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Abstract
The aim of this study is to assess the implementation of EU-level
ring-fencing requirements during the period 2014 to 2020,
including a minimum ESF as well the thematic concentration
shares. Based on different information and data collection
sources, the study finds that the requirements continue to be
relevant. There is evidence that the ring-fencing played a key role
in ensuring a higher concentration of funding on targeted social
cohesion priorities. The study also highlights variations in
implementation between programmes and thematic objectives,
the need for more flexibility in the implementation of
programmes, and the continuing need to foster synergies
between ERDF and ESF.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

BACKGROUND
The ring-fencing requirements were further developed in the 2014-20 programming period
of the European Structural Investment Funds (ESIF) with the view to reinforce economic,
social and territorial cohesion by concentrating the funding on the selected priority areas and
focusing on the results of interventions. The ring-fencing requirements determine thresholds
for the earmarking of expenditures targeting smart, inclusive and green growth related to
specifc thematic objectives (TOs) depending on the level of development of each region.

Social cohesion has been given far more prominence than in the previous programming
periods. For the first time in the history of Cohesion Policy a minimum share for the European
Social Fund (ESF) has been introduced. In practice, each Member State (MS) has agreed that
a certain percentage of funding to be allocated to ESF, according to the national needs in
order to ensure that the share of the ESF as a percentage of total combined resources for
the Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund (excluding the support from the Cohesion Fund
for transport infrastructure under the Connecting Europe Facility and the support from the
Structural Funds for aid for the most deprived) at Union level is not less than 23.1%.

As specified in the ESF Regulation 1304/2013 MS should allocate at least 20% to TO 9
‘Promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination’. MS also had to
comply with the concentration of up to five investment priorities (out of 19 priorities in total
supported by the ESF) differentiated by types of regions targeted (i.e. more developed
regions, transition regions, and less developed regions).

Additionally, minimum financial allocations were defined for the European Regional
Development Fund (ERDF) interventions within the following TOs: 1 ‘Strengthening research,
technological development and innovation’; 2 ‘Enhancing access to, and use and quality of,
ICT’; 3 ‘Enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs’; 4 ‘Supporting the shift toward a low-carbon
economy in all sectors’. Finally, a minimum allocation to integrated actions for sustainable
urban development was defined for the ERDF resources under the Investment for growth and
jobs goal.

Aim
The aim of the present study is to assess the implementation of the ring-fencing requirements
for the ESIF in the programming period 2014 to 2020. It includes critical assessment of
whether the ESF minimum share and the thematic concentration can be reconciled with
territorial needs. The research also provides MEPs with an overview of the state of play of
implementation and analysis of ring-fencing requirements to inform the design and
programming of interventions post 2020.

Overall, the study is intended to inform of the European Parliament’s Committee on Regional
Development (REGI) with regards to its work for both the ongoing scrutiny of the 2014-20
programming period and for the next round of negotiations for post 2020 Cohesion Policy.

To provide an overview of the implementation of programmes, we used the dataset “ESI
Funds 2014-2020: categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF planned vs implemented” which is available
on the EU Open Data Portal and compares planned amounts of each fund to implemented
values.
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One of key challenges that arose during the study related to ensuring the direct involvement
of relevant stakeholders. For this reason, a team on the ground and understanding of the
local context was tasked to contact the representatives of Managing Authorities. Recognising
the complexity in assessing the alignment between the ESF share requirements (as well as
implicit ERDF shares) and territorial needs, we analysed the level of alignment by means of
desk research and took into account the views and opinions of the Managing Authorities in
relation to the relevance of ESF (as well as ERDF implicit shares) requirements and territorial
needs. It should be also noted that some programmes still lack reported data. Finally, it
needs to be acknowledged that the desk research and quantitative data analysis of ESIF
funding have been concentrated on both ESF and ERDF, whereas the qualitative data
collection (in-depth interviews) was focused on investigating the role of ESF ring-fencing
requirements.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

KEY FINDINGS

State of play of implementation of ESF and ERDF

The results of analysis of the latest available financial monitoring data for ESIF confirm
that all MS have complied with the ESF minimum share and allocated funds above
their respective shares. All the MS have also respected the requirement of allocating at
least 20% to TO 9 for promoting social inclusion.

For national programmes, the data analysis shows that TO 8 ‘Promoting sustainable
and quality employment and supporting labour mobility’ accounts for the
highest project selection rate, followed by TO 9 ‘Promoting social inclusion, combating
poverty and any discrimination’, TO 10 ‘Investing in education, training and vocational
training for skills and lifelong learning’, while TO 11 ‘Enhancing institutional capacity of
public authorities and stakeholders and efficient public administration’ display the lowest
share. Comparatively, the progress in implementation on regional programmes
is lower than in national programmes.

While the progress is balanced for most investment priorities, the project selection is
trailing behind (<30%) in some priorities: ‘Modernisation of labour market
institutions’; ‘Promoting social entrepreneurship and vocational integration’; ‘Community-
led local development’; and ‘Capacity building for all stakeholders delivering education,
lifelong learning, training and employment and social policies’.

In general, the project selection rate of TOs 8-9-11 is higher in more developed
regions compared to other types of regions (transition and less developed
regions). Transition regions have a higher project selection rate in TO 10. One of the
factors influencing a relatively lower project selection rate in less developed regions is the
large financial allocations available, in addition to lower administrative capacity as well as
complicated implementation procedures.

The data analysis also shows that the average progress in implementation is more
advanced in case of ESF than ERDF interventions. The study also highlighted the need for
simplification of procedures together with a continued effort for administrative burden
reduction.

Relevance

The ESF ring-fencing requirements for the programming period 2014 to 2020 are
relevant. The thematic concentration has allowed a sufficient level of flexibility
to adjust to the territorial needs at the beginning of the programming period.
The ESF minimum share has allowed the OPs to be in line with the existing regional and
national strategies. There is also evidence that there is room for improvement in the
flexibility during the implementation phase to better adjust the programmes to
territorial needs.

While it is still too early to draw conclusions on the extent to which the investments reach
the objectives set in the Treaty, the majority of consulted Managing Authorities consider
that sufficient critical investment is available for promoting social cohesion.

The study highlighted an important role played by the ring-fencing requirements
in ensuring critical mass of investments and the benefits that emerge from such
investments. It also pointed to some difficulties in absorbing the financial
allocations and the perceived perverse effects in implementation. For example in
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some of the more developed or transition regions, there is a perception by the Managing
Authorities that rather large beneficiaries had been targeted, discouraging less
experienced stakeholders to apply, while the low administrative capacity is a particular
issue in less developed regions.

Challenges encountered during the programming and implementation

The study found that the challenges encountered mainly related to the overall
complexity in delivery of programmes, and specific county situations than
directly to the ring-fencing requirements or in particular to the ESF minimum
share. The identified challenges have a negative influence on the effectiveness of
implementation. Our analysis of financial data of the ESIF showed important
differences in the progress of implementation of programmes across the EU MS.

While the requirements in place do not constitute a barrier during the programming and
implementation as such, the existing evidence points to benefits of some additional
flexibility in implementation phases. The study highlighted that more flexibility will be
required during the delivery of programmes to take into account the evolving situations
in each MS.

The ESF ring-fencing requirements allow concentrating the funding on specific
priority investments promoting social cohesion, but they do not enhance the
effectiveness of implementation as such.

Additionally, balancing concentration in TOs concerning RTDI, ICT and SMEs
competitiveness with flexibility to support domestic priorities continues to be
viewed as a challenge by some Managing Authorities.

By introducing some flexibility at the implementation and especially addressing other
barriers, it will be possible to achieve greater impacts of both the ESF and ERDF
interventions. In conclusion, the ring-fencing requirements should be seen as a means to
creating more and better jobs and a socially inclusive society rather than a goal in itself.

Coherence

The research carried out as part of this study found that the ESF ring-fencing
requirements have not been a determining factor in influencing investment
choices and provided an adequate framework to allocate investments on selected
priorities leading also to more coherent programming. The ring-fencing requirements
have had a direct influence on investment choices in some MS. The influence was
considered to be significant in particular in those MS where the scope and type of
interventions was different in the preceding programming period.

The study found that the coordination between ERDF and ESF is ensured regardless
of the amount of the ESF minimum share.

It was also possible to identify a few successful interventions combining ESF and ERDF
funding for social priorities. However, there is still clearly room for improvement to
achieve better synergies between the funds.

In the cases where the cross-financing is used, it would help beneficiaries if the rules of
funding are aligned. Apart from the common rules, the study highlighted that the aligned
rules alone will not be sufficient and other critical factors (e.g. leadership,
institutional capacity, and strategic planning) need to be addressed in order to
ensure better coordination and synergies between the funds in the future.
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Policy post 2020

There is a consensus on the need to maintain a minimum ESF share in the future.
However, there is less support for maintaining the high level of ESF thematic
concentration on social cohesion proposed by the European Commission.

Eliminating the earmarking in ESF+ interventions according to the regional categorisation
can be considered as a step in the right direction based on the experience in
implementation of the ESIF in the programming period 2014-20. The study also
highlighted the need to provide guidelines or mechanisms to ensure flexibility of
the thematic concentration during the implementation phase. This implies the
need to define conditions for when not complying with the ring-fencing requirements is
possible; allowing a range of 20-25% thematic concentration instead of fixed amount;
and expanding the scope of the categories of investment eligible under the specific
thematic concentration requirements.

The key conditions for the success of the Cohesion Policy based on the ring-fencing
requirements include the need to make consistent efforts in ensuring flexibility in
the process of adjusting OPs to meet territorial needs.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Purpose of the Study
Technopolis Group Belgium was appointed by the Directorate-General for Internal Policies of
the Union, Directorate for Structural and Cohesion Policies, Policy Department for Structural
and Cohesion Policies of the European Parliament to carry out a study on Territorial needs and
ring-fencing requirements: experience with implementation in ERDF and ESF.

The study assesses the implementation of EU-level ring-fencing requirements for the European
Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) during the period 2014 to 2020, with a specific focus
on European Social Fund (ESF) shares. Notably, the study aims to provide an assessment of
the alignment of EU-level ring-fencing with territorial needs. Moreover, the study gathers
evidence on how an adequate balance and coordination between the European Regional
Development Fund (ERDF) and the European Social Fund can be achieved. Finally, the study
seeks to provide the reader with an overview of the state of play of implementation and analysis
of ring-fencing requirements to inform the design and programming of interventions after
2020.

Ring-fencing requirements have been part of the Cohesion Policy in various formats,
especially through setting rules that required a percentage of the funding to be allocated to
a specific objective of the funding, in line with EU strategic priorities. This was considered a
means to ensure that Union goals are pursued at the level of the programme implementation
in the Member States (MS). In the 2007-13 programming period, the “Lisbon earmarking”
encouraged the allocation of 60 - 75% of funding (depending on the level of development of
regions) to investments matching Lisbon Agenda priorities.1 The earmarking targets were
voluntary for the Member States who joined after 2014. An evaluation study of the
implementation of the Lisbon earmarking pointed to a strong influence of the requirements
on directing Structural Funds to innovation, knowledge and entrepreneurship.2

Building on the experience of the 2007-13 period, the common ground between the European
Parliament’s and the Council’s positions in the EU-level negotiations of the 2014-20 Cohesion
Policy framework was the need for granting flexibility to Member States as regards obtaining
concentration of resources. The European Parliament was at the same time committed to
ensure that the funding covers the needs for social inclusion, employment and support for
the most deprived, in line with Europe 2020 objectives.3

The ring-fencing requirements that are set for the 2014-20 period are explained in detail in
Section 2.2 of this study. They provide specific thresholds for the earmarking of expenditures
targeting smart and green growth-related thematic objectives (TO) 1-4 of the ERDF and
inclusive growth-related thematic objectives of ESF (TO 8-11). The minimum ESF share
relates to the fact that, the total ESF funding should be allocated according to the national
needs and amount to no less than 23.1% of all EU-level cohesion budget (Structural Fund
and Cohesion Fund combined, excluding the Cohesion Fund support to transport
infrastructure under the Connecting Europe Facility and support from the Structural Funds
for the most deprived). At the same time, the minimum ESF share is also implicitly an “ERDF
share”, as it limits the amounts that are allowed to be spent from ERDF. The thematic
concentration of ESF relates to the following requirements:

 The thematic concentration of ESF on social inclusion: at least 20 % of the total ESF
resources in each Member State must be allocated to the thematic objective 'Promoting
social inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination' (Article 4 of ESF regulation).

1 Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006
2 EPRC (2010) Taking stock of programme progress: implementation of the Lisbon Agenda and Lessons for Europe

2020, IQ-Net Thematic Paper No. 27(2), www.eprc-strath.eu/public/dam/jcr:7f18edea-ab7d-
4c5c.../IQ_Net_Paper_27(2).pdf.

3 European Parliament (2014) European Union Cohesion Policy 2014-2020. A comprehensive presentation of the
legislative package of the European Parliament.
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/60215/att_20140728ATT87362-8098566739937349021.pdf
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 The regional differentiation of the thematic concentration: the need to allocate at least
80 % of the ESF budget in more developed regions, 70% in transition regions and 60 %
in less developed regions to up to five investment priorities per operational programme.

Overall, the study is intended to inform of the European Parliament’s Committee on Regional
Development (REGI) concerning experience in implementation of the 2014-20 programming
period and provide evidence for the next round of negotiations for post 2020 Cohesion Policy.

The specific objectives of the assignment are multiple. First, they include the provision of a
synthetic overview of ring-fencing requirements which apply to the ESIF within the period of
2014 to 2020. Second, the study assessed the implementation of ring-fencing during the
programming and the implementation, with the goal to provide evidence on the alignment of
requirements with national and /or regional needs, and their influence on synergies between
the funds. Finally, the study provides conclusions on the post 2020 EU Cohesion Policy with
regards to ring-fencing requirements. More specifically, these conclusions focus on the ESF
share, including the future role of the ESF in Cohesion Policy.

1.2. Methodology

The study addresses the following broad aspects related to ring-fencing requirements, and
in particular the ESF share:

 Relevance of the ESF share and ring-fencing requirements in general: Extent to which
ring-fencing requirements and the ESF share are pertinent to the territorial needs in the
MS.

 Success factors and barriers during the programming and implementation. Extent to
which specific barriers exist linked to ring-fencing requirements and the ESF share during
the programming and/or implementation.

 Coherence. Extent to which there are synergies/complementarities between ESF and
ERDF.

 Future of Cohesion Policy. The feedback from the Managing Authorities on the ESF share
and other aspects proposed in the 2018 proposal of the European Commission for the
future of Cohesion Policy and ESF post-2020.

The study consisted of the three following tasks in line with the terms of reference:

 Task 1: Inception phase;
 Task 2: Field work;
 Task 3: Final study and presentation of results.

Within Task 1 Inception phase, the study team finalised the guiding research questions and
the methodology to obtain answers to the questions. The evidence basis for the analysis was
prepared as part of Task 2, which involved the collection of key primary data through the
analysis of financial data of ESF and ERDF interventions, in-depth interviews, Focus group
and follow-up polling questionnaire as well as secondary information such as the literature
review and desk-research. Task 2 also involved the triangulation of data that fed the
conclusions for each of the research topic. Task 3 consisted of preparing the Final study and
presentation of results.

