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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The Committee on Regional Development (REGI) of the European Parliament (EP) decided 
to draw up an implementation report on the European Commission (EC) communication on 
"Investing in jobs and growth - maximising the contribution of European 
Structural and Investment Funds", published on 14 December 20161 (Rapporteur: 
Lambert van Nistelrooij). This EC communication is an obligation foreseen in the Common 
Provisions Regulation (CPR) 2 under Article 16(3) (the so called Article 16 Report).   
 
In May 2016, Policy Department B - Structural and Cohesion Policies was requested to 
provide internal expertise in support of the ongoing work on the aforementioned 
implementation report. This analysis has been drawn up in response to this request, 
addressing the following topics: 

• Relations between Cohesion Policy and the European Semester (relevant Country 
specific recommendations and their role in programming; Europe 2020 goals and 
implementation of thematic concentration in programming); 

• European Territorial Cooperation (ETC): (thematic concentration, synergies among 
cooperation programmes and other instruments and programmes, uptake of new 
measures, performance framework and result orientation; specific challenges; 
simplification);  

• Synergies between ESI Funds and other Union Policies and Instruments, including 
EFSI; 

• Simplification (e-cohesion and its implementation and the use of simplified cost 
options). 

It should be noted that the present research work is limited to a synthesis of key findings in 
existing studies carried out earlier for REGI. The requested topics are elaborated in 
chapters 2-5 in this document. 

1.1. Article 16 Report 
As mentioned earlier, the so called “Article 16 report” of the Commission is based on 
Article 16.3 of the CPR, which requires the Commission to prepare a report on the 
outcome of the negotiations concerning the Partnership Agreements (PAs) and the 
programmes, including an overview of the key issues, for each Member State. The deadline 
to prepare such report is indicated in this article as 31 December 2015. Indeed, the 
Communication from the Commission on Investing in jobs and growth - 
maximising the contribution of European Structural and Investment Funds3 was 
published on 14 December 2015. It was submitted to the European Parliament, to the 
Council, to the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and to the Committee of 
the Regions (CoR) simultaneously. 
 
It should be recalled that the provisions about the Article 16 report stem from an EP 
amendment that was part of the REGI negotiating mandate on the Commission proposal on 

                                                 
1  COM(2015)639 final, 14 December 2016, OEIL Information Document File 
3  COM(2015)639 
3  COM(2015)639 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=COM(2015)0639&l=en
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the CPR4. The co-legislator intended to formalise an earlier similar Communication of the 
Commission in the 2007-13 programming period. The aim was to create a momentum for a 
political debate (both in the EP and in the Council) about the outcome of the completed 
programming process, as it is a first major milestone of policy implementation. 
 
The Council received the report well but regretted the fact that it provided a limited 
analysis of the territorial aspects and challenges of the European Structural and Investment 
Funds (ESI Funds) and a limited input on the process of setting up the PAs and operational 
programmes (OPs). Moreover, it was stated that the absence of details on key issues for 
each Member State makes it difficult to establish “peer-to-peer comparison and learning”.5 
 
The EESC also welcomed the Article 16 report but put a strong emphasis on the need for 
more simplification and clarity in the regulations, also as regards public procurement and 
state aid rules. Moreover, in its opinion the EESC expressed some concerns related to the 
implementation of the European Code of Conduct on Partnership.6  
 
The CoR opinion on the Article 16 report is linked to the CoR’s own initiative opinion on the 
outcome of the negotiations on the PAs and OPs, which was adopted in July 2015. In this 
aforementioned Opinion, the CoR expressed concerns regarding the partnership principle 
and insisted on the need for further simplification (e.g. the wider use of simplified costs, e-
Cohesion, etc.) making several policy recommendations related to Multi-level governance 
and partnership, Financial resources and the programmes’ structure and performance.7  
 
Parliament’s views are going to be expressed in a resolution, the basis of which is the 
aforementioned REGI implementation report. At the time of writing, the draft report8 is 
already available and it was presented in REGI on 8 September 2016. The Rapporteur in his 
report focused on the following topics: Sharing results, communication and visibility; 
Thematic concentration; Ex-ante conditionalities; Performance-based budgeting; The 
European Semester; Synergies and Financial Instruments; Simplification; Administrative 
Capacity; European Territorial Cooperation (ETC); Partnership principle and multi-level 
governance and the Future cohesion policy.  
 

                                                 
4  Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013, Procedure File, OEL, MANDATE for opening inter-institutional negotiations 

adopted by the Committee on Regional Development at its meeting on 11 July and 27 November 2012 on the 
proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council laying down common provisions on the 
European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund covered by the 
Common Strategic Framework and laying down general provisions on the European Regional Development 
Fund, the European Social Fund and the Cohesion Fund and repealing Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006, AM 45 

5  Council of the European Union, Outcome of the Council 3458th meeting, 15 March 2016   
6  EESC, Opinion on the Communication from the Commission – Investing in jobs and growth –maximising the 

contribution of European Structural and Investment Funds [COM(2015) 639 final], ECO/396, 25.05.16 
7  CoR, Opinion on the Outcome of the negotiations on the partnership agreements and operational programmes,   

COTER-VI/001, 8-9 July 2015 
8  EP, REGI_PR(2016)587442 , (2016/2148(INI)), 22.07.2016 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2011/0276(COD)&l=en
http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7101-2016-INIT/en/pdf
https://webapi.eesc.europa.eu/documentsanonymous/eesc-2016-00351-00-01-ac-tra-en.docx
https://webapi.eesc.europa.eu/documentsanonymous/eesc-2016-00351-00-01-ac-tra-en.docx
http://cor.europa.eu/en/activities/opinions/pages/opinion-factsheet.aspx?OpinionNumber=CDR%206248/2014
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-%2f%2fEP%2f%2fNONSGML%2bCOMPARL%2bPE-587.442%2b01%2bDOC%2bPDF%2bV0%2f%2fEN


Evaluation of the Report under Article 16(3) of the CPR 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

9 

2. RELATIONS BETWEEN COHESION POLICY AND THE 
EUROPEAN SEMESTER  

As explained in earlier Policy Department B REGI briefings9, in the 2014-2020 programming 
period cohesion policy is closely aligned with the economic governance of the Union. Links 
include:  

• Programming documents (Partnership Agreements and programmes) take into 
account relevant country-specific recommendations (CSRs) and (where appropriate) 
National Reform Programmes (NRPs), linking investment to a the broader context of 
the European Semester; 

• Thematic objectives set for the 5 ESI Funds are directly derived from the Europe 
2020 strategy, thus there is a strong strategic alignment of cohesion investment to 
broader Union objectives; 

• Several measures are (re)introduced that link ESI Funds to sound economic 
governance (CPR Article 23 provisions (earlier called "macroeconomic-conditionality" 
- also linked to implementation of CSRs), increase in payments ("top-up") and 
centralisation of technical assistance for Member States with temporary budgetary 
difficulties, to be used to support structural and administrative reforms); 

• More coherence is introduced in reporting by the Commission (also to deliver input 
on progress made towards the Europe 2020 Strategy) on the ESI Funds (Article 53 
CPR), leading to synthetized and direct input given to the Council, the EP, the 
European Council as well as the Committee of the Regions and the European 
Economic and Social Committee. 

 
In this context, the following definition (CPR, Article 2. 35) should be noted: 
 
‘relevant country-specific recommendations adopted in accordance with Article 121(2) 
TFEU’ and ‘relevant Council recommendations adopted in accordance with Article 148(4) 
TFEU’ mean recommendations relating to structural challenges which it is appropriate to 
address through multiannual investments that fall directly within the scope of the ESI 
Funds as set out in the Fund-specific Regulations. 
 
It should be recalled that this definition was proposed by the Council and agreed upon 
during the negotiations on the CPR with the aim of making it clear how CSRs, which are 
part of the European Semester process, were to be taken into account in the 
programming documents. It should also be recalled that during negotiations on the 
legislative package the EP argued that it would be more appropriate to align EU cohesion 
spending with National Reform Programmes (NRPs), rather than with CSRs, as long as 
consistency is ensured. The major concern behind this idea was that the annual European 
semester cycle could create an unstable environment for cohesion policy 
interventions by requiring frequent reprogramming. It was considered that as the 
NRPs are long-term strategic planning documents (similar to the PA and programmes in 

                                                 
9  This section draws on the analysis of a previous briefings: 

The European Structural and Investment Funds and sound economic governance: guidelines for the 
implementation of Article 23 of the Common Provisions Regulation, Policy Department B: Structural and 
Cohesion Policies, Author: Diána Haase, December 2014, European Parliament. 
Mid-term review of the MFF and Cohesion Policy, Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies, 
Author: Diána Haase, 2016, European Parliament. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/529088/IPOL_BRI(2014)529088_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/529088/IPOL_BRI(2014)529088_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/573430/IPOL_BRI(2016)573430_EN.pdf
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this respect), they could fit with a multiannual policy better than the CSRs10. (The final 
agreement was that NRPs are to be taken into account in the PAs, where appropriate.) 
 
The Article 16 report itself presents the following main findings in this context: 

• The ESIFs will make a substantial contribution to the new Commission’s political 
priorities, in line with the European Semester country-specific recommendations; 

• More than two-thirds of the CSRs adopted in 2014 were relevant for cohesion policy 
investment and have been taken into account in Member States’ programme 
priorities, for example R&D&I, energy efficiency and renewables, health sector, 
business environment, better access to the labour market and education and 
training systems, administrative capacity, etc. (Note: an EP study11 found that 
Member States refer to CSRs from different years, some from 2013 (e.g. Austria, 
Estonia, Germany) others from 2014 (e.g. Bulgaria, France, Spain). One of the 
reasons can be the delay in the approval of the PAs, which made it possible that 
2014 CSRs could also be addressed in some cases.); 

• The report anticipates that in the near future CSRs might trigger amendments to 
ESIF programmes, ensuring support to structural reforms in Member States; 

• In line with the relevant CSRs, the ESI Funds will support active labour market 
policy measures, such as improved access to the labour market, support to labour 
market institutions, and worker mobility; 

• Contribution to social inclusion will focus mainly on challenges identified in the CSRs, 
such as supporting those at risk, healthcare systems, and long-term care services; 

• Recent Annual Growth Surveys have pointed to the need to improve the quality of 
public administration and the effectiveness of justice systems, successful 
implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy. 17 Member States will invest EUR 4.2 
billion under the ESF (administrative reform activities) and the ERDF (ICT and other 
infrastructure investment) in institutional capacity building. In addition, ETC 
programmes will invest EUR 790 million in this context; 

• The Article 16 report does not mention NRPs. 
 
