as speed of reaction, prevention and complementarity, and transparency and 
cooperation between the different decision-making levels. On the issue of the EUSF's response time, 
it called on Member States to examine their own administrative procedures in order to speed up the 
mobilisation of aid for affected regions and states. In the area of prevention and complementarity, 
Parliament stressed the need to develop synergies between different EU funds and policies in order 
to cushion the impact of natural disasters. Parliament highlighted the importance of taking more 
action to invest in climate change mitigation and adaptation, emphasising that prevention should 
become a horizontal task. Parliament also suggested introducing mandatory updated national plans 
for disaster management and information on the preparation of agreements on emergency 
contracts. It called on Member States to improve how they communicate and cooperate with local 
and regional authorities, including when assessing damage eligible for EUSF support, preparing 
applications and delivering projects to address the impact of natural disasters.  

In its resolution of 14 March 2018, setting out its position on the post-2020 MFF, Parliament 
proposed increasing the financial envelope of the EUSF to an annual allocation of €1 billion. 
Highlighting the need to double the EUSF's budget, which would bring it back up to its pre 2014-
2020 level, Parliament emphasised the instrument's significance in providing assistance and the 
budgetary constraints caused by the high number of natural disasters in recent years. It also stressed 
the instrument's positive impact on public opinion. 

Expressing its concern that extreme weather events and natural disasters will only increase and 
intensify alongside climate change, Parliament's May 2021 resolution on the review of the EUSF 
points out that it is essential to send aid and funds as quickly, easily and flexibly as possible to affected 
regions, highlighting also that synergies between the EUSF, the Union Civil Protection Mechanism, 
the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) climate change component, and territorial 
cooperation programmes are vital for creating a comprehensive response and resilience package.  

In particular, Parliament considers it vital to invest in disaster risk prevention and management in 
the EU by building preventive infrastructure, and recommends that Member States prepare disaster 
prevention and management plans with the Commission to enable rapid and accurate damage 
assessment. In the context of a future reform of the EUSF, Parliament calls on the Commission to 
continue its work to simplify and speed up the application procedure for Member States, for 
example by simplifying applications for the activation of the EUSF across several regions affected by 
a cross-border disaster. Parliament also urges the Commission to consider revising the EUSF to take 
better account of disasters on a regional scale and, noting that droughts are a recurring feature of 
EU climate developments, whose economic impact it is difficult to assess, calls on the Commission 
to assess the specific impact of droughts and to address them appropriately in the context of a 
future EUSF reform. It also highlights the difficulties faced by beneficiary countries when 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2016-0464&language=EN&ring=A8-2016-0341
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2016-0464&language=EN&ring=A8-2016-0341
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2017/2052(INI)
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2017/2052(INI)
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0220_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0220_EN.html
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determining precise amounts of damage within very short timeframes, calling for European 
Commission guidance in this respect to reduce errors and delays, and stresses the need to reduce 
red tape and to increase capacity-building for beneficiary countries. Parliament also calls for 
particular attention to be given in any future revision of the EUSF to those territories most at risk of 
natural disasters or health emergencies, such as outermost regions, islands, mountainous regions 
and regions vulnerable to volcanic or seismic activity.  

On the issue of financial resources, Parliament voices its concern regarding the merger of the EUSF 
with the EAR, noting that this means the allocation of the EUSF remains uncertain as it depends on 
the amounts allocated under the EAR, and considers it necessary to closely monitor the 
management of the SEAR to see whether the instrument's funding amount and allocation key meet 
the EUSF's needs. It welcomes the increase in advance payments from 10 % to 25 % and in the value 
of the upper limit from €30 million to €100 million, highlighting in this context the importance of 
advance payments for making aid programmes more effective. Nonetheless, Parliament notes that 
the average time needed for advance payments is five months, and calls on the European 
Commission to consider more rapid solutions. In addition, it underlines that it takes an average of 
one year for the full amount of an EUSF grant to reach a beneficiary, and urges the Commission to 
look into ways of simplifying and increasing the flexibility of the allocation of the fund in the context 
of a future reform. In the area of risk prevention, Parliament calls for the criteria for determining the 
eligibility of projects for assistance under the fund to take greater account of the latest risk 
prevention principles, and asks that the 'Build Back Better' principle be fully integrated into Article 3 
of the EUSF Regulation. Lastly, while welcoming the extension of the fund's scope to cover health 
emergencies, Parliament takes the view that this broadening of the EUSF's scope requires a larger 
budget and stresses the importance of informing the public of the tangible benefits of the EUSF. 