We approached the study on the basis of a framework which specifies judgement criteria,
indicators and sources to be used for each study question. Table 1 provides an overview of
the overarching questions that were addressed during the study.
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Table 1 Overview of aspects and questions to be addressed (based on the
Terms of Reference of this study project)

Research
topics

# Questions

Context and
background

Q1 What is the level of ESF funding allocated to relevant
thematic objectives / priority investments / codes of
interventions in the EU-28 MS? What is the progress in
implementation of ESF and ERDF interventions across the
EU-28 MS (measured in terms of the value of signed
contracts)?

Q2 What are the main lessons learned and underlying
challenges associated with the implementation of ring-fencing
requirements?

Relevance Q3 Do ring-fencing requirements in general, and the ESF share in
particular, match territorial needs in the Member States or
is there a need for more flexibility?

Q4 Does the current level of ESF share ensure “critical mass” of
ESF investment in terms of achieving the Treaty-based aims
of this ESI Fund?

Success factors
and barriers
during the
programming
and
implementation

Q5 Are there any specific challenges, linked to ring-fencing
requirements in general, and the ESF share in particular,
detected during programming or programme implementation?
Is ESF share an effective way of enhancing implementation?

Coherence Q6 What influence did ESF shares have on investment choices
(as regards ESF and ERDF) during programming?

Q7 Does the provision of ESF share play a role in the coordination
between ERDF and ESF? What are the respective roles of ERDF
and ESF in supporting social cohesion, and in what areas of
investment can the most synergies/complementarities
between the two Funds be detected?

What are the ways to maximise the contribution of ERDF
and ESF to social cohesion?

Future of
Cohesion Policy

Q8 Should ESF share remain an integral component of European
Cohesion Policy?

The methodology followed a mixed-methods approach, using different sources of qualitative
and, to the extent available, quantitative data, collected through literature review, 15
interviews with Managing Authorities at national and regional level (see Annex 7), including
mono-fund and multi-fund operational programmes (OPs), a Focus group with ESF Managing
Authorities (with 6 participants), as well as a follow-up online poll of the ESF Managing
Authorities. Below we present more in detail the research steps undertaken.
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1.2.1. Desk review

In terms of the literature review, we analysed the documents and reports identified during
the inception phase of the study. This included the assessment of all relevant legislative texts
and European Parliament non-legislative initiatives on the EU Cohesion Policy 2014-20 and
post-2020, reading through relevant literature studies and reports, and reviewing the Annual
Implementation Reports of the ESF and ERDF. The results of this analysis provided a
comprehensive and insightful review of existing literature and materials in the areas targeted
by the research questions in this study. Annex 1 contains a list the main documents and data
sources that were reviewed.

1.2.2. Quantitative analysis of ESF and ERDF data

In order to perform the analysis of financial monitoring data, we sought to obtain the most
recent and complete data from DG REGIO. The dataset used “ESI Funds 2014-2020:
categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF planned vs implemented” is available on the EU Open Data Portal
and compares planned amounts of each fund to implemented values. This dataset is updated
on a yearly basis. Since the database does not distinguish between national and regional
programmes, the exercise was carried out manually. This has contributed to establishing a
better understanding of the ring-fencing requirements implementation at different levels of
governance. The geographical scope of the study covers all the EU Member States for the
quantitative data analysis.

The ESIF financial allocations have been planned according to Thematic Objectives (TOs) and
priority investments. In terms of quantitative data collection and analysis, the TOs 8-9-10-
11 discussed in Section 3.1 represent the aggregation of data in accordance with the
categorisation systems defined in Implementing Regulation 215/20144 as outlined in Annex
2. The list of ERDF intervention field codes for TO 1,2,3 and 4 is presented in Annex 3. Figure
1 below provides more details on the intervention codes within the ESIF categorisation
system of expenditures.

Figure 1 Categorisation system of expenditures

The system of categories of intervention as an information tool is a key element of the
monitoring and reporting system, providing regular information on the implementation of
Cohesion Policy on the ground in terms of types of actions financed, the use of financial
instruments as well as on the distribution of funding across different types of territory and
across economic sectors.
For the programming period 2014-20, the categorisation system (codes for the
intervention field dimension) was set out in Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) No
215/2014:
 Productive investment (codes 1 – 4);
 Infrastructure providing basic services and related investment (codes 5 – 48);
 Social, health and education infrastructure and related (codes 49 – 55);
 Development of endogenous potential (codes 56 – 101);
 Promoting sustainable and quality employments and supporting labour mobility (codes

102 – 108);
 Promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination (codes 109 –

114);
 Investing in education, training and vocational training for skills and lifelong learning

(codes 115 – 118);
 Enhancing institutional capacity of public authorities and stakeholders and efficient

public administration (codes 119 -120); and

4 See: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014R0215&from=EN
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 Technical assistance (codes 121 – 123).
The "intervention field" dimension codes5 were aligned to the scope of each of the Funds
and are used to verify consistency with thematic concentration requirements.
 For the European Social Fund only codes 102 - 120 can be used. This is also the case

even where the ESF finances ERDF type interventions under cross financing.
 For the Youth Employment Initiative only code 103 can be used.
 Codes 1 – 101 apply only to the European Regional Development Fund, and, where

appropriate, to the Cohesion Fund. In case where the ERDF finances ESF type
interventions under cross financing provisions then code 101 should be used.

 Codes 102 – 121 can be used under the European Territorial Cooperation goal.
 The technical assistance codes 121 – 123 are relevant for all funds.

1.2.3. Qualitative sources of information
An overview of the different information and data collection sources that were used for the
study are presented below. The representatives from the Managing Authorities were selected
to be interviewed based on the level of investment for ESF interventions in the country, the
type of programmes implemented (mono- or multi-fund) and geographical balance criteria.
The participants for the Focus group and the follow-up poll were targeted among all the ESF
Managing Authorities at EU level.

In terms of geographical coverage, the qualitative data collection involved interviews and a
Focus group with a selected number of participants from eleven Member States. The countries
selected for the interviews (Poland, Italy, Portugal, France, Romania, Hungary, Latvia)
represent over 55% of the total ESF funding at EU level. The participants to the Focus group
included representatives from the ESF Managing Authorities in Czech Republic, Latvia,
Slovakia, Spain and Sweden. The results of the qualitative data collection have been
triangulated with findings from desk research, but cannot be fully generalised at EU level and
are used for illustration purposes.

Table 2 Overview of the data collection tools

Type of
consultation

Data collection source # of
inputs

Timing

In-depth interviews ESF OP Managing Authorities in:
Poland, Italy, Portugal, France,
Romania, Hungary and Latvia

15 July-
September
2018

Focus group ESF Committee of Managing
Authorities coordinated by DG
Employment; ESF Managing
Authorities list on DG REGIO website

6 2 October 2018

Follow-up online
poll

ESF Committee of Managing
Authorities coordinated by DG
Employment; ESF Managing
Authorities list on DG REGIO website

7 5-19 October
2018

1.2.4. Data analysis
Once all evidence was collected, we used various methods to analyse the qualitative
information from the different sources and employed various data analysis techniques to
process and assess the data and information gathered. The research grid in Annex 6 provides
an overview of how each data and information source contributed to each research question
as part of the triangulation process. The data analysis task included a qualitative analysis of
the desk research, answers to in-depth interviews, Focus group results and open questions
of the follow-up polling questionnaire. The analysis of the ESIF data contributed to the outline

5 See: http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/evaluation/data/categorisation_2014_2020_mapping.xls
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of the state of play in terms of progress of the funds’ implementation in MS and at regional
level.

1.3. Challenges and limitations to the study

This section aims to describe the challenges and limitations that arose during the study.
These range from the involvement of stakeholders, assessing the territorial needs, data
cover, and data availability. The following issues are described in detail below.

 Involving stakeholders

Ensuring the direct involvement of stakeholders proved challenging, as the specificity of the
subject of the research requires high-level overview of the ESIF implementation process. For
this reason, directors of departments monitoring the implementation of the ESF, or
programming departments in the ESF Managing Authorities at national and regional level
were part of the target group for the in-depth interviews and the Focus group. The design of
the study research strategy acknowledged that direct involvement of stakeholders would be
problematic. For this reason, a team of national correspondents with contacts on the ground
and understanding of the national and regional context was tasked to contact the
interviewees. A particular difficulty was encountered in reaching out to stakeholders in one
MS.

The ESF Committee of Managing Authorities coordinated by the European Commission, DG
Employment, provided support in the contacting of participants to the Focus group. In
addition, in order to gather further views and consolidate the findings, an online poll was sent
to the Managing Authorities, also with the support of the ESF Committee.

 Assessing the territorial needs

It is complicated to robustly assess the alignment between the ESF share requirements (as
well as implicit ERDF shares) and territorial needs. By way of example, it would be very
difficult to determine whether the ESF interventions are relevant in each and every single EU
MS and region by comparing the size and forms of support against the key statistical
indicators. This would require substantial and in-depth analysis that are beyond the scope of
this assignment. We assessed the level of alignment of ESF support in the light of national
and regional strategies, the socio-economic needs, and the individual needs of target groups
by means of desk research. Moreover, the views and opinions of the Managing Authorities in
relation to the relevance of ESF (as well as ERDF implicit shares) requirements and territorial
needs have been taken into account.

 Data availability

The dataset used in the following analysis is available on the European Commission’s Open
Data Portal.6 The planned EU finances data is available in tables, one for each priority axis’
(investment pillar) corresponding programme. The latest available data is from 2017,
cumulating from previous reporting periods (2014, 2015, 2016).

It should be noted that some programmes still lack reported data. Hence, the data reported
in the dataset might differ from what is the case in reality. In fact, the monitoring data for
2017 has highlighted the fact that some MS, such as Romania, have yet to report figures for
most of their programmes. Such a limitation implies that there is a distance between the
financial data reported and the reality of the field in terms of project selection and finances
allocated.

 Data coverage (ESF and ERDF)

The desk research and quantitative data analysis of ESIF funding have been concentrated on
both ESF and ERDF funding. The qualitative data collection (in-depth interviews) was focused

6 See: https://data.europa.eu/euodp/en/data/dataset/esi-funds-2014-2020-categorisation-erdf-esf-cf-planned-vs-implemented
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on investigating the role of ESF ring-fencing requirements. During the stakeholder’s
consultation (Focus group and follow-up polling questionnaire) we sought to involve the
Managing Authorities of ERDF and coordinators of the Partnership Agreement. Overall, this
study provides a qualitative assessment of the implications of the ESF share, and a less in-
depth analysis of the implications of the ring-fencing with regards to ERDF.
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2. COHESION POLICY RING-FENCING REQUIREMENTS
AND ESF SHARE

KEY FINDINGS

 The European Cohesion Policy is the EU’s investment policy that targets the creation
of jobs, economic growth and business competitiveness, sustainable development and
overall, the improvement of the citizens’ quality of life.

 Cohesion Policy is implemented through the ERDF, the ESF and the Cohesion Fund
(CF). The ESF is intended to “improve employment opportunities, strengthen social
inclusion, fight poverty, promote education, skills and lifelong learning, and develop
active, comprehensive and sustainable inclusion policies” (EU Regulation nr
1304/2013). The ERDF focuses on economic, social and territorial cohesion through
investments in ICT, SMEs and the low-carbon economy (EU Regulation nr 1301/2013).

 Ring-fencing requirements refer to the provisions set in the funds’ regulations to
earmark specific percentages of funding in order to ensure that the funds are targeting
Union goals. In the 2014-20 period, certain percentages of funding were required by
the EU regulation to be earmarked from ERDF and ESF. Below are the ESF ring-fencing
requirements and definitions that this study focuses on:

 The “minimum ESF share”: total ESF allocations should amount to no less than
23.1% of all EU-level cohesion budget (Structural Fund and Cohesion Fund combined,
excluding the cohesion fund support to transport infrastructure under the Connecting
Europe Facility and support from the structural funds for aid for the most deprived).
Each MS has agreed in the Partnership Agreement with the European Commission a
certain percentage of funding to be allocated to ESF, according to the national needs,
and at the same time ensuring the minimum EU threshold is reached.

 The ESF thematic concentration on social inclusion: at least 20 % of the total
ESF resources in each Member State shall be allocated to TO 9 ‘Promoting social
inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination’.

 The regional categorisation of ESF thematic concentration: Member States
shall concentrate at least 80 % of the ESF allocation to each operational programme
in more developed regions, 70 % in transition regions and 60 % in less developed
regions on up to five of the investment priorities.

2.1. The EU’s Cohesion Policy
The European Cohesion Policy is the EU’s investment policy that targets the creation of jobs,
economic growth and business competitiveness, sustainable development and overall, the
improvement of the citizens’ quality of life.

In the period of 2014-20, EU’s Cohesion Policy has been implemented through three funds,
namely the ERDF, the ESF and the Cohesion Fund (CF). While the ESF and ERDF are available
for all EU regions, the Cohesion Fund is supporting MS whose Gross National Income (GNI)
per inhabitant is lower than 90% of the EU average. According to the article 177 of the TFEU,
the Cohesion Fund is set up to provide a “financial contribution to projects in the fields of
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environment and trans-European netwtorks in the area of transport infrastructure”7. The
ERDF is in particular aimed at strengthening economic and social cohesion across EU, while
the ESF is the EU fund for investing in people, creating employment, education and poverty
alleviation opportunities.

The three Cohesion Policy funds (ERDF, ESF and Cohesion Fund), together with the European
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and the European Maritime and Fisheries
Fund (EMFF), make up the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF).8 The five funds
are implemented through shared management between the European Commission, national
and regional public authorities in the MS. The common rules for governing all five funds have
been set in the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) for the 2014-20 period (see Regulation
(EU) No 1303/2013).9 The strategy regarding the allocation of the five funds at national level,
together with the rationale for intervention, contribution to EU priorities, and link to the
relevant country-specific recommendations and national reform programmes are set in the
Partnership Agreements, which MS sign with the European Commission for the 2014-20
period.

In addition to the above funds, in order to tackle the high unemployment rate in the EU, the
Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) was introduced in 2013, with an initial EU budget of EUR
3.2 billion and matching EUR 3.2 billion of resources from national ESF allocations. YEI is
subject to the rules of ESF. The YEI10 budget was topped up by the Council and the Parliament
with EUR 2.4 billion for eligible MS for the period 2017-20.

Within the context of this study, the ESF will be investigated in more detail. The Treaty of
Rome (1957) established the European Social Fund as a first European funding source, aiming
to improve workers’ mobility and employment opportunities. The legal basis for the ESF is
the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU) (2007) (Articles 162-164, 174, 175, 177 and
178), which establishes the fund’s general rules and objectives. At the same time, TFEU sets
the basis for the EU-level programming of ESF as a means to match the funding with socio-
economic development needs and ongoing policy priorities.