The following sub-chapters outline a summary of available evidence on the diverse aspects 
of this topic that were chosen to be subject of this analysis. 

2.1. Relevant Country specific recommendations and their role in 
programming 

The Article 16 report seems overall positive about the way the ESI Funds address CSRs, 
without however going into detail on this topic. An apparent way to analyse the outcome of 
negotiations as regards the role of CSRs is to review the programming documents 
themselves. This task was conducted in an EP study (Review of the adopted Partnership 
Agreements12) upon request of REGI, and it was found that CSRs and NRPs have been 
taken into account in all PAs, and that the “CSR have generally been seen as consistent 

                                                 
10  CPR Mandate for opening inter-institutional negotiations adopted by the Committee on Regional Development 

at its meeting of 11 July and 27 November 2012: see, e.g., AMs. 30, 37, 43, 47, 69, 151 and 164. 
11  Strategic coherence of Cohesion Policy: comparison of the 2007-13 and 2014-20 programming periods", EPRC, 

University of Strathclyde, February 2014; commissioned by Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion 
Policies, DG IPOL, EP, at the request of REGI. 

12  Review of the adopted Partnership Agreements , Author: Metis GmbH: Jürgen Pucher, Isabel Naylon, Herta 
Tödtling-Schönhofer, November 2015; commissioned by Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion 
Policies, DG IPOL, EP 
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with the national strategies and the relevant parts were decisive for the choice of TOs and 
priorities in the OPs”. However, it was also noted in this study that the CSRs are 
sometimes broader in reach than the priorities of the ESIF: in some countries, for 
example in Sweden, most of the issues that appeared in the NRP 2014 recommendations 
were not related to the ESI Funds (fiscal policy, private indebtedness, efficiency in the 
housing market). 
 
The above findings are further nuanced by another EP study13 that pointed to some 
uncertainties as regards the role of CSRs in programming: it was found that CSRs have 
played a limited role in the programming process, but Member States were mostly 
able to address them. It does not seem to be completely clear to what extent key 
aspects of CSRs and NRPs can be addressed through investment expenditure (for 
example structural or regulatory reforms, labour market issues, banking sector, education, 
public administration reform). Underpinning this doubt, a recent research paper by EPRC, 
University of Strathclyde14 finds that in most Member States the results expected from the 
investment supported by the ESI Funds are not clearly related to the relevant CSRs. 
 
The same EP study arrived at the following findings (11 Member States were analysed): 

" ‘…only in some cases are the results expected from the investment supported by the 
funds clearly related to the CSRs specified and there is a need for more detail on the way 
that the CSRs concerned will be put into effect in the programmes.’15 
 
In fact, the detail provided on CSRs in PAs varies significantly. Only some Member States 
provide a list of all CSRs, in the form of a comprehensive table (Poland, Spain) or short 
bullet points (Austria), while most others mention only those CSRs that are deemed to be 
relevant for ESI Funds. Austria, France and Germany do not discuss CSRs to any great 
extent.  
 
In France, CSRs are mentioned only sporadically in the PA, e.g. when explaining the 
importance of ESF interventions to respond to CSRs. A similar focus on ESF is also apparent 
in Austria. Portugal had not received any CSRs before the PA was submitted to the 
Commission as Portugal was subject to a bail-out programme with alternative mechanisms 
for addressing structural reform recommendations." 

Source: Strategic coherence of Cohesion Policy: comparison of the 2007-13 and 2014-20 programming periods", 
EPRC, University of Strathclyde, February 2014; commissioned by Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion 
Policies, at the request of REGI. 

 
It seems that even the Commission’s own assessment about the way the CSRs can be 
addressed is in line with the findings of the EP studies. In an earlier Commission non-
paper includes the following on relevant CSRs: 

"Out of a total number of 157 CSRs for 2014, more than two thirds of them – namely 110 – 
have been considered as relevant for cohesion policy. (...) In broad terms, the CSRs that 
are of most relevance for cohesion policy are those concerning improvements to labour 
market functioning, the reform of education systems, the functioning of public 
administration, improvements to the business and R&I environment, social inclusion and 
                                                 
13  Strategic coherence of Cohesion Policy: comparison of the 2007-13 and 2014-20 programming periods", EPRC, 

University of Strathclyde, February 2014; commissioned by Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion 
Policies, DG IPOL, EP, at the request of REGI. 

14  Prospects for Cohesion Policy in 2014-20 and Beyond: Progress with Programming and Reflections on the 
Future, EoRPA paper 14/4, Carlos Mendez and John Bachtler, EPRC, University of Strathclyde, January 2015. 

15  European Commission (2014), Investment for jobs and growth. Promoting development and good governance 
in EU regions and cities. Sixth report on economic, social and territorial cohesion. Brussels. P. 263.  
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poverty reduction, access to finance for SMEs and the functioning of network industries. 
However, the linkages between investments planned and the CSRs are not always 
straightforward. In the Partnership Agreements and programmes, some Member States 
have clearly flagged a CSR as part of the rationale for programme interventions. But this 
was not done systematically for all cohesion policy funds. Understanding how the cohesion 
policy fund intervention supports the policy response to the challenges identified in CSRs 
will depend on how Member States connected their structural reforms, better spending and 
the use of the cohesion policy funds through the National Reform Programmes and the 
ensuing programme implementation." 

Source: Effectiveness and Added Value of Cohesion Policy Non-paper assessing the implementation of the reform 
in the programming for cohesion policy 2014-2020, European Commission, 2015. 

 
 
CSRs and NRPs represent a clear linkage between the ESI Funds and the processes of the 
European semester. It seems that there is some ambiguity as regards how this linkage 
functions in practice, and it requires further investigation, especially taking into 
account that reprograming might be triggered due to new CSRs. An ongoing study of the 
Commission is expected to deliver deeper insights on these linkages, as it aims to “assess 
how ESIF funding contributes to the implementation of structural reforms by Member 
States, in particular to those which were put forward in Country Specific Recommendations 
(CSRs). The findings will feed into further reflections on how to strengthen the policy-
orientation of the ESI Funds in the future.”16  

2.2. Europe 2020 goals and implementation of thematic 
concentration 

With the programming phase being completed, time is ripe to look into first feedback about 
how thematic concentration requirements could be addressed in the programmes. 
Assessing the role of the ESI Funds in the pursuit of Europe 2020 goals and thematic 
concentration is a challenging task for policy analysts. An earlier EP study pointed to the 
complexity of such assessment reminding of the following: 
 
Cohesion policy is not the only vehicle with which to deliver the Europe 2020 
Strategy, and when it comes to thematic areas, spending has some preconditions, 
without which effectiveness can be seriously hampered. This was recognised by the 
legislators, and has been addressed in the 2014-2020 period through, for example, ex-ante 
conditionalities which are preconditions directly linked to thematic objectives and 
investment/Union priorities of the five funds. 
 
Source: The Cohesion Policy Dimension of the Implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy, Policy Department B: 
Structural and Cohesion Policies, Author: Diána Haase, June 2015, European Parliament. 
 
The above mentioned EP study on Review of the adopted Partnership Agreements provided 
a global insight into how thematic concentration was addressed during programming. It 
was found that (on the basis of the information presented in the PA documents) there 
were no major difficulties in establishing coherence between national needs and the 
requirements of thematic concentration and the Europe 2020 targets. Most Member States 
have chosen to address all the TOs (Only Luxemburg, Denmark and the Netherlands have 
concentrated on a limited number of TOs due to the small size of the budget). Further 
findings include:  

                                                 
16  Source: Inforegio, [accessed: 02 September 2016] 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/studies/2015/support-of-european-structural-and-investment-funds-esi-funds-to-the-implementation-of-the-country-specific-recommendations-and-to-structural-reforms-in-member-states
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/studies/2015/support-of-european-structural-and-investment-funds-esi-funds-to-the-implementation-of-the-country-specific-recommendations-and-to-structural-reforms-in-member-states
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The TOs with the highest percentage of overall funding are TO 6 (preserving and protecting 
the environment and promoting resource efficiency - 15%), TO 7 (14.8%) and TO 3 
(enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs - 13.9%).  
 
Looking at the use of ESIF to support the TOs, the ERDF and the EAFRD support a wide 
range of TOs; the CF funds mainly TOs 4 to 7; the ESF 8 to 11 TOs. TO 11 will mainly be 
funded through the ESF. The EMFF mainly supports the TOs 3, 4, 6, 8. Landlocked 
countries such as Austria, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia use the EMFF to 
support SMEs.  
 
TO 7 however is important for some countries, in particular the Convergence countries, 
which is also reflected by the fact that 14.8% of the total budget is allocated to this TO. 
Poland, Slovakia and Romania have planned high investments under this TO. 
 
The high concentration in TO 6 in the more developed regions is due to the Member States 
putting cultural heritage and environmental issues under this TO. In Croatia, for example, 
the contribution from the CF is focussed on environmental infrastructure (i.e. TO 6). 
Combined with TO 7, these two TOs account for 34% of the overall ESIF envelope for 
Croatia. This allocation reveals the need for a marked catch-up in the field of environmental 
infrastructure; an issue, that Croatia shares with most of the EU 10+2. 

Source: Review of the adopted Partnership Agreements , Author: Metis GmbH: Jürgen Pucher, Isabel Naylon, 
Herta Tödtling-Schönhofer, November 2015; commissioned by Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion 
Policies, DG IPOL, EP 

 
An interesting finding on the basis of interviews conducted in the context of the EP study 
examining strategic coherence was the feedback that differentiation of thematic 
concentration rules across different categories of regions might not be useful as 
the categories are too rigid and do not reflect regional specificities.  
 