The European Parliament's Committee on Budgetary Control is currently preparing an own-initiative 
report on the effectiveness of Member States' use of EU Solidarity Fund money in cases of natural 
disasters (rapporteur: Corina Crețu, S&D, Romania). The draft report stresses that despite the 
prominence of the coronavirus crisis, the EUSF needs to continue to provide support to countries 
recovering from natural disasters, especially given the extension of its scope. In particular, the draft 
report notes with regret that the quality of applications for funding varies, which can prolong the 
mobilisation process, highlighting that damage estimation is often the most difficult element when 
preparing applications. In this context, the document calls on the European Commission to develop 
a common tool or system to enhance beneficiaries' capacity to use standard approaches for 
quantifying disaster-loss data, and stresses the important role of NGOs and civil society when it 
comes to providing local and national authorities with field data.  

Turning to the issue of timely intervention, the draft report notes that the time taken between 
disaster and payment is approximately one year and voices concern regarding the future duration 
of the procedure under the new MFF arrangements in light of the fact that the EUSF budget has 
been included under the Solidarity and Emergency Aid Reserve. It also notes with concern that the 
amount of time between a disaster and the full payment of aid remains one of the key challenges of 
the EUSF, and calls on the Commission to employ all possible options to speed up the mobilisation 
of the EUSF under the new MFF arrangements. Lastly, in the context of the findings of the 
Commission's 2019 evaluation report, the draft report notes with regret that it is not possible to 
carry out comparative analyses of achievements or to compare planned with actual outcomes, 
which can hamper the Commission's monitoring of EUSF implementation, calling also on the 
Commission to identify examples of potential misuse of EUSF funds under shared management and 
to take steps to improve transparency and to monitor and prevent such misuse.  

Outlook 
While the 2014 reform of the EUSF, and the extension of the EUSF's scope in 2020, introduced a 
number of important improvements, problems nevertheless remain. Not only do eligible states 
continue to face long waiting times before receiving EUSF funding, research suggests that the 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/commissions/cont/projet_rapport/2021/693827/CONT_PR(2021)693827_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/commissions/cont/projet_rapport/2021/693827/CONT_PR(2021)693827_EN.pdf
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allocation of funding is uneven, with more EUSF support going to affluent countries than to new 
Member States, a point also picked up in the CONT committee's draft report on the effectiveness of 
Member States' use of EUSF. Equally, while the changes introduced in 2014 and 2020 have the 
potential to improve the effectiveness of the EU's disaster response capabilities, action taken by 
individual countries in the field of risk reduction can play a crucial role in supporting the EU's work 
in the area of disaster response. The European Parliament in particular stressed the need to invest 
in disaster risk prevention and management.  

Parliament has been actively involved in assessing implementation of the EUSF in recent months 
and, in the context of a future reform of the EUSF, has called on the Commission to take action 
including simplifying and speeding up the application procedure, to provide better guidance to 
help Member States accurately determine the amount of damage in time, and to cut red tape and 
increase capacity-building for beneficiary countries. It has also urged the Commission to address the 
specific impact of droughts in a future reform of the EUSF and to look into ways of simplifying and 
increasing the flexibility of the allocation of EUSF support in view of the significant period of time 
that elapses before the full payment of EUSF aid is made to a beneficiary. Yet while Parliament's 
proposals have helped inspire change in the past – with one particularly noteworthy example being 
the Parliament's successful calls to increase the level of advance payments – it remains to be seen 
whether these ideas will be taken up by the European Commission. 

For the time being, despite the fears of experts that the Fund will not be sufficient to mitigate all 
eligible disasters should a series of major disasters take place in quick succession, the EUSF has been 
able to cope and to ensure support when and where it is needed. The merger of the EUSF with the 
Emergency Aid Reserve as part of the new Solidarity and Emergency Aid Reserve under the 2021-
2027 multiannual financial framework, with a combined budget of €1.2 billion for both instruments, 
raises questions, however, as to whether the EUSF will be able to continue to provide such effective 
levels of disaster recovery assistance in future, with the flooding and forest fires of 2021 serving as a 
stark reminder of the destruction that can be wrought by the unpredictable forces of nature.  

MAIN REFERENCE 
Hochrainer-Stigler S., Linnerooth-Bayer J. and Lorant A., Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for Global 
Change, 2015. 
 

ENDNOTE 
 

1  A detailed breakdown per country may be found at 
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/thefunds/doc/solidarity/eusf_contributions_covid_en.pdf. 
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