For the 2014-20 programming period, Regulation (EU) nr 1304/2013 sets the overarching
operational framework for the ESF and Regulation (EU) nr 1301/2013 for the ERDF
respectively. According to the ESF regulation (EU) nr 1304/2013, recital 2, the ESF is
intended to “improve employment opportunities, strengthen social inclusion, fight poverty,
promote education, skills and lifelong learning, and develop active, comprehensive and
sustainable inclusion policies”, while ERDF focuses on economic, social and territorial
cohesion through investments in ICT, SMEs and the low-carbon economy. Both funds “should
contribute to the Union strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth,” as outlined in
the Europe 2020 strategy.11

EU Cohesion Policy funding allocations amounted to a total EUR 45.9 billion available across
EU for the 2014-20 programming period, out of which EUR 198.9 billion were channelled
through the ERDF, EUR 83.7 billion through ESF12 and EUR 63.2 billion through the Cohesion
Fund (2018 prices). The ESIF allocation per Member State (MS) is set in the Partnership

7 See : Consolidated versions of the Treaty on European Union and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European
Union 2012/C 326/01, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT&from=EN

8 See: DG Regio (2014) Cohesion Policy factsheet,
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/basic/basic_2014_en.pdf

9 Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 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 and laying
down general provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion
Fund and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006,
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303

10 See: Council Recommendation of 22 April 2013 on establishing a Youth Guarantee, https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32013H0426(01)

11 For more information on the Europe 2020 Strategy, please see https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-
euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-
correction/european-semester/framework/europe-2020-strategy_en

12 DG REGIO, Cohesion Open Data portal, http://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu
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Agreements, which specify the ESI Funds’ planned contribution to the achievement Europe
2020 priorities, and also links to the national reform programmes and country specific
recommendations.

In 2014-20, cohesion funding has been allocated contextually at national level, depending on
the level of development of the EU regions. The regional categorisation of fund allocation has
been determined according to three types of regions:

 Less developed regions (GDP per capita < 75% average EU GDP per capita);
 Transition regions (GDP per capita is between 75% and 90% of the average EU GDP);

and
 More developed regions (GDP per capita > 90% average EU GDP per capita).

2.2. Ring-fencing requirements in the 2014-2020 ESIF
programming period

The 2014-20 programming period has aimed to achieve a greater concentration on few
selected priorities to reach better results and maximise the impacts of public investment.
This approach has been taken as a means to reaching Treaty objectives, to strengthen the
result orientation of the ESIF and to create incentives that will ensure the effective progress
towards the attainment of Europe 2020 goals and targets through Cohesion Policy. For this
reason, 11 TOs were specified for the concentration of funding from the ESF and ERDF (see
Table 3). These thematic objectives are supported more specifically by a set of investment
priorities (references can be found in Annex 2 and Annex 3).

Table 3 Thematic objectives

Europe
2020 goals

Thematic objectives

Smart
growth

1. Strengthening research, technological development and innovation
2. Enhancing access to, and use and quality of information and
communication technologies (ICT)
3. Enhancing the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs)

Sustainable
growth

4. Supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all sectors
5. Promoting climate change adaptation, risk prevention and management
6. Preserving and protecting the environment and promoting resource
efficiency
7. Promoting sustainable transport and removing bottlenecks in key network
infrastructures

Inclusive
growth

8. Promoting sustainable and quality employment and supporting labour
mobility
9. Promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination
10. Investing in education, training and vocational training for skills and
lifelong learning
11. Enhancing institutional capacity of public authorities and stakeholders
and efficient public administration

Source: European Commission, 2015, ESIF 2014-2020. Official texts and commentaries.
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Table 4 below describes the ring-fencing requirements as set in the regulations for the use
of ERDF and ESF investments in MS. ERDF has as main priorities TO1-4, but it may support
all TOs. The main priorities for the ESF are TO8-11. The “ESF share” is the minimum
threshold of at least 23.1% of the Cohesion Policy budget set to be spent by each
Member State individually from ESF funds. In addition, at least 20% of the total ESF
allocation should be directed by each MS specifically to TO 9. There are 19 Priority
Investments under TO 8-11 set for the ESF. The Cohesion Fund supports TO 4-7 and TO 11.13

Both the ERDF and ESF investments have ring-fencing requirements differentiated by the
level of development of regions targeted (more developed, transition, less developed) (see
table below).

Table 4 Ring-fencing requirements for ERDF and ESF

Fund Overall ring-fencing requirements

ERDF

 The allocation of resources at the national level will be at least 80 % in more
developed regions, at least 60% in transition regions and at least 50 % in less
developed regions for two or more of the following thematic objectives:
 TO 1 (‘strengthening research, technological development and

innovation’);
 TO 2 (‘enhancing access to, and use and quality of, ICT’);
 TO 3 (‘enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs’); and
 TO 4 (‘supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all

sectors’);
 The allocation of resources at the national level for TO 4 (‘supporting the shift

towards a low-carbon economy in all sectors’) will be at least 20 % in more
developed regions, at least 15 % in transition regions and at least 12% in less
developed regions.

 At least 5% of ERDF resources should be dedicated to reducing economic,
environmental and social problems in urban areas through integrated actions.

ESF

 At least 23.1% of the Cohesion Policy budget (the so-called “minimum ESF
share”) is set to be spent from ESF at EU level. Each MS has agreed in the
Partnership Agreement with the European Commission a certain percentage of
funding to be allocated to ESF, according to the national needs, and at the
same time ensuring the minimum EU threshold is reached.

 At least 20 % of the total ESF resources in each Member State shall be allocated
to thematic objective 9 (‘promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and
any discrimination’).

 Member States shall concentrate at least 80 % of the ESF allocation in more
developed regions, 70 % in transition regions and 60 % in less developed
regions to each operational programme on up to five of the investment
priorities.

YEI
 The national / regional ESF contribution to the YEI is taken into account in the

ESF ring-fencing, according to the priority investments targeted by YEI.

Source: Article 4 of Regulation 1080/2006 (ERDF), Article 4 of Regulation 1303/2013 (ESF), Recital 15 of
Council Recommendation 2013/C 120/01 (YEI)

13 DG REGIO(2014) An Introduction to Cohesion Policy.
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The programming of the ESIF is integrated with the European Semester, the EU-level
governance framework of coordinating economic policies among MS. As part of the European
Semester process, MS country specific structural reform goals are defined annually, in order
to meet economic policy goals and address economic challenges.14 At the same time, through
the European Semester, progress on reaching Europe 2020 goals is reported. Based on the
European Semester, Country Specific Recommendations (CSRs) are made for each Member
State, in order to achieve improved socio-economic conditions and Europe 2020 goals. The
ESI Funds are linked to the relevant CSRs and Europe 2020 goals, from the outset of the
programming period. Contrary to previous programming period, the programming of the
funds made at the beginning of the 2014-20 period is required to be maintained throughout
the period.

Partnership Agreements need to include an indicative allocation of ESIF per
Operational Programmes (OPs) and Tos.15 Changes that need to be made to the
programming based e.g. on new CSRs or ongoing needs require adjustments to the
Partnership Agreements that the MS have signed with the EU Commission for the allocation
of funds, and changes to programmes. In contrast to the 2007-13 programming period, the
MS can amend some elements in the programmes without formal approval by the
Commission (a complete list is provided by Article 96(10) of the Common Provision
Regulation).16

14 For more information see European Commission, 2018, European Semester website:
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-
governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester_en

15 See: European Commission (2015) ESIF 2014-2020. Official texts and commentaries
16 Ibid.
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3. STATE OF PLAY OF IMPLEMENTATION OF ESF AND
ERDF

KEY FINDINGS

 At national level, the data analysis shows that TO 8 displays the highest project
selection rate (64%). The project selection rate of TO 9 and TO 10 is more balanced
(60% and 55% respectively), while TO 11 displays the lowest share (47%).

 Southern Member States (Greece, Croatia, Italy, and Spain) have been
making little progress in implementation of relevant interventions funded
within TOs 8-9-10-11. Ireland is the only Member State to have achieved its initial
planned amount across all TOs.

 For regional programmes, the project selection rate within TOs 8-9-10-11 varies
widely. The project selection rate is lower than  in the case of national
programmes.

 Regarding priority investments funded with the assistance of ERDF, TO3 shows the
highest project selection rate (64%). The project selection rate of TO 1 and 2 is more
balanced (55% and 48% respectively), while it is lagging behind in the case of TO4
(41%).

 Experience during previous programming periods clearly highlighted the need for
simplification of procedures and for a continued effort for reducing administrative
burden. Despite reforms introduced during the 2014-20 programming period, the
administrative burden continues to create challenges for implementation and thus
remains a fundamental challenge to be tackled.

 Delays in reporting highlight the need to treat the current financial declared data
with caution. Criticism arises towards the certification of expenses and audits. Such
delays engender difficulties for monitoring of implementation of interventions.

This section aims to provide evidence on the context and background of the ESF
implementation, by tackling Study Question 1: What is the level of ESF funding allocated
to relevant thematic objectives / priority investments / codes of interventions in the EU-28
MS? What is the progress in implementation of ESF and ERDF interventions objectives across
the EU-28 MS (measured in terms of the value of signed contracts)? and Study Question
2: What are the main lessons learned and underlying challenges associated with the
implementation of ring-fencing requirements?

This section aims to provide insight on the current state of the implementation of ESF
(including YEI introduced in 2013), across EU MS and EU regions. It explores the current
progress in terms of project selection rates across the different intervention codes that can
contribute to the achievement of the thematic objectives of the ESF,17 namely intervention
field codes under TO 8 ‘Promoting sustainable and quality employment and supporting labour
mobility’, 9 ‘Promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination’, 10
‘Investing in education, training and vocational training for skills and lifelong learning’, and

17 European Commission (2018) Priorities for 2014-2020, available at:
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/how/priorities
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11 ‘Enhancing institutional capacity of public authorities and stakeholders and efficient public
administration’.

Additionally to Intervention field codes included under TOs 8-9-10-11 (102-120),
Intervention field codes 121 ‘Preparation, implementation, monitoring and inspection’, 122
‘Evaluation and studies’, and 123 ‘Information and communication’ are also included in the
analysis as they can be funded by ESF and allow for an analysing the level of allocations and
commitment in relation to the use of technical assistance across the EU MS and regions.

Finally, the analysis of TO 1 ‘Strengthening research, technological development and
innovation’, 2 ‘Enhancing access to, and use and quality of, information and communication
technologies’, 3 ‘Enhancing the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises’, 4
‘Supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all sectors’ corresponds to the support
of priority investments funded with the assistance of ERDF. Indeed, while the Regulation
1304/201318 establishes the themes of the intervention codes of the ESF, it specifies in point
10 that the fund should also contribute to other thematic objectives corresponding to TOs 1-
2-3-4.

The following sections measure progress at national and regional level programmes, in order
to establish a better understanding of the programme implementation at different levels of
governance. The results of the analysis are also presented at the three categories of regions
(i.e. Less developed, transition, and more developed regions).

3.1. European Social Fund
This sub-section analyses the implementation of TOs relevant to the ESF. It starts with a
national level analysis, followed by regional level, and finally an analysis of implementation
of the categories of regions.

Article 92 (4) of Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 establishes the requirement for setting the
minimum share of the ESF within the cohesion funding for each MS. At EU level, this minimum
share is set at 23.1%. Table 5 below shows the allocation of funds by MS to the ESF calculated
over the sum of the ESF (including the ESF YEI and Technical Assistance) and ERDF budgets.
It shows that all MS have allocated the ESF funding above their respective shares.

Table 5 Share of ESF (including TA and ESF YEI matching support) in financial
allocations under the ESI Funds

Country ERDF ESF ESF+YEI+TA (%) Minimum Share
AT 536 262 079 442 087 353 45% 43.5%
BE 932 203 865 1 099 152 579 54% 52%
BG 3 567 667 612 1 576 816 521 31% 28.7%
CY 299 898 560 150 580 889 33% 30.7%
CZ 11 377 904 771 3 443 603 222 23% 22.1%
DE 10 636 342 813 7 495 616 321 41% 36.8%
DK 206 615 841 213 024 265 51% 50%
EE 1 856 562 743 581 105 244 24% 18%
ES 20 098 844 462 9 810 536 491 33% 27.7%
FI 791 976 209 518 262 892 40% 39.5%
FR 7 836 387 274 6 499 636 762 45% 41.7%
GR 8 299 939 205 4 033 301 727 33% 28.1%
HR 4 072 726 960 1 617 328 125 28% 24.6%

18 Regulation (EU) No 1304/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 on the
European Social Fund and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 1081/2006, available at https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R1304&from=en
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Country ERDF ESF ESF+YEI+TA (%) Minimum Share
HU 10 356 862 921 4 761 905 281 31% 24%
IE 335 775 098 612 661 245 65% 51.7%
IT 20 335 255 455 11 091 901 43 35% 26.5%
LT 3 437 720 497 1 159 066 737 25% 24.2%
LU 19 502 403 20 056 223 51% 50.7%
LV 2 350 278 337 667 566 067 22% 20.7%
MT 366 545 005 105 893 448 22% 21.6%
NL 510 282 703 510 282 703 50% 50%
PL 39 188 879 705 13 460 981 921 26% 24%
PT 10 769 200 107 7 683 237 887 42% 38.5%
RO 10 671 860 429 4 925 154 516 32% 30.8%
SE 863 813 242 808 264 562 48% 42.5%
SI 1 371 029 112 737 192 667 35% 29.3%
SK 7 102 955 641 2 252 134 903 24% 20.9%
UK 5 718 947 499 5 173 946 270 47% 45.9%
EU 91 451 297 964 25% 23.1%

Source: Technopolis Group analysis of the ESF share based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020
categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF planned vs implemented; the minimum share specified in the Partnership
Agreements for the programming period 2014-20.

3.1.1. Financial allocation across thematic objectives of ESF
The ESF Regulation (EC 1304/2013) lays down the thematic concentration requirements of
ESF resources. In particular, recital 13 states that the ESF should increase its support for the
fight against social exclusion and poverty, through a minimum ring-fenced allocation of 20%
of the total ESF resources of each MS. Figure 2 below shows that all MS respect this
minimum thematic concentration requirement.

Figure 2 Distribution of ESF budget by country and Thematic Objective (%)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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3.1.2. National level
Error! Reference source not found. shows the current progress in implementation of TOs 8 to
11 at national level. At EU level, TO 8 represents the highest total amount allocated across
all thematic objectives, while TO 11 is the lowest.

When comparing EU-averages across TOs, the data analysis points towards a higher project
selection rate for TO 8 ‘Promoting sustainable and quality employment and supporting
labour mobility’ (64%). Project selection rate under TO 9 ‘Promoting social inclusion and
combatting poverty’ and 10 ‘Investing in education, training, and vocational training for skills
and lifelong learning’ is balanced with 59% and 54% respectively. Comparatively, the
project selection rate for TO 11 ‘Enhancing the institutional capacity of public authorities’ is
trailing behind at 47%. In general, there is continuous progress observed in each MS
compared to the previous monitoring data as presented in the Synthesis Report of ESF 2017
Annual Implementation Reports.

At national level, Ireland project selection accounted for 100% of its eligible funding for the
relevant TOs (8-9-10), in line with the previous monitoring data.19 When observing the
project selection rate across different MS, there are two that have achieved a project selection
rate higher than 100%. Within TO 8, Malta has a project selection rate of 103%. Similarly,
the Netherlands displays a project selection rate of 107% in TO 9. This rather points to the
issue related to the reliability of available data which may not always contain the latest
financial information from the MS.

With regards to TO 8, countries recording a project selection below the EU average (<64%)
are Austria, Cyprus, Germany, Denmark, Spain, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Poland, Romania,
and Sweden. In the case of TO 9, the group of countries below the EU average (<59%) are
Austria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Spain, Finland, Greece, Croatia, Italy,
Lithuania, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Sweden, and Slovenia. For TO 10, MS below the EU
Average (<54%) are Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Croatia,
Italy, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Sweden, and Slovakia. For TO 11, the group of countries
below the EU average (<47%) are Bulgaria, Cyprus, Greece, Croatia, Italy, Lithuania, Malta,
Poland, Portugal, Romania, and Slovakia.