As regards thematic concentration, there might be unintended challenges: 

"(...) it is clear that thematic concentration will be achieved, at least at the 
programming stage. There will be a significant shift in the expenditure allocations in the 
programmes, increasing significantly the focus on RTDI, ICT, SME competitiveness and the 
low-carbon economy. This is probably the most contentious area of the programming 
negotiations on strategic coherence (...) and it is not clear whether allocations to specific 
objectives advocated by the Commission will be absorbed or whether they represent the 
most effective use of the Funds in individual countries and regions.  
(...) 
Member States are critical of the scope for balancing thematic concentration with 
flexibility to support domestic priorities, especially with regard to the very strict 
application of the principle by the Commission during the negotiations." 

Source: Strategic coherence of Cohesion Policy: comparison of the 2007-13 and 2014-20 programming periods", 
EPRC, University of Strathclyde, February 2014; commissioned by Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion 
Policies, at the request of REGI (hereinafter Strategic coherence study). 

 
In relation to the above mentioned critique by Member States, it should be recalled that the 
CPR clearly states that the ESI Funds shall support the thematic objectives in order to 
contribute not only to the Europe 2020 Strategy, but also to “the Fund-specific missions 
pursuant to their Treaty-based objectives, including economic, social and territorial 
cohesion”. Hence, an analysis of thematic concentration should also examine how the 
strategic choices of Member States and allocation of resources across TOs meet the 
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specific needs of the territories. This aspect is less apparent in the Commission’s 
Article 16 report. According to the EP study that reviewed the PAs, in most Member States 
the objectives of the ESI Funds correspond broadly to the development needs. However, 
some countries highlight their specific economic/territorial challenges: 

• Due to the crisis Greece is in a particular position. The country decided to 
address all TOs, based on the acute needs due to the economic crisis, the 
Recommendations of the Council, the requirements of the Stability Pact and the 
Economic Adjustment Programme. The argument being that a purely “growth 
approach” based on TO1, 2 and 3 would not be beneficial, given the situation of the 
country. 

• In France, the decentralisation is assessed to have a positive impact on the future 
bottom-up policy-making in Cohesion Policy. The PA highlights the need for a 
territorial approach due to the differences witnessed across the country. The 
territorial approach therefore goes hand in hand with the growing decentralisation. 
According to the PA, “the PA serves as an instrument to create a coherent approach 
towards reducing the challenges between the European, the national, the regional 
and the local levels.” 

• The Italian PA examines the Italian macro-economic context as well as the 
disparities, development needs and growth potentials and it analyses the territorial 
challenges of Italy, making a distinction between inner areas, urban areas, and rural 
areas. 

• In Slovakia, the PA is to ensure the implementation of investment priorities in areas 
which have the highest development potential for the given priority. “The PA 
concentrates, in a differentiated manner, the thematic objectives and priority areas 
of support into individual geographical territorial units stipulated in the national 
Concept of the Territorial Development of Slovakia (CTDS) planning document.”  

• There are Member States with lower territorial diversity, for example the 
Netherlands or Luxemburg. The PA of the Netherlands indicates that specificities 
of every region should get attention in the different programmes, even though the 
economic performance of regions shows less differences in the country. The study 
found a strong alignment between thematic concentration, country performance on 
EU2020 indicators, CSRs and development needs in the Netherlands. The same was 
found about Luxemburg where the size of the country and the financial 
envelope of cohesion policy also account for the strong alignment between the 
EU and national strategies. 

• As another case for a country with a relatively smaller national envelope, Sweden 
set ambitious targets in the area of greenhouse gas emissions and energy 
efficiency, which however are not reflected in the ESI Funds financing (allocations 
are spread relatively evenly amongst the TOs). The same applies to the United 
Kingdom, and it is explained in the PA that substantial domestic resources will 
be deployed on this target.  

• More than half the Member States have concentrated the EMFF on four TOs (3, 4, 
6 and 8), which translates the importance given to maritime and fishery policy. 
Greece on the one hand– with its undeniably important maritime and fisheries 
policy – is the only Member States that concentrated the EMFF on six TOs (1, 2 and 
5 in addition to 3, 4 and 6). On the other hand Austria, being a landlocked 
country, focuses the EMFF only on TO 3. Luxemburg will not use the EMFF at all. 
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The study on Strategic coherence found that some Member States are critical about the 
available flexibility to support domestic priorities (e.g. Austria, Finland, Germany, 
Portugal, Spain, United Kingdom), arguing that: 

• The range of themes under European TOs is too restrictive; 

• There is inconsistency between EU regional categories and domestic geographies 
(difficulty to match NUTS 2  regional categorisation with domestic administrative 
and socio-economic contexts); 

• very strict application of thematic concentration rules by the Commission during the 
negotiations. 

Details on thematic concentration in the context of ETC are outlined in Chapter 3.1. 

2.3. Conclusions 
The findings presented in the previous sections show that it is early to draw complex 
conclusions about the effectiveness of linkages between European Semester processes and 
cohesion policy. Linkages have clearly been established during the programming process, 
with variations across Member States; but for both thematic concentration and links to 
CSRs further investigation is necessary to understand practical implications in greater 
detail. 
 
Questions for Further Reflection: 
 
• To what extent can cohesion policy spending address CSRs and NRPs? Are the 

mechanisms in place that connect PAs and programmes to the European Semester 
effective? 

• Thematic concentration has been achieved in the programming phase, what lessons 
can be learned from programme implementation? 

• Do thematic concentration and the strategic choices of Member States allow for 
meeting the specific needs of the territories across the EU? 
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3. EUROPEAN TERRITORIAL COOPERATION 
European Territorial Cooperation (ETC), is also referred to as “INTERREG V” in the 
2014-20 programming period, is one of the two goals pursued by the Funds, i.e. by 
the Cohesion Fund, the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the European 
Social Fund (ESF), but it is exclusively supported by the ERDF. For the first time in the 
history of cohesion policy, ETC activities in the 2014-20 period are covered by a separate 
regulation17 (ETC Regulation). The co-legislators aimed at tailoring provisions to the specific 
character of ETC activities, distinguished from provisions governing support from the ERDF 
to the Investment for Growth and Jobs goal.  
 
With the overall aim being the support of the harmonious development of the Union’s 
territory at different levels (as set out in recital 4 of the ETC Regulation), the ERDF 
supports in this context cross-border, transnational and interregional cooperation activities, 
with resources amounting to 2,75 % of the global resources available for budgetary 
commitment from the Funds in 2014-20 (EUR 8 948 259 330 in 2011 prices). 
 
The Article 16 report itself presents the following main findings about ETC: 

• The ESI Funds address shared challenges and exploit common potential via 
territorial cooperation and the macro-regional strategies. (Note: This statement 
refers to the fact that ETC has been aligned to the Europe 2020 Strategy goals, and 
that coordination with macro-regional strategies has been enhanced in the 2014-20 
legislative framework.) 

• Territorial cooperation activities are now more focused on shared challenges (Note: 
i.e. ETC activities can contribute to the 11 thematic objectives set out in Article 9 of 
the CPR, which are derived from the Europe 2020 Strategy); 

• All ESI Funds are actively used for transnational cooperation. (ETC is financed by 
ERDF. ESF, EMFF and EAFRD (LEADER) cover transnational cooperation activities 
(these however are not part of ETC). In the case of the Cohesion Fund it can be 
assumed that its “contribution” to the Connecting Europe Facility are meant by its 
transnational angle. 

• Interreg programmes will contribute EUR 790 million to establish or consolidate 
cooperation structures and make public services more efficient across borders 
(outcome of negotiations in relation to Thematic objective 11) 

• 23 Member States participate in one or more macro-regional and/or sea-basin 
strategy which allows for better coordination and a more effective design and 
implementation of national and regional priorities. All macro-regional strategies 
(Baltic, Danube, Adriatic and Ionian, Alpine) and the Atlantic sea-basin strategy are 
integrated into the ESIF programmes. 

• INTERREG programs and macro-regional strategies bring citizens of different 
Member States together and improve their social and economic living conditions 
through trans-border cooperation.  

 
Even though the main body of the report remains rather descriptive and general about ETC, 
Annex I of the article 16 report is dedicated to ETC and it includes some data and 

                                                 
17  Regulation (EU) No 1299/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 on specific 

provisions for the support from the European Regional Development Fund to the European territorial 
cooperation goal. 
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information on contribution of ETC to smart, sustainable and inclusive growth and also on 
governance issues: 

• There are 79 cooperation programmes organised in three strands: cross-border, 
transnational and interregional cooperation; 

• The resources for Interreg amount to just under 3 % of the resources allocated to 
the Funds (ERDF, ESF and Cohesion Fund), i.e. EUR 10 billion. The data in the 
Annex refers to the EUR 9.1 billion invested across the EU and EFTA countries (i.e. 
excluding programmes at the EU’s external borders); 

• The largest share of ERDF resources for ETC goal is targeting sustainable growth (in 
73 programmes, 41 % of ETC resources, 20 % of ETC resources targeting climate 
change); 

• 27 % of resources are directed towards smart growth (46 programmes will invest in 
strengthening R&I) and 13 % towards inclusive growth; 

• 10 % of the resources target transport (33 programmes); 

• EUR 790 million is allocated to institutional cooperation, improvement of the 
efficiency of public services. Some programmes will contribute to institutional 
cooperation with funding from sector-specific activities such as environment, health-
care provision or social inclusion; (It is not further specified in the report what 
“sector-specific activities” means in this context.) 

• The management structures of programmes have remained generally stable 
compared to the previous period, but there are new transnational programmes; 

• Setting up of the performance framework has been a challenge, mainly due to the 
lack of meaningful cross-border and transnational data; 

• The coordination between cooperation and mainstream ERDF programmes is mostly 
through participation of representatives of the Interreg programmes in national ESIF 
coordination bodies; 

• Harmonising rules and templates across Interreg programmes is expected to deliver 
on simplification. More importantly, most programmes use simplified cost options 
and many have committed to specific actions to reduce the administrative burden 
placed on beneficiaries (the latter stems from the regulatory requirement under 
Article 8.5 (b) of the ETC Regulation, i.e. the cooperation programme has also to set 
out a summary of the assessment of the administrative burden on beneficiaries, and 
where necessary, the actions planned to reduce such burden); 

• Interreg programmes where (mostly public) partners who have cooperated for many 
years often use a lower co-financing rate than the 85 % ceiling set in the 
regulations. 