Based on available monitoring data, it can be observed that some southern countries
(Greece, Croatia, Cyprus, Italy, and Spain) have been making little progress in
implementation of relevant interventions funded within TOs 8-9-10.

It is unclear if there is an issue in the reporting of data for Romania. According to the
interviews, there is some but not high progress in implementation. In fact, the literature
review has highlighted the need for the data to be treated with caution, as the
reporting of eligible costs is a lengthy process due to heavy administrative procedures20.
Indeed, it is reported that little information is given on when exactly beneficiaries have
engaged the funds received.

Nonetheless, the data is valid for indicating the extent to which a MS has implemented
projects. Moreover, various MS report21 in previous AIR backlogs of recording of
administrative data. For example, delays were reported in Cyprus for priority axes 3 and 4.22

In Luxembourg, complications were reported with the monitoring system, such as end
beneficiaries of the financial instruments not providing the values for completing the common
output indicator.23 Despite reforms introduced during the 2014-20 programming period, the
administrative burden continues to create challenges for implementation and thus
remains a fundamental challenge to be tackled.

For regional programmes, progress is lower compared to the national trend across TOs 8-9-
10 (53%-47%-55%, respectively). Comparable to the situation at national level, TO 11 is

19 Fondazione G. Brodolini (2017) Synthesis Report of ESF 2017 Annual Implementation Reports, Final Report.
20 Ibid.
21 Committee of the Regions, Commission for Territorial Cohesion Policy and EU Budget (2018) State of play and

future Challenges of the European Social Fund in promoting social cohesion in Europe’s cities and regions.
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid.
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trailing behind according to the monitoring data (38%). Additionally, the project selection
rate of Austria has shown low progress compared to previous monitoring data. For example,
while TO 8 shows the highest project selection rate compared to other TOs, Austria project
selection rate is trailing behind at 18%.

Table 6 Overview of National level project selection rate – by thematic objective
per MS and EU28 average (in progress ratio (%) of planned vs
implemented)

Member State TO 8 TO 9 TO 10 TO 11
AT 18% 51% 39%

BE24

BG 85% 80% 34% 37%
CY 17% 0% 56% 40%
CZ 71% 54% 40% 62%
DE 62% 85% 81%
DK 60% 45% 39%
EE 86% 70% 65% 89%
ES 44% 28% 76%
FI 54% 58% 55%
FR 64% 62% 63%
GR 60% 10% 48% 40%
HR 30% 18% 25% 3%
HU 90% 83% 89% 106%
IE 100% 100% 100%
IT 69% 40% 35% 34%
LT 75% 49% 39% 23%
LU 70% 88% 93%
LV 97% 93% 67% 94%
MT 103% 94% 71% 4%
NL 74% 107%
PL 46% 49% 39% 34%
PT 68% 23% 70% 20%
RO 6% 20% 3% 24%
SE 58% 57% 50%
SI 83% 50% 58% 92%
SK 82% 62% 24% 46%
TC 40% 58% 48% 57%

UK25

EU average 64% 60% 55% 47%

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.

24 There are no ESF Operational Programmes at national level in Belgium.
25 There are no ESF Operational Programmes at national level in the United Kingdom.
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As mentioned in the preceding section, the ESF supports 19 investment priorities under four
thematic objectives 8, 9, 10 and 11. Since there is also a requirement of the concentration
of the ESF allocation at the level of OPs depending on the category of regions on up to five
of the investment priorities, this explains the lack of funding in some MS with regards to TO
10, and 11.

Annex 5 presents the project selection of ESF funding for regional programmes.

Figure 3 shows the project selection rate of intervention field codes 102 to 120. These include
all intervention field codes specific to TOs 8 to 11, as well as technical assistance across EU
MS (121, 122, 123), which do not correspond per se to ESF intervention field codes but can
be funded by ESF.

Across intervention field codes 102-123, progress is balanced for most IC codes.
Comparatively, the progress in project selection is trailing behind (<30%) in the
following IC codes/Investment priorities: IC 108/IP 8vii ‘Modernisation of labour market
institutions’ (19%), IC 113/IP 9v ‘Promoting social entrepreneurship and vocational
integration in social enterprises and the social and solidarity economy in order to facilitate
access to employment’ (29%), IC 114/IP 9vi ‘Community-led local development strategies’
(25%), IC 120/IP 11ii ‘Capacity building for all stakeholders delivering education, lifelong
learning, training and employment and social policies’ (23%), IC 122/TA ‘Evaluation and
studies’ (20%).

The underperformance of IC 108/IP 8vii is linked to the delay in implementation of the
measure of MS such as Belgium, Cyprus, Croatia and Slovakia.26 In other cases, it was
reported that there have been failed attempts at transferring data from Managing Authorities
to the central monitoring system.27 While substantial progress has been made in one of the
smaller ICs such as IC 108/IP 8iv, it remains the most underperforming IC at EU level. One
of the reasons elaborated by MS reports is that the topic of the IC 108/IP 8iv is already
substantially addressed under IC 111/IP 9iii which deals with combatting discrimination.

IC 113/IP 9v and IC 114/IP 9vi still show significant lack in project selection rate. The main
reason highlighted by the Managing Authorities for these delays are the fact that the
innovative nature of the operations implies substantial organisational
preparation.28 This suggests that certain MS experience difficulties in implementing
measures in lesser traditional topics such as social enterprises, especially at
regional level. Such an assumption could be confirmed by similar trends in newer MS such
as Croatia. Moreover, authorities have highlighted that they still require guidance at national
level regarding policy priorities before these can be delegated to the regions. Another reason
explained by the Managing Authorities is the lack of staff,29 which causes delays in the
launching of project calls as well as the evaluation of proposals that delay the
processes even further.

Project selection rate for the IC 120/IP 11ii is relatively low. In fact, some countries such as
Cyprus and Poland have yet to report their contracted financial support. The intervention is
aimed at improving capacity building for stakeholders delivering education, lifelong learning,
training and employment, and social policies, which constitutes a broader scope than IC
119/IP 11i. Thus, the difference in progress of implementation the IC 120/IP 11ii can be
explained by the types of activities eligible for funding.

Conversely, the progress in project selection is ahead (>50%) in the following IC
codes/investment priorities: IC 102/IP 8i ‘Access to employment for job-seekers and inactive
people, including the long-term unemployed and people far from the labour market, also
through local employment initiatives and support for labour mobility’ (54%), IC 103/IP 8ii
‘Sustainable integration into the labour market of young people, in particular those not in
employment, education or training, including young people at risk of social exclusion and

26 Fondazione G. Brodolini (2017) Synthesis Report of ESF 2017 Annual Implementation Reports, Final Report.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid.
29 Ibid.
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young people from marginalised communities, including through the implementation of the
Youth Guarantee’ (62%), IC 109/IP 9i ‘Active inclusion, including with a view to promoting
equal opportunities and active participation, and improving employability’ (55%), IC 117/IP
10iii ‘Enhancing equal access to lifelong learning for all age groups in formal, non-formal and
informal settings, upgrading the knowledge, skills and competences of the workforce, and
promoting flexible learning pathways including through career guidance and validation of
acquired competences’ (54%), IC 118/IP 10iv ‘Investment in institutional capacity and in the
efficiency of public administrations and public services at the national, regional and local
levels with a view to reforms, better regulation and good governance’ (57%), IC 121/TA
‘Preparation, implementation, monitoring and inspection’ (54%).

IC 102/IP 8i is responsible for nearly 40% of the entire budget of TO830 which shows that
the project selection rate is well under way. While the previous AIR31 stated that MS tend to
prioritise YEI operations over the provisions set by IC 103/IP 8ii, the current data shows that
the implementation of the priority axis has not been neglected since the last report. As
highlighted in previous reports, MS tend to privilege larger ICs (IP8i, 8ii, 8iii, 8v) at the
beginning of the programming period.

Similarly, IC 109/IP 9i being the largest of its TO9, is well implemented compared to
the others of the same thematic objective. This reflects the previous statement that MS
tend to privilege large ICs.

Figure 3 Intervention field codes of thematic objective 8-9-10-11 (102-123)
progress (%); (progress below 30% highlighted in blue)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.

3.1.3. Performance of ring-fencing requirements by classification of regions
Table 7 shows the project selection rate per category of region, including both at regional
and at national level. Regarding the type of region, more developed regions show
higher project selection rates across TO 8-9-11 (51%-58%-56%, respectively).
Transition regions recorded the highest project selection rate for TO 10 (63%).
These findings are in line with the previous project selection reported in the latest annual
implementation report.32

More developed regions show higher average project selection rates across TO 8-9-11 (51%-
58%-56%, respectively). Transition regions show the highest average project selection rate

30 Fondazione G. Brodolini (2017) Synthesis Report of ESF 2017 Annual Implementation Reports, Final Report.
31 Ibid.
32 Fondazione G. Brodolini (2017) Synthesis Report of ESF 2017 Annual Implementation Reports, Final Report.
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in TO 10 (63%) among all types of regions, but the lowest average project selection rate in
TO 8 (39%). Less developed regions show the lowest average progress in project selection
in TO 9, reaching a level of 41%, versus a level of 58% in more developed regions in this
thematic objective, and show the lowest average project section rates across TO 10-TO 11
as well. Arguably, a factor influencing this relatively lower project selection rate in
less developed regions is the large amount of planned funding for TO 9 (EUR 11.1
billion), which is 1.6 times higher than in more developed regions (EUR 6.9 billion). In fact,
when checking the amounts of selected projects, the less developed regions seem to have
selected projects of a total higher value for TO 9 (EUR 4.5 billion) than the more developed
regions (EUR 4 billion). However, the administrative capacity to deliver the funding to
beneficiaries is lower in less developed regions, with complicated implementation
structures.33

Table 7 Overview of the project selection rate by category of region – by thematic
objective per MS and EU28 average (in progress ratio (%) of planned vs
implemented)

Type of region TO 8 TO 9 TO 10 TO 11

Less developed 48% 41% 48% 45%
More developed 51% 58% 50% 56%

Transition 39% 50% 63% 32%

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF
planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.

Figure 4 shows the EU financial allocation (in EUR), the total amount (in EUR) of EU allocated
to projects (operations) selected by the programme management authority as well as the
project selection rate (progress in %) across ERDF, ESF, and YEI. Across funds, Youth
Employment Initiative (YEI) shows the highest project selection rate accounting
for 75%. Conversely, the European Social Fund (ESF) shows the highest allocated funding
for the selected thematic objectives (8-9-10-11), while displaying the lowest progress.
Comparatively, the project selection rate of the European Regional Development
Fund (ERDF) is higher that the ESF, while having relatively lower allocated EU funding.

Figure 4 Project selection rate by Fund – by EU allocated amount in euro
(Planned), Total amount selected by the programme managers in euro
(Selected), and progress ratio (%)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.

33 Ibid.
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3.2. European Regional Development Fund
This subsection aims to analyse the state of play of the implementation of ERDF interventions
corresponding to the TOs 1-4 priority investments funded with the assistance of ERDF. Figure
5 to Figure 8 represent the project selection rate across TOs 1 to 4 (national level), which
include the intervention field codes associated with ERDF funding.

Figure 5 shows that TO 1 ‘Strengthening research, technological development and
innovation’, MS reporting project selection rate below the EU average (55%) are Austria,
Bulgaria, Cyprus, Spain, Greece, Croatia, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Malta, Slovenia, and
Slovakia. The in-depth analysis shows that the progress is particularly low for interventions
IC 059 ‘Research and Innovation infrastructure’ (19%), IC 063 ‘Clusters’ (22%), IC 061
‘Research and innovation activities in private research centres’ (34%). Figure 6 shows the
case of TO 2 ‘Enhancing ICT’, the following countries display a project selection rate above
the EU average (48%) are Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Finland, Croatia, Hungary, Latvia, Malta,
Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia. The project selection rate is particularly low for
interventions IC 045 ‘Backbone/backhaul network’ (14%), IC 004 ‘productive investments
linked to the corporation between enterprises’ (17%), IC 081 ‘ICT solutions addressing the
healthy active ageing challenge and e-Health services’ (23%).

As highlighted in Figure 7, TO 3 ‘Enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs’, countries above
the EU average (64%) are Belgium, Bulgaria, Germany, France, Croatia, Hungary, Lithuania,
Latvia, Malta, Poland, Portugal, and Sweden. Project selection is low for interventions IC 071
‘Development of promotion of specialised enterprises/Carbon-economy’ (16%), IC 070
‘Energy efficiency in large enterprises’ (17%), IC 076 ‘Cultural and creative assets in SMEs’
(18%).

As shown in Figure 8, TO 4 ‘Supporting the shift towards the low carbon economy’, countries
that report a project selection rate above the EU average (41%), Belgium, Bulgaria, Hungary,
Ireland, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Poland, Slovakia. The intervention fields displaying a project
selection rate above the thematic objective average are IC 003 ‘Productive investments in
large enterprises linked to the low carbon economy’, IC 008 ‘Natural gas (TEN-E)’, IC 010
‘Renewable energy solar’.

The results of financial monitoring data analysis show that the average progress in
implementation is more advanced in case of ESF than ERDF interventions. It is also
found that the progress in implementation of ERDF has been the fastest for TO 3 providing
support to increasing the competitiveness of SMEs.
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Figure 5 Geographical representation of project selection rate - Thematic
Objective 1 (progress in % of planned vs implemented)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.

Figure 6 Geographical representation of project selection rate - thematic objective
2 (progress in % of planned vs implemented)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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Figure 7 Geographical representation of project selection rate - thematic objective
3 (progress in % of planned vs implemented)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.

Figure 8 Geographical representation of project selection rate - thematic objective
4 (progress in % of planned vs implemented)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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4. FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

4.1. Relevance

KEY FINDINGS

 Generally, the interviewed representatives of Managing Authorities consider that the
prioritisation of OPs is well aligned with the territorial needs outlined in the
strategies used for programming and cover the initial needs of the target groups
adequately.

 The ESF share was found relevant to the ongoing social development needs
at territorial level, as social inclusion, employment and education continue
to pose problems in EU regions, albeit at varying levels of intensity. Two thirds of
the Managing Authorities consulted mentioned that the minimum ESF share is largely
in line with territorial needs, while one third of the interviewees did not consider it
appropriate to the current territorial needs.

 Whilst the focus of the thematic concentration on social issues continues to be
appropriate, the categories of interventions initially established as eligible for
funding under ESF and ERDF targeting the “inclusive growth” goal are not
considered in line with territorial needs by a small number of the Managing
Authorities, as they are too restrictive. The provision of the minimum ESF share
poses the risk of restricting the development of an optimal policy mix to achieve
different goals such as employment, social inclusion or education.

 Differentiating the ESF thematic concentration according to the Cohesion
Policy regional categorisation (more developed, less developed or transition
regions) was not considered useful by the Managing Authorities consulted, as
categories of regions have been considered too rigid.

 The minimum ESF share results in a lack of flexibility during the
implementation phase, including difficulties in re-negotiating OPs given on-going
socio-economic changes, or potential challenges in adjusting OPs to Country Specific
Recommendations (CSRs) while complying with the ESF share.

 The majority of Managing Authorities interviewed believe the minimum ESF share
helps achieve a critical mass of investments through making sufficient
funding available to the TO 8-11. However, it is not possible to draw conclusions
on the extent to which the ESF share supports reaching critical mass of investments
to achieve Treaty-based goals.

 There is a strong case to allow some deviation from the initially agreed ESF
share percentages during the implementation phase, as the current ring-
fencing requirements have led to complex calculation practices on the side of
Managing Authorities needing to comply with ring-fencing rules, once any part of a
programme needs to be changed.
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4.1.1. Ring-fencing requirements versus territorial needs and the need for more
flexibility

This section provides evidence on Study Question 3: Do ring-fencing requirements in
general, and ESF share in particular, match territorial needs in the Member States or is there
a need for more flexibility? by making an overview of the implementation of ring-fencing
requirements during the programming and implementation phases of the ESF OPs in
particular. The sources of evidence are the results of literature review and interviews with
Managing Authorities, as well as publicly available statistical data on EU’s socio-economic
development (Eurostat Europe 2020 indicators).

As explained in Section 2.2, the minimum ESF share relates to the fact that 23.1% of all EU-
level cohesion funding should be spent from ESF (with differing national minimum shares).
The thematic concentration of ESF relates to the following requirements:

 The thematic concentration of ESF on social inclusion: at least 20 % of the total ESF
resources in each Member State must be allocated to the thematic objective 'Promoting
social inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination' (Article 4 of ESF regulation).

 The regional differentiation of the thematic concentration: the need to allocate at least
80 % of the ESF budget in more developed regions, 70% in transition regions and 60 %
in less developed regions to up to five investment priorities per operational programme
(ibid).

4.1.1.1. Relevance and flexibility during the programming phase
Thematic objectives directly derived from the Europe 2020 strategy goals, European
Semester Country Specific Recommendations and analyses of territorial needs have been the
basis for the ESIF programming process in all MS. While the results are not generalisable
across EU, based on the results from interviews, the majority of the 15 interviewed Managing
Authorities believe that the minimum ESF share has allowed the OPs to be in line with
the existing regional or national strategies defined at the beginning of the
programming period. This finding has been validated by the Focus group and is also
confirmed by the responses of further six Managing Authorities who replied to the polling
organised within this study.

During the negotiation of the programming agreements, the MS advocated for having
flexibility in the programming process, in order to tailor the programme to local needs. There
is evidence from the literature review that the 2014-20 provision implementing the thematic
concentration requirements (Article 4 of the ESF regulation) have allowed a
sufficient level of flexibility to adjust the OPs to the local needs and ensure
coherence with other EU funds and policy instruments at the programming phase.
The ESF funding has been allocated according to the minimum required thematic
concentration required for TO 9, 8 and 10, as shown in Section 3.1 of this report.

Based on the qualitative data collected in this study, the majority of Managing Authorities
seem to have found ways to adjust the OPs’ priorities to the territorial needs during the
programming phase. However, problems that appeared during the programming are related
to the definition of OP axes whose priorities were too narrowly defined and included limited
topics. It is rather likely that these issues were more related to the initial programme design
and the general difficulty of changing the OP programming during the implementation phase,
than the presence of the minimum ESF share.

For instance:

 in Portugal, there were difficulties related to categorising one measure either as TO 9 or
as TO 10, as, according to the interviewee, one measure that targeted students with
difficulties in following educational programmes that were also leading to improved social
inclusion, was not counted towards TO 9.

 One respondent to the online poll questionnaire mentioned that two specific objectives
(one under ESF and one under ERDF) target social inclusion and could be used to support
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one project. However, since ESF does not allow the funding of infrastructure, this has
created unnecessary administrative burden for the managing authority implementing the
project.

4.1.1.2. Relevance and flexibility during the implementation phase
Given the evolving socio-economic context, there is a need to understand whether the
minimum ESF share, the thematic concentration on social inclusion (TO9) and the regional
thematic concentration continue to be relevant following several years of implementation,
and whether there was sufficient flexibility to adjust the programming to local needs.

The tracking of progress on Europe 2020 headline indicators shows that the EU has indeed
advanced in reaching Europe 2020 targets but needs more efforts in some areas. While there
are positive results in the field of educational attainment, where early leavers from education
and training among population aged 18-24 have decreased by 10% in 2008-2017, and
tertiary educational attainment of population aged 30-34 has increased by 39.9% in the same
period; the targets are yet to be achieved in the field of enhancing employment,
energy efficiency, reducing poverty and increasing investment in R&D across MS.
In the field of reducing poverty, the situation has been worsened by the crisis since
2008; 2017 was the first year that figures show an estimated reduction of people at risk of
poverty or social exclusion in EU by over 5 million people, showing a move towards reaching
the target of reducing the number of people at risk of poverty by 20 million.34 People with
disabilities, the long-term unemployed, low-skilled workers and older workers as
well as ethnic minorities and migrants have been the most at risk of poverty and
social exclusion in EU.35 These facts show a continued need for investment in improving
social outcomes in the EU, which makes the targeted funding of ESIF towards such matters
still relevant at an EU broader level.

There is varying performance among MS across all EU2020 headline indicators, and especially
there are diverging evolutions, with some MS getting closer to reaching EU2020 targets,
while others diverging more, which hints to the variety of territorial needs across the EU. As
an illustration of countries with diverging trends in reaching EU2020 targets, looking at the
example of the rate of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, countries such as Poland
and Romania have been improving this dimension most significantly among EU MS since
2008 (albeit with remaining needs for poverty alleviation), while countries such as Italy or
Spain show the highest increase in poverty risk rates.36 These facts are confirmed by the
interviews with Managing Authorities, showing there are ongoing needs or new needs in
supporting social development at territorial level since the initial programming phase. While
it is clear that the socio-economic context was well taken into account during the
programming phase, there is a need to better understand how the ESF share has allowed the
OPs to tackle the changing socio-economic contexts in MS during the implementation phase.

Overall, while it is not possible to generalise at EU level, the majority of the consulted
stakeholders consider that the thematic focus of the ESIF OPs continues to be broadly
relevant to the territorial needs, or have been adjusted for this purpose. The qualitative data
collected through stakeholder consultations points to the fact that the ESF ring-fencing
requirements did not impede ESIF OPs from matching territorial needs of social development.
This study’s poll shows that the majority of Managing Authorities who replied (six out of
seven respondents) consider that the minimum ESF share did not impede the OPs from being
in line with current territorial needs. This is confirmed by the interviews, where the majority
of interviewees (two thirds) replied that the OPs continued to be in line with current needs.

34 See: Eurostat, Europe 2020 headline indicators, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/europe-2020-
indicators/europe-2020-strategy/headline-indicators-scoreboard

35 T33 et al., (2017) Research for REGI Committee - Integrated use of ESI funds to address social challenges, study
for the European Parliament.

36 There are an estimated 4 million less people at risk of poverty in Poland and 2 million less in Romania (albeit
large numbers of people remain at risk of poverty e.g. 38.8% of population in Romania and 21% in Poland in
2016). There were over 2 million more people at risk of poverty in Italy and 1.4 million in Spain in 2017 versus
2008 (Eurostat).
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However, a third (five out of fifteen) of the interviewees mentioned the alignment to the
current needs would need improvements, for different reasons:

 Firstly, socio-economic conditions changed over time, especially after recovering from the
crisis, but the adjustments to OPs came with delays. As shown in Section 3 of this study,
the progress in implementation is mixed across MS, with investments in TO 8 and TO10
progressing faster than the ones in TO 9. There is also low progress in achieving poverty
alleviation targets at EU level and divergent dynamics at MS level, while EU2020
employment targets are not yet met, although progressing.

 Secondly, while there was a recognition that investments would be needed for different
purposes than in the initial programming, the process of changing investment priorities
is burdensome and deterred the consulted MAs from making the needed changes. This
was mentioned in regions in France and in Portugal. This points to the next aspect to be
analysed, related to the flexibility of re-programming.

While there have been few issues flagged in terms of flexibility of complying with the ESF
share requirements for the programming phase, there is evidence that there is room for
improvement in the flexibility allowed when adjusting ESF OPs to territorial needs
during the implementation phase. This is the case in terms of the MS’ or regions’
possibility to react and adjust the already agreed national or regional OPs in the face of
changing socio-economic contexts (e.g. the migrant crisis, deteriorating social conditions, or
vice-versa, improving socio-economic conditions). It has also been observed that there are
difficulties in re-negotiating the thematic concentration shares with EU Commission officials.37

These findings from the literature on the low flexibility of OPs are confirmed by the interviews
performed during this study as described below and in more depth in Section 4.2. The
following paragraphs illustrate further issues encountered during the ESF OPs’
implementation.

As mentioned in Section 2, ESIF funding needs to comply with a range of demands stemming
from other EU policies, such as the European Semester or the state aid regulations. Through
the European Semester of fiscal and economic policy coordination at EU level, each MS’
budget plans and needs for structural reforms are analysed. Based on this analysis and
process of consultation and coordination at European level, the European Commission then
issues Country Specific Recommendations (CSRs) that may involve stimulating the economy
or implementing the reforms by making use of European Structural Funds. Depending on the
timing of the CSRs, changes might need to be made to the ESIF programming. Evidence from
interviews suggests that CSRs have sometimes been in conflict with the thematic
concentration requirements, as well as the fact that OP programming is burdensome. While
only a small number of interviewees reported this, the lack of flexibility of the thematic
concentration and ring-fencing requirements have created difficulties in including the CSRs
into OP programming.

Based on an analysis of how CSRs are addressed in ESF programming, it appears that the
programming has been performed according to the CSRs specified in the National Reform
Programmes, and ESF has been streamlined to cover the CSRs to a large extent: the majority
of CSRs have a dedicated Investment Priority that is coherent to the recommendations; in
total, over 81% of the ESF budget is contributing to tackling the challenges identified as
relevant in CSRs.38 Nevertheless, there are potential tensions during the implementation
phase, as new or altered CSRs might result in a need of reprogramming OPs. The tendency
to address investments that serve the achievement of the National Reform Programmes’
objectives with Cohesion Policy financing has been sometimes causing difficulties, as CSRs
might have a have a different focus and aim at conflicting goals than the existing OP
programming.39 The interviews with the Managing Authorities performed within this study

37 EPRC (2015) Strategic coherence of Cohesion Policy comparison of the 2007-13 and 2014-20 programming
periods, study for the European Parliament.

38 Fondazione Brodolini, et al. (2016) The analysis of the outcome of the negotiations concerning the Partnership
Agreements and ESF Operational Programmes, for the programming period 2014-2020; a study for DG for
Employment, Social Affairs & Inclusion.

39 EPRC (2015).
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have confirmed that some of the difficulties in adjusting the OPs to new CSRs also
stem from the existence of the minimum ESF share, which restricts the changes in
OP allocations.

Next to the minimum ESF share (23.1% of cohesion funding to be spent from ESF), MS also
had to comply with the concentration of OPs on up to five investment priorities, differentiated
by types of regions targeted (Article 4 of ESF regulation). Based on literature review, the
regional differentiation of ring-fencing rules40 has not been considered useful, due to the fact
that, at country level, “the regional categories have been considered too rigid and do not
reflect local specificities”.41 Desk research evidence suggests that the thematic concentration
of ESF funding per region should depend on the needs in the regions (which vary). There
should not be thematic concentration requirements differentiated by the regional
categorisation, and flexibility should be ensured for re-defining the concentration
during the implementation phase. This is confirmed for countries with regional OPs by
results of the interviews, Focus group and the follow-up poll performed in this study:

 In Spain, there were difficulties to adjust the national ESF share defined for the national
level to the regional-level OPs. Two or three regional OPs (in regions with marginally
higher needs) had to allocate more, while others less, which created administrative
difficulties and needed complex calculations.

 A Portuguese respondent also mentions the need to adjust the ESF share in a flexible way
according to each region’s situation. According to an interviewee, this flexibility could be
introduced “through the definition of more flexible upper and lower limits or intervals for
ring-fencing requirements and/or by a more flexible definition of eligibility criteria to count
for the accomplishment of those requirements.”

 In France, the co-existence of an ESF share and categories of regions posed difficulties,
especially since some regions of different categories merged in France in 2016 (e.g.
Auvergne, a transition region, merged with Rhône Alpes, a more developed region), and
funds could not be transferred from one line to the other. France chose to implement
funds targeting TO 9 at national level, for this reason.

On the whole, it appears that the current ring-fencing requirements both at national and
reginal level have led to complex calculation practices on the side of Managing Authorities
needing to comply with ESIF ring-fencing rules, once any part of a programme needs to be
changed. This makes a strong case for allowing some deviation from the initial percentages
during the implementation phase, but not the programming phase, when the ring-fencing
requirements were found relevant.

Suggestions to improve flexibility arrangements include the enabling of OPs to target local
challenges with more TOs in the same priority axis, or by covering one TO through multiple
funds.42 However, there are two issues that need overcoming in order to enable using the
option of multiple funds, based on interviews and the Focus group with the Managing
Authorities.

 Broadening the eligibility criteria to more categories interventions that can be deployed
for the purpose of achieving employment, better educational outcomes or social inclusion.

 The need to increase the capacity of national or regional ESIF Managing Authorities to
use these arrangements and navigate complex multi-level policy settings.

4.1.2. Extent to which the level of ESF ensures critical mass of investments
This section provides insights into Study Question 4: Does the current level of ESF share
ensure “critical mass” of ESF investment in terms of achieving the Treaty-based aims of this

40 According to the ring-fencing requirements laid out in the regulation, MS need to concentrate at least 80 % of
the ESF allocation in more developed regions, 70 % in transition regions and 60 % in less developed regions to
each OP on up to five of the investment priorities (also see Section 2 of this report).

41 EPRC (2015).
42 T33, et al. (2017).
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ESI Fund?, by referring to evidence from the literature and the experience of MS collected
through the qualitative methods in this study.

While there is no mid-term review specifically focused on understanding the performance of
ERDF and ESF at EU level, and therefore no integrated assessment of the mid-term results,
we can draw on the results of the 2007-13 programming period to understand the baseline
for results in the 2014-20 period.

The evaluation of the 2007-13 ESF investments shows that they have been generally
effective, with some 44% of the more than 68 million participations leading to positive
individual results (be it obtained qualifications, secured employment, etc.) by 2015, in the
context of a challenging social environment, such as the economic crisis.43 ESF interventions
targeting human capital improvements were considered most effective (especially supporting
low-skilled people and young people), while interventions targeting the socially
disadvantaged or people at risk of poverty in MS had moderate results in supporting their
employment, but were successful in addressing “soft” behavioural barriers (e.g. supported
increased motivation, self-esteem).44

The role of ESF has been found to be more significant in Convergence regions,45 such as in
Bulgaria, where it supported the achievement of Europe 2020 and European Semester
targets.46 In the previous programming period, ESF investments in Convergence regions
were considered very significant in complementing the national budget, and therefore
represented a major source of funding social policy outcomes and contributing to EU-wide
social cohesion overall.47

The evaluation of the 2007-13 ERDF and cohesion funding shows that the ERDF funding for
social infrastructure amounted to EUR 18.6 billion social infrastructure projects related to
education, healthcare, childcare, housing and other facilities such as community centres.48

The evaluation found that the funded projects examined made a concrete contribution to
growth and jobs and a quarter of them a large contribution, including to improving skills and
qualifications (see Table 8). In addition, further improvements from social infrastructure
investments were in the fields of healthcare, education systems, training and employment
services, as well as cultural, sports and training facilities.49

43 European Commission (2016) Ex-post evaluation of the 2007-2013 ESF Programmes, SWD(2016) 452 final.
44 Ibid.
45 In the 2007-13 programming period, NUTS 2 regions with a per capita GDP less than 75% of the EU average

were categorised as Convergence regions. This is a similar criterion to the « less developed regions » category
in ESIF programming 2014-2020.