 
The following chapters include a summary of available evidence on the issues chosen to be 
subject of this analysis. The main source18 of findings is a recent EP study, commissioned 
by the Policy Department B - Structural and Cohesion Policies (Review of adopted Territorial 
Cooperation Programmes”19). It has to be noted that this EP study reviewed a 
representative sample of, but not all programmes (30 CBC programmes and 10 
Transnational Cooperation programmes). In addition, the study includes 6 CBC 
programmes funded by the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA II) and the two 

                                                 
18  When others sources are used they are indicated separately 
19  European Parliament study, Authors: t33, Spatial Foresight, Euroconsult, June 2016 
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programmes funded by the European Neighbourhood Instrument (ENI). Interregional 
cooperation programmes were not subject of this research paper. 

3.1. Strategic choices of Member States and thematic 
concentration 

As outlined above, in line with the regulatory requirements, cooperation programmes 
contribute to the Europe 2020 strategy, and thus support the 11 thematic objectives (TOs) 
set for the ESI Funds in the 2014-20 programming period.  
 
The strategic choices of Member States, in terms of the type of investments/actions chosen 
to be targeted by cooperation programmes, have been framed by the thematic 
concentration requirements which are set out in Article 6 of the ETC Regulation. The 
provisions allowed for a “free” choice of four objectives targeted by a high concentration of 
resources in each (CBC and transnational cooperation) programme.  
 
The EP study confirms that many programmes “over-complied” with the regulatory 
requirement for concentrating resources on a limited number of TOs (allocating more than 
80 % of their financial resources to four or fewer TOs), namely TO 6 (environment and 
resource efficiency) and TO 1 (research, development and innovation). Transport and 
sustainable mobility are also often mentioned in programme strategies, while (the study 
finds that) inclusive growth is identified as a cross-cutting issue (across the whole EU 
internal cooperation area). 
 
An interesting finding, echoing the information in the Article 16 report, is that reviewed 
programmes did not often select TO 11 (institutional capacity) as a priority: it 
seems that capacity building was mostly considered as a horizontal or a sectoral issue. 
Those programmes that did select this TO, mostly use it to support actions for 
strengthening cooperation between administrative entities and supporting grass-roots 
cooperation among citizens. To a lesser extent it is also used for promoting a joint provision 
of public services (e.g. emergency & risk prevention, civil protection, healthcare and 
medical services, social care & demographic change and police cooperation). 
 
Even though factors such as the lack of homogenous data (at border level) limited the 
quality of territorial analysis, programmes managed to provide a structured 
territorial analysis to justify resource concentration, identifying the needs to be 
addressed across the cooperation area. The involvement of local partners and ex ante 
evaluations were important for identifying territorial needs. Thematic concentration has 
resulted in changes in the programmes that already existed in the previous 
programming period (60% of the reviewed programme documents refer to strategic 
changes): many programmes introduced changes in their intervention strategy by 
narrowing the number of intervention sectors or introducing new and more focused ones 
(for example CBC Slovenia – Austria introduced a new Priority Axis drawing attention to 
R&D&I compared to its previous emphasis on competitiveness; IPA CBC Romania – Serbia 
established a new Priority Axis entirely focused on tourism).  
In the case of transnational programmes some authorities underlined that 
thematic concentration requirements have led to difficulties because of the very 
large territories across which objectives had to be identified. 
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3.2. Synergies among cooperation programmes and other 
instruments and programmes 

The Article 16 report does not include a lot of information about coordination and 
synergies among different programmes and with instruments of other policy areas. Taking 
into account the regulatory provisions (on the Partnership Agreement, programmes and the 
Common Strategic Framework) aiming at coordination, as well as the longstanding support 
of REGI to fostering synergies, it is important to scrutinise this topic already at an early 
stage of implementation. 
 
The majority of the reviewed cooperation programmes mention coordination with 
ERDF, European Social Fund, European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and with 
other ETC programmes. (The Cohesion Fund and the EMFF appear less often, as they are 
less relevant to most cooperation programmes.) All in all, the study concludes that: 

...informal coordination is more important with other ESI Funds programmes, whether 
national, regional or ETC programmes. Similarities in programme set-up lead to 
expectations of more coordination and more similar processes among programme 
authorities, than with other EU instruments and policies. Similar processes are the most 
often mentioned type of coordination for ETC programmes. This is often referred to as 
using Interact activities that help to harmonise ETC implementation processes. The 
cooperative nature of ETC programmes makes it more evident for them to collaborate with 
each other than with regional and national programmes. Coordination between ETC 
programmes can be through the same authorities being members or observers in 
monitoring committees for several ETC programmes. Synergies and cooperation between 
ETC programmes may be motivated by geographical neighbourhood (e.g. overlapping 
areas) or by similar thematic themes and objectives. If interests differ, coordination tends 
to be less formal and intensive than between programmes with common interests. 
 
Notwithstanding, the study finds that a large majority of reviewed programmes refer 
to other EU instruments (usually instruments related to the cooperation area covered by 
the programme strategy), with the most frequently mentioned ones being Horizon 2020 
and LIFE+. This seems consistent with the strategic choices made by the programmes 
in concentrating resources on TOs 1 and 6. Other relevant instruments are CEF 
(programmes are found to concentrate on transport themes not covered by the CEF), 
COSME, Erasmus, Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund and the Programme for Social 
Change and Innovation, but also: Internal Security Fund, Creative Europe, High-Growth 
and Innovations SME facility, Risk Sharing Finance Facility, BONUS, NER300 and the Youth 
Employment Initiative. ENI, IPA and EDF are only mentioned when the programme location 
justifies this. Half of the programmes also refer to synergies with national and 
regional instruments, however joint development plans or strategies are hardly 
mentioned. Even if they exist across borders, they are not necessarily linked to a 
(complete) ETC programming area. Coordination between cooperation programmes and 
national instruments may be more difficult due to the differences in logic and 
responsibilities. 
 
Despite the above, only few Cooperation Programmes describe in detail specific approaches 
to realise synergies; it is almost never specified how coordination should be 
achieved (the level of detail is higher when it comes to ESIF programmes and lower when 
it comes to synergies with instruments of other policy areas). The exchange of information 
between programme authorities is the most common form of cooperation, but descriptions 
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are often vague on who will be involved in coordination activities and how. (Transnational 
programmes are less detailed in this aspect compared to CBC programmes). 
 
Finally, as the reviewed cooperation programmes at EU internal borders do not intend to 
use financial instruments, there are only a few that explicitly mention synergies with the 
EIB. However, several programmes consider that there is a potential to cooperate with the 
EIB when preparing investments, although the role of the ETC programme in such actions 
is hardly described in more detail. 
 
It can be concluded, that the reflections and possibilities for synergies were analysed 
during the programming process, and several potential instruments have been included in 
the programmes. However, as the study concludes “the potential for capitalising on 
synergies is not yet visible”. It remains to be seen what the practical implementation of 
such synergies will mean, and it might prove to be necessary to detect possible 
barriers to better coordination among the different programmes and instruments. 
 
On a final note, only few programmes explicitly mention EGTCs, and mostly referred 
to as potential beneficiaries. Links to macro-regional and sea basin strategies have 
been explicitly included in the majority of programmes (even some macro-regional 
strategies that are being discussed but are not yet adopted); but again the ways to achieve 
synergies are described in varying detail. Many programmes mention links through specific 
actions related to the macro-regions, shared committees and stakeholder involvement in 
joint activities. Some transnational programmes were adapted territorially (and also 
regarding their strategic priorities) to macro-regional strategies to ensure coherence. 

3.3. Uptake of “new” measures in cooperation programmes 
The (partially) new territorial intervention concepts, included in the 2014-20 policy 
framework, can also be applied in cooperation programmes. These are Joint Action Plans 
(JAPs), community-led local development (CLLD), integrated territorial investments (ITI) 
and integrated actions for sustainable urban development. The legislators aimed at tailoring 
these concepts to the specific needs of cooperation activities: further to the rules included 
in the CPR, the ETC Regulation sets out specific implementation provisions.  
 
In the context of the EP study, the use of financial instruments (Article 37 of the CPR) and 
major projects (Article 100 of the CPR) was also analysed, which can also be considered 
new intervention concepts under ETC (without specific provisions included in the ETC 
Regulation, thus same rules apply as to “mainstream” programmes). 
 
The EP study found that the majority of the reviewed programmes: 

(...) do not plan to use any of the new territorial development tools (...) these tools are 
generally considered complex and burdensome for beneficiaries and more suitable for 
mainstream programmes. (...) 
 
Additionally, in some cases they also:  

• increase administrative burden for beneficiaries; 
• may create parallel structures to existing CBC organisations; 
• are time and resource consuming; 
• are not suitable for the Cooperation Programme area. 
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The last point above is mainly specific for outermost regions (for example, when 
there are no land borders between the participating countries and due to the fact that it is 
States and not local stakeholders implementing cooperation activities). 
 
Financial instruments will not be used in reviewed cooperation programmes, 
mainly due to lack of human resources at programme authority level; whereas major 
projects are not opted for given the limited financial volume of cooperation 
programmes. (Only three of the reviewed programmes (with managing authorities located 
in Italy) have kept the option of using financial instruments open.) 

3.4. Performance framework and result orientation 
Result orientation have been important elements of the 2013 reform of cohesion 
policy. The introduction of ex ante conditionalities, thematic concentration, performance 
framework and reserve aimed at improving overall policy performance. It is therefore 
important to follow up how these concepts are implemented in practice. The Article 16 
report points to difficulties with setting up the performance framework in 
cooperation programmes, which is echoed by the EP study on adopted ETC 
programmes: 

The increased attention to a more result-oriented strategy has required programmes to 
better define objectives with quantified targets and to elaborate monitoring and evaluation 
systems capable of capturing the specific effects that can be credibly attributed to 
interventions. In this context, identification of baselines for result indicators was 
challenging. In some cases, the characteristic of certain cooperation actions (networking 
actions, supporting activities, training and dissemination) and the large areas covered by 
Cooperation Programmes (e.g. by transnational programmes) made it difficult to choose 
representative indicators and to determine the target values as required by ETC Regulation. 
Recourse to surveys was often used to quantify indicator targets. As a consequence, 
challenges remain over the coming years for monitoring and reporting. 
 