46 European Commission (2016) Ex-post evaluation of the 2007-2013 ESF Programmes, SWD(2016) 452 final.
47 Ibid.
48 European Commission (2016) Ex-post evaluation of ERDF and Cohesion Fund 2007-2013, SWD(2016)318 final.
49 Ibid.
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Table 8 ERDF urban and social projects, 2007-13
ERDF Goal % reporting a contribution

to the goals
Improved skills / educational attainment /
qualifications

39%

Improved performance / expansion of local businesses 32%
Improved health outcomes 25%
Entrepreneurship / new business creation 24%
Higher rate of female and / or youth participation in
the labour market and Other

17% and 26%

Total reporting some contribution 73% (and 24% a high
contribution)

Source: European Commission, (2017), Seventh Cohesion Policy report, 2017, based on European Commission,
(2016), Ex-post evaluation of ERDF and Cohesion Fund 2007-2013, SWD (2016)318 final.

The data analysis concerning the extent to which MS complied with the minimum ESF share
shows that there is compliance across all MS, with some MS allocating even more funding
than required to the “inclusive growth” priorities, based on territorial needs.50 Desk review
evidence also confirms that, as a result of the 2014-20 programming based on the ring-
fencing requirements, the thematic concentration of the ESIF has increased overall in this
period as opposed to 2007-13 (with the exception of environmental protection, transport and
energy).51 However, comparing the thematic concentration of ESIF in 2014-20 and the 2007-
13 EU Structural and Cohesion Funds, the increase in allocations for ESF themes of
employment, social inclusion and education and training has been small (of two percentage
points, up to 32% of total funding). In the case of ESF investments in supporting people at
risk of poverty, the share of ESF investment has doubled from 10% to 20% of ESF in 2014-
20 as opposed to the 2007-13 period.52 In contrast, ERDF funds focused markedly more on
the allocations for TOs 1-4 (RTDI, ICT, SMEs and low-carbon economy), with an increase of
seven percentage points (to 38% of total funding).53

In terms of progress in implementation, as shown in Section Error! Reference source not
found., it appears that investments in TO 8 have progressed to a 64% project selection rate
by end of 2017, while investments in projects pertaining to TO 9-11 are slightly less advanced
in implementation, with a balanced progress of 60%-55%-47% of projects selected,
respectively.

There is uneven implementation progress across the EU, depending on the types of regions
in question. Regions lagging behind are reaching fewer beneficiaries than more advanced
regions.54 The review of the progress of implementation performed in this study confirms this
finding and shows little changes from 2017 (see Section 3). More developed regions show
higher average project selection rates across TO 8-9-11, with uneven progress in transition
regions and less developed regions. As mentioned in Section 3, the planned funding for TO
9 is 1.6 times higher in less developed regions than in more developed regions, while the
less developed regions have a generally lower administrative capacity to deliver the funding
to beneficiaries. This is a factor diminishing the less developed regions’ capacity to reach
critical mass.

In this context, the existing desk review evidence from the MS shows there are conflicting
opinions in terms of the appropriateness of the requirements for ESF thematic concentration
to achieving the set ESF objectives.55 However, interviews carried out in this study with
Managing Authorities indicate that the majority of Managing Authorities’
representatives believe there were sufficient funds available for TO 8-11. Out of the

50 See Section 3 of this study and Fondazione Brodolini et al (2016).
51 EPRC (2015).
52 European Commission (2017) Seventh Cohesion Report.
53 EPRC (2015).
54 Fondazione G. Brodolini (2017).
55 EPRC (2015).



Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies
____________________________________________________________________________________________

48

fifteen interviewed Managing Authorities, only Managing Authorities in Portugal (Algarve
region) and one region in France have experienced difficulties due to the budgets available
under ESF. In France, while the national level and two other regions were satisfied with the
availability of funding, one region (Pays de la Loire) mentioned the budget had not been
sufficient, especially in the context of changes to the region’s administrative structure,
following the 2016 merger of French regions. The interviewed representatives of regions of
Picardie and Hauts de France interviewed were satisfied with the budget.

The influence of ESF ring-fencing requirements on critical mass is less concretely felt by the
interviewed Managing Authorities in terms of reaching the target audience. The majority of
interviewees have not pointed to any problems, or have not replied to this question.
However, the representatives from all four French Managing Authorities interviewed mention
the fact that there are perverse effects on the types of project owners selected. On the one
hand, the Managing Authorities are tempted to offer the funding to larger organisations,
which have a track record in performing EU-funded projects in the past, and have the proven
capacity to handle the financial requirements and rather difficult administrative procedures.
On the other hand, the smaller project holders, with lower capacity but often more innovative
or within the core target group of beneficiaries (young unemployed persons) were deterred
by the high bureaucracy. While it is not possible to attribute this finding completely to the
existence of the ESF ring-fencing requirements, and this cannot be generalised at EU level,
these issues have been highlighted as a potential unintended effect that needs attention in
future programming processes.

Due to the stage of implementation and the lack of evaluations carried out to this point, the
Managing Authorities interviewed were reluctant to make estimations on the outcomes that
might be achieved through the funding disbursed so far. There have been no comprehensive
mid-term evaluations mentioned as evidence of progress in terms of reaching some of the
intended results in any of the interviewed countries. Therefore, it is not possible to draw
conclusions on the extent to which the investments do reach the objectives set in
the Treaty, based on the evidence available, as it is too early in the implementation of
the 2014-20 ESIF programming.

As shown in the previous chapters, the existence of ESF ring-fencing requirements has both
its advantages and disadvantages, the latter including difficulties caused by the lack of
flexibility in adjusting the programming during the implementation phase. While it is not
possible to provide clear evidence for the ring-fencing requirements’ contribution to ensuring
Treaty goals especially due to the early phase of implementation, the advantages of having
ring-fencing requirements can be shown through their contribution to ensuring critical mass
of investments in the social domain, and the positive benefits that emerge from such
investments. These examples are portrayed below.

Examples of what could be expected as the contribution of the minimum ESF share to
ensuring critical mass towards Treaty goals. For instance, in the region of Warmia and
Masuria in Poland, the results of a desk review of the assessments of ESF support in Poland
for 2014-20 show that the funding « responds to social needs […] and is generally sound and
consistent with the EU and national policies.»56 Nonetheless, quantifying the results was not
possible at this stage. There are examples of results of ESF funding at national level, collected
from evaluations of the 2007-13 ESF OPs. It was found that the results of ESF interventions
were considered significant in the field of education system improvement, vocational
education, lifelong learning, raising competences of workers and training for doctors.57

Moreover, thanks for the OP on Human Capital, the support for the unemployed was
successful in helping them find jobs (the percentage of unemployed participants dropped by
8 percentage points six months after participating in the project) in 2007-13.58 In Hungary,

56 Evalu Sp. z o.o., 2017: Metaanaliza wyników badań ewaluacyjnych dotyczących oceny wsparcia z EFS, Raport
cząstkowy II

57 Evalu Sp., z o.o., 2016: Metaanaliza wyników badań ewaluacyjnych dotyczących oceny wsparcia z EFS – Raport
cząstkowy I

58 Evalu Sp., z o.o., 2016: Metaanaliza wyników badań ewaluacyjnych dotyczących oceny wsparcia z EFS – Raport
cząstkowy I
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an evaluation of a youth employment programme found that it provided sufficient funding
and effective assistance to the most disadvantaged regions and is expected to contribute to
increasing labour supply and employability.59

Further positive aspects are the Managing Authorities several good practice examples
provided by the Managing Authorities from their experience in implementing the ring-fencing
requirements:

 For instance, the ring-fencing requirements encouraged the Nord Pas de Calais Region in
France to address a broader audience and reach more participants. YEI funds also had a
significant impact in this region, providing EUR 44 million (of which EUR 32 million on
apprenticeship). This fostered more innovative actions in particular towards apprentice
training centres.

 In Picardie, ring-fencing requirements allowed having significant funds on training and
lifelong learning (as well as apprenticeship) with a focus on job seekers. It amplified the
training offer.

 In Auvergne – Rhone Alpes / France, the devolved management of ESF funds to TO 9 to
intermediary operators (mostly county councils) has been reported to work well. « The
intermediaries dedicated time and resources to ESF and it proved successful: there was
a real leverage effect of funds, they published calls and have reached, and even exceeded
the objectives for reaching out target groups ».

 In Latvia, the implementation of initial vocational education programmes within the
framework of the Youth Guarantee Youth Guarantee has been nominated to be part of
the RegioStars Awards final. Through the programme, 11,220 young people have been
involved in the project in vocational colleges and detention centres, and 7,082 of them
have received a qualification from vocational colleges by the end of July 2018. About 72%
became employed six months after graduation.60

4.1.3. Conclusions
The implementation of ESF ring-fencing requirements has proven to have both pros and cons.
On the whole, the ESF ring-fencing requirements continue to be relevant in the view of
the consulted Managing Authorities, targeting ongoing needs in the field of social inclusion,
employment and education.

The benefits of the ESF ring-fencing requirements can also be shown through their positive
contribution to reaching critical mass of investments. The majority of Managing Authorities’
representatives believe there were sufficient funds made available for TO 8-11 through the
minimum ESF share. However, it is not possible to conclude on the extent to which the
minimum ESF share contributes to achieving Treaty based goals at this stage of the
evaluation. There are, however, positive social outcomes to be expected from the ESF
investments, which suggest that positive benefits may emerge from ring-fencing
requirements

Nevertheless, in terms of the difficulties created, while the minimum ESF share and the ESF
thematic concentration on TO9 allow the concentration of funding on thematically relevant
needs in the field of social inclusion, these requirements have also led to diminished flexibility
in the re-programming of both ERDF and ESF OPs when in need of adjustment to new
territorial needs. The reasons for decreased flexibility mentioned by the Managing Authorities
include: the need to re-negotiate partnership agreements; the trade-offs between ring-
fencing requirements and including Country Specific Recommendations (CSRs) into ESIF
programming during the implementation phase; ESF ring-fencing requirements based on the
regional categorisation and thematic concentration of funding inclusive growth priority

59 Hetfa (2015) Analysis of the Employment of the Young Initiative (IFK) in Hungary,
https://www.palyazat.gov.hu/download.php?objectId=78911

60 See: DG REGIO (2018) http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/projects/latvia/getting-young-people-in-latvia-
into-training-and-work
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investments; and the pre-defined categories of eligible interventions. These are factors that
can be considered as also restricting the relevance of the ESF ring-fencing requirements.

It is important to also note that, while the significant amount of ESF funding available is
gratefully acknowledged by the interviewed Managing Authorities as contributing to reach
critical mass of investments, in a minority of cases there were difficulties in absorbing the
large funding amounts available, or there were perceived unintended effects in
implementation. In some of the more developed or transition regions interviewed in France,
for instance, there was a tendency perceived by Managing Authorities that rather large
beneficiaries had been targeted, discouraging less experienced beneficiaries or project
owners to apply, or deterring more innovative types of interventions from being
implemented; while in less developed regions, the lack of administrative capacity to manage
large funding amounts and projects hampered the launching of programmes or the finding
of suitable beneficiaries who can carry out larger projects.
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4.2. Challenges encountered during the programming and
implementation

KEY FINDINGS

 The challenges identified during the research focused on the ESF ring-fencing
requirements mainly related to the overall complexity in implementation of
programmes, and specific country situations than directly to the minimum
ESF share or the thematic concentration.

 The analysis shows a relatively low project selection rate in certain areas of ESF,
and differences between progress in implementation in different categories
of regions.

 It is clear that the ring-fencing requirements in relation to ESF should be
more flexible, even though the overall experience with implementation is
viewed as positive by the consulted Managing Authorities.

 There is a consensus among the consulted stakeholders that the ESF ring-fencing
requirements allow concentrating part of the funds on specific thematic
objectives but do not have a significant impact on the effectiveness of
implementation.

 Balancing concentration in thematic objectives concerning RTDI, ICT, SMEs
competitiveness with flexibility to support domestic priorities is viewed as a
challenge by some Managing Authorities. Explicit description of how and why a
desired change is expected to happen taking into account the local context will be
required. In other words, the rationales and justifications for policy instruments need
to be backed by evidence and developed on the basis of a comprehensive intervention
logic.

 There are several aspects which influence the implementation of ERDF interventions
in support of research, technological development, and innovation activities and
enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs. One of the biggest challenges which
stands out and influences the effective implementation of this type of
instruments is related to administrative procedures and requirements in
place. The local context and the capacity of innovation stakeholders which are not
directly related to the thematic concentration requirements play also a role in
implementation of the policy support measures in question.

This section provides evidence collected in answering Study Question 5: Are there any
specific challenges, linked to ring-fencing requirements in general, and ESF share in
particular, detected during programming or programme implementation? Is ESF share an
effective way of enhancing implementation?

Providing answers to the above research questions on the basis of the collected evidence
allowed identifying the main barriers linked to the existing thematic concentration
requirements in general, and the ESF share in particular. The next step involved assessing
the effectiveness of the ESF ring-fencing requirements in enhancing implementation of the
OPs. The desk research undertaken within Task 2 (see the Methodology presented in Section
1.2) allowed the study team to collect preliminary evidence needed to answer the research
questions, which was complemented by in-depth interviews with the representatives of
Managing Authorities, Focus group discussion and follow-up polling carried out as part of this
study.
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4.2.1. Specific challenges related to the ESF ring-fencing requirements
The previous research carried out by EPRC found that most of the consulted MS authorities
(8 out of 13 in total) do not consider the introduction of a minimum share for ESF useful and
would like more flexibility. Among the main cited reasons are: the significant increase in ESF
share already prevalent during the 2007-13 programming period in some countries (Portugal,
Spain), the need to be able to flexibly balance ESF and ERDF interventions, and the
insufficient focus under ESF operations as reported in the case of Slovakia. On the other
hand, there is a group of countries (Bulgaria, Finland, and France) which find the share of
ESF to be appropriate.61

The present study found that the overall favourable assessment of ring-fencing can be
explained by the fact that for many countries, the ESF share or the thematic concentration
did not constitute a real challenge, since they had been already funding a lot of activities for
achieving the social inclusion objectives during the previous programming period. The issue
of a lack of flexibility was also highlighted during interviews with the ESF Managing Authorities
carried out in the framework of this study.