In addition to the challenges linked to result indicators, the common output indicators 
included in the Annex of the ETC Regulation are considered not always suitable to 
capture what operations should achieve, especially what concerns coastal and 
maritime areas. Interviews with managing authorities revealed that common output 
indicators were “generally perceived as too similar to ERDF mainstream indicators and did 
not always capture the specificity” of cooperation programmes. 
 
As regards the above mentioned surveys, they relate in particular to transnational 
programmes (but also to some cross-border programmes) that use qualitative result 
indicators measured through specific surveys: for example the programme authorities of 
the Danube programme consider that given the specificities of transnational cooperation 
(i.e. the coverage of more extended areas, it is “difficult to express targeted changes in 
specific quantitative terms”. CBC programmes managed to define more tangible result 
indicators, but then often face the above mentioned challenge of lack of data, 
especially at NUTS 3 level. 

3.5. Specific challenges 
Migration and the refugee crisis are among the emerging challenges the EU is facing, and 
the EP study analysed briefly, whether ETC programmes play a role in tackling issues in this 
context. 
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Overall, it was found that: 

Migration and especially problems related to the current refugee crisis are not a focus of 
any of the internal Cooperation Programmes. This is partly because these programmes 
cover internal EU borders that, until recently, were not strongly affected by massive 
refugee flows, and because the programming process had taken place before the adverse 
consequences of this crisis became evident. The fact that Member States are currently 
acting differently on all these matters makes it even more complicated to address such 
issues in a CBC perspective. 
 
Notwithstanding the above, already in the previous programming period there were some 
ETC projects targeting integration measures (for example, Interreg IV A programmes 
2 Seas (FR – UK – BE – NL) and the Oresund-Kattegat-Skagerrak (SE-DK-NO) as well as 
the Interreg IV C URBACT20.  
 
For the current period, it should be noted that at the time of programming migration 
and security issues were lower on the agenda, hence some programme authorities did 
not consider these as key challenges to be addressed. Security appears in some of the 
reviewed programmes not necessarily in relation to migration issues: 

In a few cases, security is considered as a relevant issue. Programme authorities foresee 
cooperation for police, criminal investigation and crime prevention (e.g. CBC Germany–
Czech Republic) mainly because of persistent security deficits relating to drug dealing (i.e. 
possession of crystal meth is only a regulatory offence in the Czech Republic whereas in 
Germany it is a criminal offence). In transnational programmes (e.g. Transnational Adrion), 
stakeholders declared that even though there were no changes in the first call for proposals 
in February 2016, the invitation of the Commission to take into consideration issues such as 
security and Migration could be considered in future calls.  
 
When it comes to EU external borders, some IPA and ENI programmes address security 
issues (for transport and border security): 

• The IPA CBC Italy–Albania– Montenegro includes the possibility for specific actions 
for ‘a coordination mechanism with the responsible Italian authorities of the 
International Security Fund in order to increase the effectiveness of the intervention 
through complementarity programmes’21.  

• The ENI CBC programme Finland–Russia (Karelia) integrates safety and security 
issues in its strategy through Thematic Objective 10 (border management, security 
and mobility). 

 
In relation to this, a pilot action was proposed by Interact in 2016 on ‘Interreg response to 
migration-related challenges’22.  

3.6. Simplification in ETC programmes 
In the 2014-20 period it is possible for managing authorities to assume the tasks of the 
certifying authority (Article 123 of CPR and Article 21 of ETC Regulation). This merger is 

                                                 
20  EC DG Regio (2016), Supporting the integration of refugees and migrants through Interreg, Brussels, 

23/05/2016. 
21  Programme document IPA CBC Italy-Albania-Montenegro 2014-2020, p. 65. 
22  INTERACT (2016), Pilot action ‘Interreg response to migration-related challenges’ – Updated version: 2016-05-

30. 

http://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjlkbzj9fzOAhUE6xoKHeocDx8QFggeMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.interact-eu.net%2Fdownload%2Ffile%2Ffid%2F3791&usg=AFQjCNGuWcUCEkEqh50bfZnVsc1sKRX0ZQ
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expected to lead to more efficient and effective monitoring and accounting systems for the 
programmes.  
 
According to the EP study there is no unified feedback from the side of programme 
authorities about simplification in cooperation programmes: programme authorities 
that introduced new elements consider these as simplifications. Some other authorities 
think that changes in the legislative framework are a “source of additional administrative 
burden and costs due to the requirement for new skills and capacity”. The study finds that 
slightly more than half the reviewed programmes introduced new management 
elements to streamline governance processes, whereas the other half left their 
management structures unchanged from previous periods and maintained a separate 
managing authority and certifying authority (to ensure continuity institutional stability, 
ensure and continuity between programming periods and limit the need for new skills). 
 
A particular challenge can be coordination of programmes, which can be done between 
different ESI Funds in one Member State, or between different Cooperation Programmes. 
The first option might lead to more harmonisation within the Member State, whereas 
specific institutional and political frameworks from the other Member States might be 
overlooked. The second option however may not be able to use national systems that were 
set up for other ESI Funds. The study found that 33% of the programme authorities are 
also involved in other programmes, i.e. only one third of programmes seem to seek 
management synergies (although the authors note that experience shows a higher 
percentage in practice).  
 
E-cohesion procedures and instruments are expected to reduce administrative 
burden mainly for beneficiaries (administrative tasks such as selecting operations, 
monitoring and evaluation are expected to remain more or less the same). The study finds 
that in some cases “national requirements or conditions have required programme 
authorities to use specific reporting and monitoring systems. Most programmes make use 
of the harmonised implementation tools developed by INTERACT”23.  
 
In addition, the EP study confirms the findings of the Article 16 report, namely that 
simplified cost options are going to be widely used, as in general it is considered that 
this practice should result in reduced financial management costs, in particular for 
beneficiaries, but also in relation to administrative procedures for verification and audit 
(although, additional guidance is needed from the European Commission about their 
application at programme level). In this context, some programme authorities claimed that 
the limit of 20% defined under Article 19 (staff costs) of the ETC Regulation is too 
low and thus is a less attractive option. 
 
Finally, the lack of simplification in State aid and in public procurement rules is also 
underlined by programme authorities pointing to the fact that these issues are “a source 
of major complexity in programme implementation” (especially in the cross-border 
context and in relation to the competences required to deal with them). 
 

                                                 
23  According to an INTERACT survey, 66% of programmes make use of the tools and 20% use them as 

inspiration. INTERACT (2015) Harmonised Information Tool survey results 2015. http://admin.interact-
eu.net/downloads/9565/HIT_Survey_Results_2015_10_2015.pdf 

http://admin.interact-eu.net/downloads/9565/HIT_Survey_Results_2015_10_2015.pdf
http://admin.interact-eu.net/downloads/9565/HIT_Survey_Results_2015_10_2015.pdf
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3.7. Conclusions 
At the time of writing programme implementation is at its early phase, a careful follow-up 
is needed so that more elaborated findings can be established about the effectiveness of 
ETC-specific provisions. The EP study includes some recommendations (Follow-up of 
implementation 2014-20): 

• Assessment of the technical assistance needs of programme authorities in 
implementation of the results-oriented approach; 

• Creating specific guidelines related to implementation issues, such as public 
procurement procedures, simplification of management and control arrangements 
and State aid rules in a cross-border context; 

• Assessment of the synergies of 2014-20 programmes with instruments of other 
larger scale policies (national, macro-regional, EU) and falling into the same area of 
cooperation; 

• Verification of the simplification provisions and management arrangements planned 
by programme authorities; 

• Assessment of partner involvement in programme implementation; 

• Follow-up on activities at external borders; 

• Monitoring and assessment of the use of the new implementation tools. 
 
Questions for Further Reflection: 
 

• How effective is the ETC specific policy framework put in place in the 2014-20 
programming period? 

• What lessons can be learned to improve the design of ETC programmes post 2020, 
especially what regards synergies with other instruments and indicators? 
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4. SYNERGIES BETWEEN ESI FUNDS AND SYNERGIES 
BETWEEN ESI FUNDS AND OTHER EU INSTRUMENTS  

The architecture of the EU’ cohesion policy for the 2014-2020 period is marked by the aim 
of ensuring a more coordinated, complementary and integrated approach to 
programming and implementation of the ESI Funds. 
 
The CPR ensures coordination between the ESI Funds and between the ESI Funds and 
other relevant Union policies, strategies and instruments (CPR Articles 4, 10, 15, 27). More 
specifically, the Common Strategic Framework (Annex I of the CPR) establishes 
guiding principles to facilitate the programming process and the sectoral and 
territorial intervention of the ESI Funds.24  
 
The EP has always been in favour of greater synergies, coordination and complementarity 
of the Funds. During the negotiations of the 2014-2020 legislative package, the EP strongly 
supported the CSF as part of the CPR regulation and not as a secondary legislation and 
introduced the possibility of supplementing or amending the CSF through a delegated act 
(CPR, Article 12)25.  
 
When referring to synergies, complementarities and other related terms, it is important to 
clarify the conceptual differences, as it has been done in a recent EP study, commissioned 
at the request of the EP REGI Committee:26 

Term Summary definition 
Synergy The interaction of two or more agents, resources or activities such 

that the product is worth greater than the sum of the component parts 
(1+1>2). 

Complementarity Activities or policy efforts that build on the strengths and account for 
the limitations in each other (1+1=2). 

Coordination A process by which donors share information about or identify their 
respective resources, goals, processes and timelines to each other in 
order to reduce duplication and increase complementarity. 

Coherence Where two or more distinct policies or programmes are logically 
consistent and do not counteract each other. 

Source: Martin Ferry,et al. Maximisation of Synergies Between European Structural Funds and other EU 
Instruments to attain Europe 2020 Goals, 2016 

4.1. Synergies between ESI Funds  
As regards “synergies between ESI Funds”, the Common Strategic Framework (Annex I, 
Section 3) lists the arrangements that should facilitate the preparation of PAs and OPs in 
order to achieve coordinated and integrated approaches between the ESI Funds. Such 
arrangements include mostly: 

• identification of areas of intervention where ESI Funds can be combined; 

• Multi-Fund programmes; 

• promote the involvement of managing authorities responsible for other ESI Funds 
and relevant ministries; 

                                                 
24  EP, European Union Cohesion Policy 2014-2020: A Comprehensive presentation of the legislative package and 

the role of the European Parliament, 2014 
25  Ibid. 
26  Martin Ferry, Stefan Kah, John Bachtler (EPRC), Maximisation of Synergies Between European Structural Funds 

and other EU Instruments to attain Europe 2020 Goals, European Parliament, Policy Department: Structural 
and Cohesion Policies 2016; 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
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• joint monitoring committees, joint management and control arrangements; 

• make use of e-Governance solutions (e.g. e-cohesion); 

• common approaches between ESI Funds in terms of guidance for the development 
of operations, calls for proposals and selection processes; 

• encourage cooperation between managing authorities of different ESI Funds; 

• a priority axis may concern more than one category of region, combine investment 
priorities from the ERDF, CF and ESF under one thematic objective, etc; 

• use of ITIs and CLLDs. 
 

The “Article 16 report” is vague in terms of summarising the arrangements foreseen by 
MS to ensure integrated approaches for the use of the ESI Funds, while putting a greater 
emphasis on the leverage effect of Financial Instruments (FIs) and in their role in achieving 
synergies. Some of the main aspects that can be extracted from the report and linked to 
synergies/integrated approaches are: 

• following the lessons learned from the previous programming period and the 
2014-2020 key reforms there is a “better use of ESIF funding through the 
common strategic framework”; 

• the allocations from all ESI Funds into FIs have increased;  

• in PAs and OPs Member States indicate the actions planned in terms of e-
governance and there is “room for self-reflection and mutual learning from 
Member States’ different practices”; 

• 20 MS plan to use ITIs in different areas; 

• sustainable urban development strategies (ERDF, Article 7) will exceed EUR 16 
billion of the total ERDF budget with additional funding from the ESF; 

• 17 MS will support local development strategies in cohesion policy and multi-fund 
CLLD is supported with more than EUR 12 billion; 

Source: COM(2015)639 final, 14 December 2016 
 
A previous EP Study on the “Review of the Adopted Partnership Agreements”, published in 
2015 provided already preliminary input on some of the main arrangements foreseen 
by the MS to increase efficiency and coordination between ESI Funds.  
 
According to this EP Study, coordination was organised in different ways by Member States 
and a significant role was plaid by the Managing Authorities and Monitoring Committees 
(e.g. in some MS thematic working groups were set up to deal with specific themes across 
the funds).  
 
However, the above findings highlighted that during the PAs process some MAs still feared 
an increase in the administrative burden due to existing strict sectoral divisions between 
subjects along different administrations (sharing competencies between various 
ministries, often in combination with different political stances across the administrations). 
MS were also cautiously optimistic when referring to synergies and improvements in 
coordination in the current programming period.  
 
In order to achieve more coordination, multi-fund programmes were seen by MS as a 
positive aspect but it was still unclear if this will decrease or increase the administrative 
burden on Managing Authorities. The most frequent Multi-Fund combination was ESF 
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and ERDF and eight Member States (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Ireland, Luxemburg, the 
Netherlands, Spain and the United Kingdom) decided not to use any multi-fund OPs.  
 
The same EP study emphasised that in many EU regions there were clear synergies 
between some thematic objectives, for example between TO3 (“enhancing the 
competitiveness of SMEs”) and TO1 ("strengthening research, technological development 
and innovation"), including with the TO1 ex ante conditionality on smart specialisation 
strategies which encouraged SME innovation (e.g. incubation, voucher schemes, process, 
design and service innovation, university-business cooperation, clusters and networking). 27 
 
Integrated approaches in the form of CLLD and ITIs are being used in all Member States. 
CLLD is planned to be used in all 28 Member States and ITIs in 20 Member States. Previous 
analysis also show that although the ITI concept is flexible, its implementation seems to be 
rather challenging. The same for the CLLD, which takes time and financial commitment to 
implement in terms of administrative structures. According to the OCED, the local 
dimension of Cohesion Policy remains under-utilised and under-valued by many 
Member States.28   
 
According to the CPR (Article 15), the PAs had to provide details on how the e-cohesion 
systems (or the systems for electronic data exchange), were being planned in the MS. A 
2016 EP study on “e-Cohesion”29 confirmed that there have been some developments in 
terms of simplification and synergies related to the IT systems being used by MS. 
Interoperability between systems should improve in 2014-2020 even if MS differences 
remain (see section 5.1). It is understood that coordination between data related to 
different funds (ERDF, ESF, Cohesion Fund but also EAFRD and EMFF) is easier in the MS 
with one single system and that decentralized systems have the disadvantage of not always 
having all data stored in one place. 
 
Questions for Further Reflection: 

• Should the EP scrutiny of the strategic coherence and performance of Cohesion Policy 
be enhanced? 

• Is there a need for a stronger ESI Funds overarching strategy? - And how could 
greater strategic integration and coordination of ESI Funds management be 
achieved? 

• It seems that closer coordination within the European Parliament and within the EC is 
required. As far as the EP is concerned, how could a greater inter-committee dialogue 
among the four committees in charge of the ESI Funds be achieved? 

• Are there little signs of simplification? - is simplification a recurrent issue in the 
history of cohesion policy? 

• Are the arrangements to achieve coordinated and integrated approaches between the 
ESI Funds clear? 

                                                 
27  Jürgen Pucher, Isabel Naylon and Herta Tödtling-Schönhofer (Metis), Review of the Adopted Partnership 

Agreements, European Parliament, Policy Department: Structural and Cohesion Policies, 2015 
28  Filipa Azevedo, Tools to support the territorial and urban dimension in cohesion policy: Integrated Territorial 

Investment (ITI) and Community-Led Local Development (CLLD), European Parliament, Policy Department: 
Structural and Cohesion Policies, 2015; 

29  Jürgen Pucher, Isabel Naylon, Herta Tödtling-Schönhofer (Metis), e-Cohesion, European Parliament, Policy 
Department: Structural and Cohesion Policies, 2016 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/563393/IPOL_STU(2015)563393_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/563393/IPOL_STU(2015)563393_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/563391/IPOL_BRI(2015)563391_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/563391/IPOL_BRI(2015)563391_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/573442/IPOL_STU(2016)573442_EN.pdf
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4.2. Synergies between ESI Funds and other Union Policies and 
Instruments, including EFSI 

The CSF (Section 4) highlights the need for programming authorities to align ESI Funds 
with other Union policies and instruments and provides key links and priorities for funding 
to support synergies. The CSF focuses on the following Union programmes (not an 
exhaustive list as indicated in the CSF): 

• the Common Agricultural Policy and the Common Fisheries Policy; 

• Horizon 2020 and other centrally managed Funds for research and innovation 
(COSME; “smart specialisation strategies”, etc.) 

• New Entrants Reserve (NER) 300 demonstration funding; 

• the Programme for the Environment and Climate Action (LIFE) and the environmental 
acquis; 

• ERASMUS+; 

• the European Union Programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI); 

• the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF); and 

• the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance, European Neighbourhood Instrument 
and European Development Fund. 

 
The “Article 16 report” puts a strong emphasis on the ESI Funds contribution to the 
Commission's priorities in general and to the Investment Plan (EFSI) in particular. 
Furthermore, it summarises very briefly the role played by the smart specialisation 
strategies as the cornerstone of R&I investment. The figures provided are the expected 
achievements and the potential of synergies, mainly with EFSI and Horizon 2020. 
However, not many references are made to the other Union programmes referred in the 
CSF. 
 
Two recent EP studies30 confirm that Member States have identified in the PAs potential 
synergies between ESI Funds strategic objectives (either TOs or investment priorities) and 
other EU policies. However, it seems that there is often limited information in the PAs on 
the specific arrangement mechanisms for coordination. Despite some MS initiatives,  
“challenges involved in bringing ESI Funds and other EU-funded instruments 
together in programmes or priorities remain (...) and “there is strong variation in the 
scope and extent of synergistic working at different stages in the policy process, in different 
thematic fields and in different territories”.31 
 
Concrete challenges relate, for example, to state aid rules32 that do not apply to centrally 
managed instruments (e.g. Horizon 2020, COSME and CEF) but that apply to ESI Funds.  
Cumulative funding is also an issue because “ESIF co-funding cannot come from other EU 
funded instruments and vice versa and this is regarded as a significant barrier to 

                                                 
30  Martin Ferry, Stefan Kah, John Bachtler (EPRC), Maximisation of Synergies Between European Structural Funds 

and other EU Instruments to attain Europe 2020 Goals, European Parliament, Policy Department: Structural 
and Cohesion Policies 2016; and Jürgen Pucher, Isabel Naylon, Herta Tödtling-Schönhofer (Metis GmbH), 
Review of the Adopted Partnership Agreements, European Parliament, Policy Department: Structural and 
Cohesion Policies, 2015 

31  Martin Ferry, Stefan Kah, John Bachtler (EPRC), Maximisation of Synergies Between European Structural 
Funds and other EU Instruments to attain Europe 2020 Goals, European Parliament, Policy Department: 
Structural and Cohesion Policies 2016; 

32  Ibid. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/563393/IPOL_STU(2015)563393_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
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implementing operations in a genuinely integrated way”.33 The governance context is 
also essential in achieving synergies but difficulties arise at EU level and at national level, 
as responsibilities for different instruments and ESI Funds are split between different 
bodies, DGs, ministries, etc.  
 
Financial Instruments can play a role in achieving synergies, in particular by allowing ESI 
Funds to contribute to EU-level instruments such as the SME initiative or the EFSI. 
Nevertheless, as regards the SME Initiative, its usage is not consistently successful in all 
Member States. In addition, a recent EP study indicates that synergies between EFSI and 
ESI Funds are difficult to achieve34 because EFSI and ESI Funds follow separate 
regulations and have very distinct characteristics and orientations. Furthermore, 
EFSI and ESI Funds synergies rely largely on the use of Financial Instruments (FIs) which 
have historically an uneven uptake in Cohesion Policy.  
 
Another EP study on the “Review of the Role of the EIB Group in European Cohesion Policy” 
refers to several issues concerning the objectives of EFSI that have prompted debate, as 
follows35: 

• the fact that EU budgetary commitment to EFSI derives from reallocated resources 
(from CEF and Horizon 2020); 

• based on the 2007-13 experiences with FIs in Structural Funds programmes, a 1:15 
leverage effect seems unrealistic, particularly since the ECA found that FIs in 
Cohesion Policy had achieved a leverage of 2.75 at best. However, such 
interpretations may point to a misunderstanding; national and regional mandates 
such as the ones supported by Cohesion Policy are lower than central mandates and 
therefore difficult to compare.  