The ESF interventions recorded a strong acceleration of project selection reaching 31% of
the planned total allocation in 2016. The analysis of programme financial data carried out as
part of this study showed a trend of gradual progress in implementation of ESF Programmes
(see Section 3.1). Despite a continuous progress, the 2017 Strategic report on the
implementation of the European Structural and Investment Funds acknowledged concerns
about a relatively low project selection rate for life-long learning and the modernisation of
labour market institutions activities, in addition to delays in implementing measures for the
socio-economic integration of marginalised communities. MS also reported some difficulties
in reaching out through the Youth Employment Initiative to the most disadvantaged groups,
notably young people who are inactive and not registered with public employment services,
and low-skilled young people.62

According to the ESF 2017 Annual Implementation Report, three main factors influencing the
performance of the programme and reasons for underperformance are the delays in setting
up programme management structures, complications with regards to programming
requirements, and national contextual factors (political, economic, legal etc.). Other reasons
include specific IT issues and complications related to setting up or using the management
and monitoring system, limited interest and awareness among beneficiaries, ongoing
obligations for the 2007-13 period, incorrect target setting, late approval of OPs, limited
interest, awareness, command of EU funds among actors, operators, and insufficient
availability of matching funds.63

With regards to operations under TO 8 ‘Promoting sustainable and quality employment and
supporting labour mobility’, the results of desk research show that in the early years MS tend
to first concentrate on the larger IP (IP8i, 8ii, 8iii, 8v), while the implementation of smaller
IP, such as IP8iv, 8vi, and 8vii are more often delayed, or simply awaiting implementation.
Such delays are due to various reasons, such as lack of interest by project promoters, delays
in broader programme implementation, such as the definition of national guidelines and
regulations to guide implementation, or the lack of national policy guidance.64

Concerning operations under TO 9 ‘Promoting social inclusion combating poverty and any
discrimination’ progress towards implementation targets is generally lower under this
thematic objective than under TO 8. The implementation of IP9ii and IP9v continue to require
considerable attention in the coming years. Particularly for IP9i - which is much more
financially significant than other IP - the large implementation gap between less developed
regions and more developed and transition regions poses considerable risks.65 Based on the

61 EPRC (2015).
62 European Commission (2017) Strategic report 2017 on the implementation of the European Structural and

Investment Funds, COM(2017) 755 final.
63 Fondazione G. Brodolini (2017) Synthesis Report of ESF 2017 Annual Implementation Reports, Final Report.
64 Ibid.
65 Fondazione G. Brodolini (2017) Synthesis Report of ESF 2017 Annual Implementation Reports, Final Report.
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desk-research, it is also found that especially under IP10i (TO 10 ‘Investing in education,
training and vocational training for skills and life-long learning’) there are considerable
differences between progress in implementation in less developed regions and more
developed and transition regions.

As noted in the proposal on ESF for post 2020 programming period, the management and
implementation remain too complex, while the logic of interventions is to a large extent based
on inputs rather than the results despite some progress, while the shift from a logic based
on inputs towards one based on results did not fully take place. As far as the Youth
Employment Initiative (YEI) is concerned, the main challenges relate to its financial
management (being funded from two funding sources – the YEI specific allocation and the
ESF) and the additional reporting requirements.66

The results of interviews carried out with the representatives of Managing Authorities of ESF
programmes and the Focus group discussion and the follow-up polling show that overall
experience with programming and implementing ESF interventions is positive. The
challenges in ESF implementation that were identified in the interviews undertaken
during this study related mainly to other factors given by the country specific
situation and more related to the complexity of implementation, than directly to
ring-fencing, however, the existing evidence points clearly to benefits of some
additional flexibility in implementation phases. The issue of a lack of flexibility is
illustrated by examples presented below.

The most significant underlying challenge faced by Managing Authorities during programming
implementation associated with the thematic concentration lies in insufficient flexibility which
is evident when it comes to ensuring coordination between operations in different categories
of regions. Interviews with representatives of two different regional Managing Authorities in
France pointed that more flexibility would be helpful. In the first case, the issue concerns the
categories of regions. Following the mergers of two regions in 2016, namely Auvergne
(transition) and Rhône Alpes (more developed) the situation has become even more difficult.
According to another interview, the budget re-allocations could be easier and more flexible.
The issue of insufficient flexibility was also acknowledged during one of the interviews with
regional managing authority in Italy and confirmed during the consultation with the Managing
Authorities in Poland. Czech Republic, which is covered by both less developed regions (the
Czech Republic without Prague) and a more developed region (Prague), experienced similar
problems. When the project has activities in both of the above-mentioned categories of
regions, the pro-rata ratio is applied in line with the provisions set out in the OPs and the
ratio is the same for all projects within the respective investment priority.

Among the main factors in Poland which have had a negative impact on implementation of
TO 9 ‘Promoting social inclusion, combating poverty, and any discrimination’ are: positive
socio-economic situation and the decline in the number of social welfare clients, the launch
of the social programme at the national level (Programme 500+), the difficult target group
of operations in general (young people, persons with a disadvantaged background), delays
in the publications of guidelines, the lack of own funding, in addition to the existing
requirements. Concerning the issue related to the evolving socio-economic situation and the
low progress in terms of contracting, the Voivodeship of Warmisko-Mazurskie alone has
recorded the decrease in the number of social assisted persons in the recent years (from 211
625 people in 2013 to 168 011 in 2016). During the interview with the regional managing
authority, it was also noted that the level of unemployment accounted for 120 000 persons
during the programming of the OP and fell to the level below 60 000 persons. Taking into
account the positively changing socio-economic situation in Poland, this specific TO
represents a challenge for implementation of national and regional ESIF operational
programmes, and thus requires a greater coordination effort at the country level.

An example of difficulties related to the use of funding in Latvia under priority axis ‘Promoting
employment and work force mobility’ which focuses on providing support to the unemployed

66 European Commission (2018) Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and the Council on the
European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), COM(2018) 382 final.
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with low level of skills and skills that are not relevant for the labour market needs was noted
during the Focus group discussion. To comply with the ring-fencing requirements, the
measure supporting the work force had to be funded under ERDF. In the 2007-13 period, the
measure would have been funded under ESF. The consequence was that, due to the need to
wait for approvals for ERDF funding which is a matter of the MS, the OP started to be funded
later. Subsequently, this caused a delay in the implementation of the respective measure.

The collected evidence as part of this study presented above shows that the ESF ring-fencing
has had an influence in some MS on implementation mainly in an indirect manner rather than
directly.

Overall, there is also a consensus among the consulted representatives of the Managing
Authorities that the ESF ring-fencing requirements allow concentrating the funding
on specific social cohesion objectives and help in focusing support but do not have
an influence on the implementation as such. This opinion was shared by the
representatives of Managing Authorities participating in the Focus group discussion.

4.2.2. Other barriers to ESF OPs implementation not related to the ring-fencing
requirements

Wider literature points to the fact that the regulatory framework has become increasingly
complex, in part because it is being used to ensure compliance with other EU policy
requirements (e.g. State aid, public procurement), achievement of EU thematic priorities,
and ex ante conditionalities.67

As noted by the High-Level Group on Simplification for the post 2020 Cohesion Policy, every
seven years new regulations are put in place, and even if the same institutions continue to
provide support to beneficiaries, there is a need to update IT systems, change application
forms, elaborate new procedures. To this end, a recommended solution put forward by the
members of High-Level Group was to review the current regulations, remove unnecessary
requirements and not re-write new rules as beneficiaries learned them over the years. To be
able to adapt to new challenges, Cohesion Policy programmes could also be modified more
easily, for example by relying on the validation of monitoring committees in presence of the
Commission.68

According to the 2017 Strategic report on the implementation of the European Structural and
Investment Funds, MS report good progress in implementing simplification measures. Setting
up single entry points for beneficiaries, reducing the number of intermediate bodies,
harmonising management procedures, streamlining the application process and introducing
more single auditing are some of the actions that many Member States have implemented.69

Further challenges identified in the literature are related to the effective implementation of
ESIF for social inclusion, which is challenging due to the fact that social exclusion is a
phenomenon that has many dimensions, driven by diverse factor such as the changing socio-
economic conditions, demographic trends, migration, high disparities in income between MS
etc.70 Such issues need to be tackled through a mix of diverse measures, which require
coordination across multiple levels of governance, stakeholder involvement and increased
capacity from the public authorities.

The results of interviews carried out with the representatives of Managing Authorities confirm
that there are other barriers (not related to ring-fencing requirements / ESF share)
encountered during implementation of ESF interventions, as outlined below.

67 EPRC (2017) Research for REGI Committee – Building Blocks for a Future Cohesion Policy – First Reflections,
study for the European Parliament.

68 EU Commission (2017) Key recommendations of the High-Level Group on Simplification for the post 2020
Cohesion Policy.

69 European Commission (2017) Strategic report 2017 on the implementation of the European Structural and
Investment Funds, COM(2017) 755 final.

70 T33, et al. (2017).
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The first type of barrier is related to administrative challenges (i.e. lack of capacity,
complexity of rules, split of competencies, and timing of programming). In France, it also
important to note that regions have recently took over the role of the managing authority
and there was a learning curve to get familiar with reporting, indicators, and procedures, etc.

Despite the complexity in governance due to the split of competences at the regional levels,
in the opinion of the French representative of the managing authority of the national
programme ESF Employment and Social Inclusion 2014-2020 the possibility to delegate the
management of TO 9 to county authorities and Local Plans for Insertion and Employment
(known as ‘Plans locaux pour l’insertion et l’emploi – PLIE’ proved successful and more than
EUR 1.4 billion have been delegated to those entities. Among the main barriers faced during
the implementation of the above programme are reporting requirements, levels of control,
and timing of verifications.

According to the interviews with the French regional Managing Authorities, auditing processes
should be speeded up and simplified. It was also acknowledged in one of the interviews that
potential project holders are deterred from applying due to the complexity of the reporting
and the uncertainty it generates.

In Hungary, an issue during programming was encountered with the timing. The regulations
or the country specific recommendations to be taken into account were published too late
and there was a shorter time available for the programming and implementation. A problem
with the implementation is also caused by the difficulty to synchronise the timely publication
of the call for proposals with ESF and ERDF component. For instance, when a call about
cooperative society had been published, it took much more time to publish the ERDF call and
the infrastructural investments have been delayed.

In Italy, the other barriers not linked to the ESF ring-fencing requirements stem from the
complexity of governance involving different bodies as well as the regulatory framework.

In Poland, some difficulties were encountered during the assessment of regional health
prevention programmes at the national level as the basis for interventions to be funded under
TO 8 within the ROPs. Overall, TO 8 is considered to be a new sphere which required that
beneficiaries gain the necessary experience, however, the interviews undertaken in the
framework of this study highlighted also the insufficient level of eligible funding and
implementation challenges in closing the projects.

Also, the eligibility of VAT (related to projects carried out by local employment offices) has
posed problems during implementation. The managing authority was tasked with monitoring
whether the beneficiary obtained the VAT return. This was also a practice during the previous
programming period. It seems now that VAT is no eligible even if legally the beneficiary has
the right to obtain a return of VAT. This issue is subject of discussion at national level.
Moreover, some difficulties were encountered in closing the projects funded by the national
programme targeted at young persons who participated in trainings but did not find
employment. The delay in the publication of horizontal guidelines to ESF interventions and
the lack of knowledge about the actual requirements was also mentioned as examples of
barriers not directly related to ring-fencing requirements and ESF share.

In the opinion of one of the consulted stakeholders, 70% of efforts is focused on the
administrative and financial aspects and 30% on achieving the actual results. Multiple
requirements and text of calls characterised by a high degree of complexity were mentioned.

Based on the experience of implementation of the national programme in Portugal the most
time-consuming requirements, include: the procedure of designation of managing authority’s
ability to manage the funds implementation, the complexity of process of verification of public
contracting, and projects auditing.

In Romania, as mentioned by the interviewees, further barriers have been posed by a chronic
lack of human resources in the Managing Authorities, including high staff turnover, which is
coupled with the high complexity of regulations governing the implementation of co-financed
projects. The lack of the possibility for submission of applications for funding on a continuous
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basis until the funding is available has been also regarded as a difficulty slowing down
implementation.

The second type of barrier is linked to the changing context (i.e. ongoing reforms in
relevant areas and sectors). In the case of Latvia, it was noted that the long-term success of
investments depends on sectoral reforms and the fact that system wide reforms in the area
of employment, education and health are on-going has a major impact on implementation.
Also, in Hungary, what seems to have caused problems is that the healthcare sector had a
substantial lack of capacity and more time was necessary to launch the projects. With regards
to the education and trainings projects eligible for funding under TO 10, one of the
representatives of a regional managing authority in Poland pointed out that there was a need
to negotiate the projects because of changes introduced through the reform of the education
system.

The final barrier identified during the interviews with the representatives of Managing
Authorities in France, Poland, Portugal, Romania, and Latvia is related to the challenge of
complying with the requirements concerning indicators. The interviewees noted that
the reporting requirements are unclear and if indicators are reported only partly, they might
not be considered as achieved. It was also acknowledged that in case of multi-fund
interventions, funds employ different terminology and indicator templates which add to the
challenge when it comes to the data collection.

In the opinion of one interviewee, a positive change has been made in relation to the
employment indicator. Previously, the same targets were set out for interventions in the area
of labour market and social inclusion. The major critique regarding this indicator noted during
interviews with the Managing Authorities was that overlying on this indicator was not
appropriate for all types of interventions, whereas setting the targets too high would
negatively influence the interest among the potential beneficiaries to apply for funding. Last
but not least, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)71 was mentioned as another
issue which makes it even more challenging to collect the data on indicators.

4.2.3. Barriers related to the thematic concentration in the fields of RTDI, ICT,
SME Competitiveness

The section seeks to identify the main barriers linked to the thematic concentration targets
set out for the ERDF interventions under TO1 and 3, whereas the ERDF’s contribution to social
cohesion is analysed in Section 4.3.24.3.2 as part of the assessment of synergies and
complementarities between ERDF and ESF.

The thematic concentration had a major impact on distribution of allocations between TOs in
most MS. Particularly, there has been a significant increase in ERDF allocations compared to
the previous programming period in the following thematic objectives (i.e. RTDI, ICT, and
SME Competitiveness).

The ex post evaluation of the ERDF and Cohesion Fund 2007-13 found that very few
programmes had a "focus on results" and this was addressed in the 2014-20 regulations
through provisions aiming at enhanced result orientation. Despite positive achievements the
evaluation found that support for SMEs and business innovation should be based on sounder
explicit theories of change and take into account the local context.72

The results of the literature review show also that MS are critical of the scope for balancing
thematic concentration with flexibility to support domestic priorities, especially with regards
to an overly restrictive range of priority investments, inconsistency between EU regional
categories and domestic geographies (e.g. the United Kingdom and the capital city region
Mazowieckie in Poland).73

71 The General Data Protection Regulation (EU) 2016/679 ("GDPR").
72 European Commission Staff Working document (2016) Ex-post evaluation of the 2007-2013 ESF Programmes,

SWD(2016) 452 final.
73 EPRC (2015).
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The assessment of the implementation of OPs in Portugal linked to the TO 1 and 3 showed a
relatively low value of projects outside areas of specialisation identified in the Research and
Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisation (RIS3) which should be considered as being a
positive development. However, there has been insufficient concentration of funding in case
of the national programme COMPETE 2020 supporting the competitiveness of companies and
internationalisation because of a high number of selected thematic priority areas (TPAs).
While the analysis found multiple linkages being developed across the different TPAs (e.g.
Agro- food, and Health), it also identified a group of projects characterised by the limited
connections with other priorities (e.g. Tourism, Forestry, Economy of the Sea, Transport,
Mobility and Logistics), in addition to the insufficient level of cooperation between
stakeholders of ICT and other priority areas. The results of social network analysis confirmed
the different dynamics across the areas of specialisation at the national level. Similar trends
have been observed in Norte and Centro operational programmes.74

There are several aspects which have had an influence on the implementation of TO 1 and 3
in Portugal. Primarily, the number of submitted proposals represented a challenge in itself.
Second, the different approaches to smart specialisation followed add to the challenge of
monitoring the progress made in specific TPAs as well as assessing the synergies between
RIS3 priorities at the national and regional level. Another aspect that render the
implementation of TO 1 and 3 less effective was a lack of awareness about the RIS3 among
the companies and possibilities of funding among the scientific community especially in some
scientific areas. Other external factors, such as policy cycles have a negative influence on
the implementation, due to a lack of stable framework conditions, long-term funding and
decisions that are not aligned with the strategies of higher education institutions. Finally, the
biggest challenge to the effective implementation of TO 1 and 3 is related to administrative
procedures and requirements.75

In addition, evidence from Germany shows that the approach of the RIS3 strategies can be
useful to prepare a strategic approach to regional innovation and to further develop place-
based innovation policies. At the same time, in can be noted that the existing governance
structures in the Länder had to be adjusted to the new strategic priorities, and, in particular,
the state aid rules applying to schemes under the ERDF caused for delays in many Länder.76

More recently, the review of the selection criteria and procedures of measures in support of
R&DI and business activities funded by the regional OPs in Poland, identified a number of
barriers to effective implementation, including: overly complex procedures and extensive
requirements, obligation related to guarantees, delays in the assessment of applications
submitted for funding (experiences of the first calls), national provisions on public
procurement and VAT, difficulties encountered in relation to communication and promotion
activities, institutional capacity, limited involvement of private sector representatives, and
specific regional- challenges. Additionally, weak science-industry cooperation and limited
innovation capacity, especially of SMEs play a role in implementation of measures in support
of research, technological development and innovation activities and enhancing the
competitiveness of SMEs.77

With regards to post 2020 programming period, as noted in the Territorial impact report on
smart specialisation of the European Committee of the Regions (CoR) different approach to
smart specialisation might be needed in the future to suit different regions in terms of
boosting investment, skills and administrative capacity.78 This finding is in line with the

74 Technopolis Group Belgium (2017) Portugal: Assessment of the RIS3 implementation, a study for DG Regional
and Urban Policy.