• from an economic theory perspective, there are questions whether a 1:15 leverage 
represents an appropriate and additional use of public funding. Such a large leverage 
effect seems to suggest that the investment would probably have happened without 
EU funding commitments. 

Source: Arno van der Zwet, John Bachtler, Stephen Miller, et. al, Review of the Role of the EIB Group in European 
Cohesion Policy, EP, Policy Department Structural and Cohesion Policies, March 2016 
 
To summarise, and even though the Article 16 Report is very positive about the EFSI, 
it seems that the expected results vary considerably depending on the MS. The 
above mentioned study found that in Austria, Bulgaria, Germany, Hungary and Sweden, 
EFSI is seen as not having a major impact and in Belgium, Netherlands, Latvia and Poland 
it seems too early to make any evaluation. Other MS, however, are very optimistic about 
EFSI and expect the following benefits: 

• an increase of private sector investment (France, Finland and Poland); 

• to attract EFSI financing to leverage the EU Cohesion Policy funds (Lithuania); 

• additional infrastructure and energy efficiency investments (Slovenia);  

• opportunity to develop large scale and more ambitious projects either directly or 

                                                 
33  Martin Ferry, Stefan Kah, John Bachtler (EPRC), Maximisation of Synergies Between European Structural 

Funds and other EU Instruments to attain Europe 2020 Goals, European Parliament, Policy Department: 
Structural and Cohesion Policies 2016; 

34  Martin Ferry, Stefan Kah, John Bachtler (EPRC), Maximisation of Synergies Between European Structural Funds 
and other EU Instruments to attain Europe 2020 Goals, European Parliament, Policy Department: Structural 
and Cohesion Policies, 2016 

35  Arno van der Zwet, John Bachtler, Stephen Miller, et. al, Review of the Role of the EIB Group in European 
Cohesion Policy, EP, Policy Department Structural and Cohesion Policies, March 2016 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/563410/IPOL_STU(2016)563410_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/563410/IPOL_STU(2016)563410_EN.pdf
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indirectly affecting ESI Funds programmes (UK, Poland and Portugal) but also 
potential difficulties in terms of losing control over project (UK); and 

• use of EFSI to mitigate the risk absorption of financial instruments to be created 
under the 2014-20 Operational Programme (Lithuania) 

Source: Arno van der Zwet, John Bachtler, Stephen Miller, et. al, Review of the Role of the EIB Group in European 
Cohesion Policy, EP, Policy Department Structural and Cohesion Policies, March 2016 
 
Questions for Further Reflection: 

• Should there be more regulatory harmonisation in order to create more synergies? 

• Should there be more consistency in the description of synergies in the PAs and 
OPs?  

• Is there a potential conflict between EFSI and ESI Funds? - Due for example to 
different legal frameworks, objectives and management structures? 

• Is there a lack of administrative capacity in the MS to combine ESI Funds with 
other EU-level instruments? 

• Member states’ contributions to EFSI are excluded from calculations of budgetary 
adjustments under the Stability and Growth Pact36. Will this give EFSI a 
competitive advantage over ESI Funds? 

• Will the Investment Plan solve the issues that led to the drop of investment in the 
EU or will it lead to a misallocation of resources?37 

• Is there a need for deeper interaction between EIB and the Commission and 
European Parliament? If yes, how can it be developed? 

• How to ensure a geographical balance of EFSI investments and projects; 

4.3. Conclusions and Recommendations 
The above mentioned EP study on “Maximisation of Synergies Between European Structural 
Funds and other EU Instruments to attain Europe 2020 Goals”38 identified four main areas 
where changes could ensure more synergies and complementarities between ESI Funds and 
other EU instruments, as follows: 

1) Regulatory context: Harmonising regulations governing the involvement of State aid 
in different instruments. Harmonising regulations concerned with the exchange of 
information / reporting requirements for different instruments. Strengthening regulations 
that facilitate joint funding operations. In the financial regulation, this should emphasise 
common rules and definitions to enhance interactions between instruments; 
2) Governance: Strengthened coordination among DGs in the pursuit of synergies. ‘Soft 
governance’ options should be explored further. 
3) Strategic frameworks: More consistency is needed in the description of synergies in 
strategic documents. Programmes should include a clear account of how synergies will be 
pursued. 
4) Implementation: The potential of developing joint work programmes or joint calls 
between ESIF and other EU-funded instrument should be considered. 
Source: Martin Ferry, et.al. Maximisation of Synergies Between European Structural Funds and other EU 
Instruments to attain Europe 2020 Goals, 2016 

                                                 
36  EC, Making the Best Use of the Flexibility Within the Existing Rules of the Stability and Growth Pact, COM(2015)12 

final provisional, January 2015 
37  Philipp Eckhardt, et al. EFSI, CEP Policy Brief No. 2015-07 
38  Martin Ferry, Stefan Kah, John Bachtler (EPRC), Maximisation of Synergies Between European Structural Funds 

and other EU Instruments to attain Europe 2020 Goals, European Parliament, Policy Department: Structural 
and Cohesion Policies 2016; 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1467730962075&uri=CELEX:52015DC0012
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/585872/IPOL_STU(2016)585872_EN.pdf
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5. SIMPLIFICATION 

5.1. E-cohesion 
One of the main goals of the 2014-2020 programming period is simplification for 
beneficiaries of Structural and Investment Funds. In this context, e-Cohesion emerges as 
a new legal provision related to the implementation by Member States of e-
government services aiming at reducing administrative complexity, burdens and 
costs. 
 
The concept of e-Cohesion39 is outlined in Article 122(3) of the  Common Provisions 
Regulation (CPR), which states that Member States by no later than 31 December 2015 
shall ensure that "all exchanges of information between the beneficiaries and a 
managing authority, a certifying authority, an audit authority and intermediate 
bodies can be carried out by means of electronic data exchange systems" and for the 
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF) and the 
Cohesion Fund (CF). Furthermore, the Implementing Regulation (EU) No 1011/2014, 
Article 8, the exchange of documents and data shall include "reporting on progress, 
payment claims and exchange of information related to management verifications 
and audits".  
 
Concerning the information on e-Cohesion implementation, this shall be provided in two 
phases: a) during the negotiation of the Partnership Agreements and programmes 
and b) on a regular basis during the programming period, before and after the 
regulatory deadline (i.e. 31 December 2015). Furthermore, it is understood that Member 
States need to address legislative, financial, technical and organisational challenges for 
implementing e-Cohesion effectively. 
 
The “Article 16 report” is not very detailed in reporting the simplification actions planned 
by the MS. Regarding e-governance or e-cohesion, the report mentions that this was 
one of the possibilities brought by the new regulatory framework and that it is one of the 
topics being addressed by the EC “High Level Group of Independent Experts on Monitoring 
Simplification for Beneficiaries of the ESI Funds”. Overall, it is considered that there is 
“room for self-reflection and mutual learning from MS’ differing practices”.  

 
A 2015 EP Study40  shows that only in a few countries the PAs were not specific on the 
subject of e-Cohesion and the IT systems. Some MS developed IT systems in the previous 
programming period and these were being further developed and adapted in the current 
period to improve interoperability between the systems. In a number of countries, an 
assessment was carried out of what is still needed and a plan developed. The technical 
details and what the systems can do are generally described in the PAs. 
 
Generally, based on the PAs it is possible to distinguish between: 

1) MS with one system per fund: i.e. MS where the electronic systems used for each ESI 
Fund are managed and accessible through separate channels (e.g. AT, NL) 

                                                 
39  This analysis is based on the EP Study on e-Cohesion, published in May 2016; Authors: Jürgen Pucher, Isabel 

Naylon, Herta Tödtling-Schönhofer (Metis GmbH), e-Cohesion, European Parliament, Policy Department: 
Structural and Cohesion Policies, 2016 

40  Jürgen Pucher, Isabel Naylon and Herta Tödtling-Schönhofer (Metis), Review of the Adopted Partnership 
Agreements, European Parliament, Policy Department: Structural and Cohesion Policies, 2015 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/573442/IPOL_STU(2016)573442_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/563393/IPOL_STU(2015)563393_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/563393/IPOL_STU(2015)563393_EN.pdf
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2) MS with one system per regional administrative unit: i.e. MS where the electronic 
systems used are managed and accessible separately for each region / Land / federal 
state (e.g. UK, BE) 

3) MS with one system for all ESIF: i.e. MS using one single electronic system to 
manage and access all ESI Funds at once (e.g. FR, LU) 

4) MS with several systems: i.e. MS using several separate electronic systems mainly to 
bundle only some of their ESIF OPs (e.g. ERDF/ESF/CF in contrast to EMFF) (e.g. RO, 
BG). 

 
It should be noted that the different extent to which the e-Cohesion measures are 
described in each PA does not reflect upon the extent of the implementation or the quality 
of the e-Cohesion systems in place. In addition, the changes might in fact not be major in 
MS where e-Cohesion related simplifications have already been carried out in the previous 
programming period or where the need for a change was not too radical. 
 
Regarding the state of play of e-Cohesion and based on the available research41, the 
following points can be summarised: 
 
• e-cohesion has been widely introduced in 2014-2020 ETC programmes, to 

reduce administrative burden for beneficiaries. Sometimes national requirements or 
conditions have required programme authorities to use specific reporting and 
monitoring systems. Most programmes make use of the harmonised implementation 
tools developed by INTERACT42; 

• There is no evidence that Technical Assistance is being requested by MS to 
implement e-Cohesion; 

• The role of e-Cohesion on the performance of managing authorities is not 
clear-cut. On the one hand, e-Cohesion was seen as one of the main tools to reduce 
the administrative burden for MAs, on the other hand, the requirement to amend the 
systems already in place or introducing new systems can be a time and money 
consuming process; 

• The use of e-Cohesion in the context of Integrated Territorial Approaches 
(ITIs) is only mentioned in the PAs of Poland and Spain, where e-Cohesion is seen as 
a useful tool to implement this innovative instrument. There is however no mention of 
Community-led Local Development (CLLD). This should also be further analysed once 
the e-Cohesion systems are up and running and their users have had time to apply 
them in various areas; 

• There is little information about the role of e-Cohesion in supporting 
complementarity between projects belonging to one OP and among projects 
financed by other OPs. Within the same OP at least, a beneficiary involved in more 
than one project, will not have to send a document twice to any programme 
authority. Complementarity can not only lead to more synergies once the authorities 
identify possible similarities between projects whose data is saved electronically, but 
also facilitates transparency and external public communication; 

 

                                                 
41  Jürgen Pucher, Isabel Naylon, Herta Tödtling-Schönhofer (Metis GmbH), e-Cohesion, European Parliament, 

Policy Department: Structural and Cohesion Policies, 2016 
42  t33, Spatial Foresight and Eureconsult, Review of the Adopted European Territorial Cooperation Programmes, 

European Parliament, Policy Department: Structural and Cohesion Policies, 2016  

http://www.interact-eu.net/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/573442/IPOL_STU(2016)573442_EN.pdf
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5.2. Conclusions and recommendations on e-cohesion 
Even though positive feedback has been provided as regards e-Cohesion43, further analysis 
would be needed in order to fully assess the role of e-Cohesion in reducing the 
administrative burden on beneficiaries and on managing authorities.  
 
E-cohesion can lead to more transparency for the authorities since it makes it easier to 
keep an overview of all the different projects that are being carried out. This advantage 
could be used by the programme authorities in order to identify the similarities and the 
potential for creating synergies and complementarities between the projects. 
Using electronic systems allows to reuse the information on projects for other purposes 
such as external communication (e.g. for promotion or campaign purposes) to policy-
makers, interested stakeholders or the general public.  
 
Despite a common regulation, MS have chosen different paths of implementing e-Cohesion. 
While some MS have introduced a single centralized electronic system, others use several 
electronic systems. Differences should be accepted since each MS chose an electronic 
system according to its tradition and administrative set-up. Nevertheless, the HLG of 
Independent Experts on Monitoring Simplification for Beneficiaries has recently 
recommended the following measures44: 

• the EC should go further in its efforts to facilitate the possibility for MS to have a 
common platform or system across the ESI Funds that would provide a consistent 
approach for beneficiaries to audit issues and information technology; 

• For the current period, the members of the HLG call on the Commission to ensure a 
consistent approach to audit that will not undermine the potential e-Governance to 
simplify the management of the ESI Funds and, most importantly, simplify the 
process for beneficiaries to apply for and receive funds; 

• The members of the HLG call on the Commission to encourage more of a partnership 
approach to e-Governance and to assist MS and MA with training for partners in order 
to widen the use of the systems put in place by extending the possibility to use 
technical assistance across all the ESI Funds. 

Source: High Level Expert Group on Monitoring Simplification for Beneficiaries of ESI Funds, 2016 
 

5.3. Simplified cost options - uptake of SCOs in the 2014-20 
period, first feedback 

This chapter summarises the findings of a recent EP study on “Simplified Cost Options in 
Practice”. 45 SCOs have been used in cohesion policy since the 2007-2013 programming 
period, initially only for the ESF, then also for the ERDF. The reason why they were 
introduced was the criticism about the excessively demanding requirements with regard to 
financial control.  
 

                                                 
43  Jürgen Pucher, Isabel Naylon, Herta Tödtling-Schönhofer (Metis GmbH), e-Cohesion, European Parliament, 

Policy Department: Structural and Cohesion Policies, 2016 
44  EC, 2nd Meeting of the High Level Expert Group on Monitoring Simplification for Beneficiaries of ESI Funds, e-

Governance, March 2016 
45  Simplified cost options in practice , Author: Blomeyer & Sanz: Mike Beke, Roland Blomeyer, Nicolò 

Franceschelli, Elsa Perreau, Antonio Sanz, June 2016; commissioned by Policy Department B: Structural and 
Cohesion Policies, DG IPOL, EP 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/573442/IPOL_STU(2016)573442_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/system/files/ged/hlg_15_0011_00_conclusions_and_recommendations_on_egovernance_final_1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/system/files/ged/hlg_15_0011_00_conclusions_and_recommendations_on_egovernance_final_1.pdf
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The use of SCOs is governed by provisions in the CPR (article 67), which lists the three 
types of SCOs (standard scales of unit costs, lump sums, flat-rate financing) at the same 
level as ‘real’ costs (‘reimbursement of eligible costs actually incurred and paid’).  
 
The above mentioned EP study reiterates the following description of the above mentioned 
types of SCOs46: 

• Flat rates: ‘Indirect costs declared on a flat rate basis: Indirect costs are declared on 
the basis of a percentage of direct costs […]. Supporting documentation is only 
required for the direct costs.’ 

• Standard scales of unit costs: ‘Flat rate costs calculated by application of standard 
scales of unit costs: Costs are reimbursed on the basis of set unit costs for specific 
processes (e.g. hours of training provided) or outcomes (e.g. number of trainees 
placed on the labour market). Reimbursement varies with the number of units 
achieved, e.g. number of hours of training delivered, or number of trainees placed on 
the labour market. Supporting documentation for real costs is not required. Setting 
the unit costs must be fair, equitable and verifiable.’ 

• Lump sums: ‘Eligible costs of small projects are reimbursed on the basis of a pre-
established lump sum with payment upon delivery of the activity/output. The 
calculation of the lump sum must be fair, equitable and verifiable.’ 

 
The Article 16 report does not include any specific information as regards SCOs, 
except for reminding that “the new regulatory framework provides significant possibilities 
for simplification, particularly in relation to common eligibility rules, simplified cost options 
and e-governance”. 
In the mentioned EP study recently conducted for REGI the following findings were 
included: 

• In general a positive feedback was given by both managing authorities and 
beneficiaries about the current regulatory framework for the SCOs. Stakeholders 
highlighted the improvements, such as enhanced clarity and flexibility. Some however 
considered that the rules were not sufficiently adapted to the nature of ERDF 
interventions (especially in the case of infrastructure investments); 

• legal certainty has been improved, but some authorities think there is still too much 
room for interpretation in the regulations; 

• there is a need for further harmonisation of rules, both within EU funds (ESF and 
ERDF) and between ESI Funds and national funds; 

• the EC has stepped up efforts to promote the use of the SCOs (written guidance, 
seminars) - this effort was appreciated by policy stakeholders, but some wanted more 
practical support; 

• there are sometimes conflicting rules in EU versus national level regulations 
(especially what concerns calculation methodology); 

 
Systematic data on the actual uptake of the SCOs in ERDF (2007-2013 and 2014-2020) 
was not available at the time of writing of the above mentioned EP study (the estimated 
range is 10-25 % of total funding). On the other hand, what concerns the ESF, a 
substantially increased uptake is observed of SCOs in 2014-2020. The study found the 
following: 

                                                 
46  European Parliament (2011), What evolution can be identified in the organisations managing EU funding, 

particularly due to simplification efforts pursued by the Commission in 2008, 2009 and 2010? 
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2014-2020: The DG EMPL survey finds that 35 % of total ESF expenditure, or 
approximately EUR 37.6 billion, will be declared under at least one type of SCO. This 
amounts to a five-fold increase relative to the results for the 2007-2013 programming 
period; 80 % of OPs intend to use SCOs; the intended use of the SCOs focuses on flat-rate 
financing (98 %), standard scales of unit costs (94 %), lump sums (79 %). 
 
As regards the type of SCOs, flat rates are the most ‘popular’ type no matter the type 
of OPs put in place national and regional, single national multi-fund programmes or 
regional programmes). 
 
The following difficulties were highlighted as potential reasons behind not opting for the 
use of SCOs: 

• the wide variety of ERDF operations made it very complex to establish fair standard 
scales of unit costs; 

• a culture of risk-aversion; 

• the limited scope for application under the ERDF; 

• SCOs are new; 

• additional capacity is required for their establishment or for dealing with burdensome 
calculations 

• fear of systemic errors (in some cases such fear did not block the use of SCOs but 
played an important role in deciding which type to choose). 

 
As regards the contribution to the simplification agenda, the study found that: 

MAs in several Member States (Sweden, Estonia, Italy, Poland, Netherlands) expect a 
positive contribution of the SCOs to reduce the administrative burden, which is considered 
‘currently extremely high’ (Italy). While most agree that it is too early to assess this, a few 
have begun to notice a positive impact (Finland, Latvia). 
 
Beneficiaries on the other hand have views that vary from Member State to Member 
State, with some considering that in reality it is the managing authorities and audit bodies 
that will benefit most from the SCO regime (in some Member States authorities think it will 
be the other way around, thus most likely the national context will play an important role in 
the final outcome of simplification efforts). 
 
Stakeholders however seem to agree that the payment process has and will speed(ed) 
up and that the use of SCOs will also facilitate the application process. Moreover, error 
rates are also expected to decrease. However, looking at a broader picture about how 
policy implementation can benefit from the use of SCOs, the following is highlighted: 

Other MAs consulted noted that, in general, Cohesion Policy is perceived as heavily 
regulated and scrutinised, and projects supervisors have therefore traditionally been more 
focused on ensuring compliance with the regulation and financial issues than on the merits 
of the projects (Poland, Italy, Netherlands). Whilst the SCOs are expected to help the 
Structural Funds authorities shift the focus from control to content, this will be challenging, 
given that the administrative workload of the ERDF remains high, and that the time saved 
will probably be used for other administrative tasks. 
 
What concerns beneficiaries, the possibility to reallocate time to project implementation 
will much depend on the resources at their disposal. 
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Overall, research clearly shows substantial improvements with regard to the regulatory 
framework governing the SCOs and related EC guidance and other support. However, there 
is a need for further efforts to allow for “SCOs to develop their full potential in terms of 
alleviating administrative burden and allowing for a reallocation of resources from control to 
the achievement of Cohesion Policy objectives”. 
 
The EP study includes the following recommendations: 

• Member States should reflect together with the Commission about regulatory 
obstacles (incompatibility between EU and national rules); 

• guidance should be enhanced (through improvements made to generic guidance and 
the provision of more tailored guidance on individual SCO schemes as proposed under 
specific OPs; 

• efforts to promote the use of SCOs should be intensified (by the Commission and 
Member State authorities); 

• further harmonisation between different ESI Funds should be considered. 
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