75 Ibid.
76 Prognos (2017) Status quo of regional Smart Specialisation Strategies for innovation of the German Länders with

specific view of the link to support via the ERDF 2014-2020; a study for the German Federal Ministry for Education
and Research.

77 Technopolis Group Belgium (2018) Review of the selection criteria and procedures of measures in support of
R&DI and business activities funded by the Regional Operational Programmes for year 2014-2020 in Poland
(Warminsko-Mazurskie, Swietokrzyskie) studies for DG Regional and Urban Policy.

78 Committee of the Regions (2017) Territorial Impact Assessment Smart Specialisation.
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results emerging from the research carried out as part of this study, which pointed out to a
number of challenges in implementation of ERDF interventions under TO 1 and 3 in particular
with regard to the existing requirements to be fulfilled at the proposal and the project
implementation stages, the institutional capacity, and the potential of different
actors of the innovation system.

4.2.4. Conclusions
Based on the existing evidence, it can be concluded that in some cases Managing Authorities
are finding it challenging to balance the thematic concentration set out for ESF and ERDF
interventions with flexibility to support national and regional priorities in the thematic
objectives under review. The study found that the experience with ESF is positive, but it
highlighted that the ring-fencing requirements should be more flexible because "one size
doesn't fit all", and there was also a need to acknowledge the evolving social situations of
the MS and regions.

The collected evidence as part of this study also shows that the ring-fencing has had an
influence in some MS on implementation mainly in an indirect manner. Moreover, there is a
number of other barriers (not related to the ESF share or the thematic concentration)
encountered during the delivery of ESF interventions which affect the implementation of
programmes. The mechanisms and procedures in place remain too complex, thus there is a
need to reduce the administrative burden to enhance implementation of ESIF operations.

There is also a consensus among the consulted stakeholders that the ESF ring-fencing
requirements help in focusing support on specific priority investments promoting social
cohesion, but they do not enhance the effectiveness of implementation as such.

In conclusion, the ring-fencing requirements do not constitute a barrier in the programming
and implementation phases and are viewed as an appropriate mechanism with the view to
carrying out well-targeted investments on few selected priorities. To ensure that the ring-
fencing requirements achieve the intended objectives of supporting targeted investments in
selected priority areas and improving the overall effectiveness of interventions in the future,
there is especially a need to address the other barriers that are not related to the ring-fencing
requirements but have a negative influence on the delivery of interventions. Finally,
introducing some additional flexibility to the ring-fencing requirements will also help in
improving the effectiveness of implementation.
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4.3. Coherence

KEY FINDINGS

 The ESF ring-fencing requirements have not been a key determining factor
in influencing the investment choices, with the exception of few Member States,
but played a role in ensuring a higher degree of concentration of funding on
selected priorities promoting social cohesion.

 The in-depth interviews with the representatives of Managing Authorities,
complemented by the Focus group discussion found that the influence of the ESF
ring-fencing requirements was considered to be significant in particular in
those MS where the scope and nature of the newly planned interventions
differed from the previous programming period.

 Despite changes introduced in the 2014-20 regulatory framework and efforts
undertaken to strengthen coherence between the ESIF and ensure better
coordination between funds, there is still room for improvement.

 It is found that the coordination between ERDF and ESF is ensured regardless
of the minimum ESF share.

 The recent (2017) annual implementation report found a substantial difference in
progress of implementation between single fund programme and multi-fund
programmes. This problem was not identified for multi-fund programmes that
combine ESF / YEI because they are based on the same regulation.

 The results of interviews carried out with the Managing Authorities confirmed that
multi-fund programmes are more difficult to manage and showed that there
has been limited coordination between ESF and ERDF operations.

 Launching tenders for integrated projects based on common rules would help
to foster the synergies and complementarities between the ERDF and ESF.
However, the aligned rules alone will not be enough and other critical factors need to
be taken into account to ensure better coordination between the funds.

4.3.1. Influence of the ESF ring-fencing requirements on investment choices
during programming

This section provides evidence on Study Question 6: What influence did ESF share have on
investment choices (as regards ESF and ERDF) during programming? This research question
aimed to shed a light on the influence of the ESF ring-fencing requirements, in particular a
minimum ESF share on investment choices in programming of ESIF interventions. The desk
research conducted in this study allowed the gathering of most information needed to answer
this question. The interviews with the representatives of Managing Authorities,
complemented by the Focus group discussion provided further qualitative information
enabling the study team to assess the influence of ESF share on investment choices.

According to previous research conducted as part of another study, the thematic
concentration of funding of ESIF interventions was not considered to have had a major impact
on investment choices for some countries.79 This includes more developed regions, where
the thematic concentration was already high during the previous (2007-13) programming

79 EPRC (2015).
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period (Austria, France, the United Kingdom etc.), but also other countries with a higher
proportion of less developed regions (Portugal, Slovakia). The existing evidence points that
the OPs in the MS in this group had been characterised by a high level of concentration on
issues relevant to Europe 2020 already before the 2014-20 programming period.

The analysis of support of ESIF to the implementation of CSRs found that these
recommendations together with additional structural challenges were taken up in the
strategic choices set out in Partnership Agreements and OPs. Interestingly, linkages between
strategic choices set out in OPs on the one hand, and CSRs and structural challenges on the
other, are assessed to be stronger in countries and regions that are in greater need of
structural reforms, where ESI Funds are relatively more important. This is mainly because
the CSRs and the Country Reports have been an important basis for the selection of
investment priorities. In comparison, linkages are weaker in the MS with limited ESIF funding,
where thematic concentration becomes a constraint.80

This study also acknowledged that a potential conflict may arise between resources needed
for CSRs and the financial concentration required by the ESIF regulations in relation to the
various TOs. This is the case when there is a mismatch between the thematic concentration
rules to be fulfilled in relation to a certain fund and the recommendations which are made to
a respective MS.81 This is important to keep in relation to any changes made to the ring-
fencing requirements in the next programming period with the view of ensuring greater
coherence at the EU level.

As presented in Section 3.1, the analysis of financial data concerning a minimum ESF share
also showed that all MS complied with this requirement and even allocated more budget to
ESF than requested, indicating a strong commitment to improving human capital and social
investment. This is in line with the findings of the previous study which found that MS did
not merely aim to go for the minimum concentration requested, but instead designed ESF
OPs with a substantial thematic concentration of their budgets.82 This study also found in
Section 3.1.1 that all MS comply with the thematic concentration of at least 20% of the total
ESF resources in TO 9 ‘promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination’.

According to the Synthesis Report of ESF 2017 Annual Implementation Report,
implementation complexities are most visible in the case of multiple funds. Spain mentions
for instance a number of examples where certain target groups were no longer considered
eligible for funding under ESF because these already received support under different types
of operations from different funds. In France as well, some ESF operations were put on hold
to give priority to certain ERDF projects to the same target groups. The latter example
illustrates how multi-fund OP can lead to synergies when addressing similar target groups
and at the same time shows delays in implementation.83

The majority of interviews carried out as part of this study acknowledged that the ring-fencing
requirements have not been a determining factor in influencing investment choices.
The majority of consulted stakeholders considered that the requirements provided an
adequate framework to allocate investments on selected priorities leading also to
more coherent programming. The interviews performed as part of this study nevertheless
show that, in some cases, having ESF share was considered an advantage in achieving social
goals as it appears to have had an impact on programming larger amounts of funding towards
the social inclusion objectives, than it would have been politically feasible in the national
context.

It is also worth noting that the ring-fencing requirements have had a direct influence
on investment choices in some MS. During the interviews with the representatives of
Polish Managing Authorities, it was noted that ESF share has had an influence on the
investment choices and that the currently available support in some areas differs from the

80 Ismeri Europa (2018) Support of ESI Funds to the implementation of the Country Specific Recommendations
and structural reforms in Member States; a study for DG for Employment, Social Affairs & Inclusion.

81 Ibid.
82 Fondazione Brodolini, et al. (2016).
83 Fondazione Brodolini (2017).



Territorial needs and ring-fencing requirements: experience with implementation in ERDF and ESF
____________________________________________________________________________________________

61

initial proposals of OPs. It was also acknowledged during the Focus group discussion that ESF
share had an influence on the investment choices in Latvia. Consequently, the managing
authority had to include measures in the OP the design of which was new to Latvia, and
would have needed more time for refining and developing new interventions.

4.3.2. Role of ESF share in coordination between ERDF and ESF
This section addresses Study Question 7: Does the provision of ESF share play a role in the
coordination between ERDF and ESF? What are the respective roles of ERDF and ESF in
supporting social cohesion, and in what areas of investment can the most
synergies/complementarities between the two Funds be detected? What are the ways to
maximise the contribution of ERDF and ESF to social cohesion?

Question 7 relates to the coherence between ERDF on the one hand, and ESF on the other
hand. This question was intended to collect the evidence about the extent to which ESF share
contributed to ensuring coordination between ERDF and ESF. It was also aimed at identifying
areas of investment with the highest degree of synergies/complementarities as well as ways
to maximise the contribution of those two funds to social cohesion.

Based on existing evidence from the literature review carried out, complemented by in-depth
interviews, Focus group discussion and follow-up polling, it is found that ESF share does not
play a specific role in the coordination between ERDF and ESF. The coordination between
funds was ensured during the programming phase as well as during the
implementation phase regardless of the ESF share.

The literature review carried out as part of Task 2 of the current research showed that despite
alignment at programming level during the 2007-13 programming period there were few
examples of actual inter-programme coordination at operational level between interventions
under the ESF and other funds or EU programmes. In some MS, there was no link at all.84

Comparatively, the 2014-20 regulatory framework introduced the possibility of addressing
challenges with more TOs in the same priority axis (Article 96 of the CPR). In addition, TOs
could also be covered by various funds, for example ERDF and ESF, implemented in a multi-
fund programme.

The existing evidence also points to the fact that ESF and ERDF are frequently used to address
CSRs/structural challenges which can be considered as a positive development.85 Although
the reforms of the 2014-20 period have led to better coordination between the ESIF, a recent
Strategic report on the implementation of the European Structural and Investment Funds
highlighted that there is still room for improvement and additional efforts to harmonise rules
would be welcomed.86

This is in line with the finding of another study, pointing out that the exploitation of synergies
was constrained by a number of factors, such as: differences in legal frameworks, the
requirement to comply with EU regulatory policies (State aids, public procurement), and
domestic administrative capacities necessary to manage joint programming and
implementation arrangements.87

It is also acknowledged by the authors of the same study that not all MS authorities have
exploited the opportunity of multi-Fund OPs, and Managing Authorities remain cautious on
the actual impact of the strategic coherence framework beyond the programme design stage
as the rules for the various ESIF continue to present important inconsistencies. A range of

84 European Commission Staff Working document (2016) Ex-post evaluation of the 2007-2013 ESF Programmes,
SWD(2016) 452 final.

85 Ismeri Europa (2018) Support of ESI Funds to the implementation of the Country Specific Recommendations
and to structural reforms in Member States, Final Report.

86 European Commission (2017) Strategic report 2017 on the implementation of the European Structural and
Investment Funds, COM(2017) 755 final.

87 EPRC (2017).
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potential changes could improve coherence and synergies, encompassing the regulatory
context, governance, strategic frameworks and implementation procedures.88

The 2017 Synthesis Report of ESF Annual Implementation Reports showed a substantial
difference in selection of projects funded within the single ESF OP (33%) and OP that combine
ESF and ERDF operations (21%). The financial monitoring data illustrates difficulties of
combining implementation of these two funds in a single OP. This is further confirmed by the
same pattern shown by the declared expenditures, which lies on average at 8% in single-
fund ESF OP, and reaches 3% in ESF / ERDF OP.89 These results support the argument
presented in the impact assessment study accompanying the proposal for ESF+ that
programmes should be in principle mono-fund, while allowing MS to use multi-fund
programmes only in justified cases.90

Implementation challenges in combining ESF and ERDF are mentioned by Italy, Spain, France
and Sweden. The Managing Authorities report that multi-fund ESF / ERDF OP are more
difficult to manage than single-fund OP. The differences in fund-specific rules and different
levels of detail necessary for each fund complicate the management of multi-fund OP. Where
differences in the Fund-specific Regulations for instance lead to different application
procedures for projects, this often contributes to confusion among beneficiaries and Managing
Authorities alike. Such differences require that the Managing Authorities and implementing
bodies, but also the project promoters are trained and informed about the different
procedures and what is expected from them. As a result, early implementation of these more
complex multi-fund OP experienced delays that single-fund ESF did not. This problem was
also irrelevant for multi-fund OP that combine ESF / YEI, because these are based on the
same Regulation.91

Most of the replies to the stakeholder consultation on post-2020 regional policy that took
place during the period from 10 January until 9 March 2018 suggested merging funds and
harmonising the regulations in order to strengthen synergies between programmes.
However, it was also acknowledged by a number of respondents that funds should be merged
provided it led to simplification and a reduction of administrative burden.

The results of interviews with the representatives of Managing Authorities in France showed
that from an implementation point of view the economic development and “soft” type
interventions aimed at promoting social cohesion are handled separately. While it was
acknowledged that the coordination happens at strategic level, this does not seem to be the
case at the operational (implementation) level.

In Romania, the coordination occurs at the programming stage, through the Partnership
Agreement, but also at the level of the calls for projects. For instance, the Romanian
interviewees reported that, through close collaboration, the two Managing Authorities for ESF
OP and for the ERDF Regional OP, for some interventions considered a sequence in developing
the Applicant's Guides and launching related calls so that ESF interventions could be
supported by ERDF interventions and vice versa. This shows how ERDF funded OPs were
designed to be complementary to ESF OPs. Future evaluation results should provide an
appraisal of the extent to which this is realised in practice.

In Hungary, one of the mechanisms to enhance coordination between ERDF and ESF is that
a project owner can only apply for ERDF support when it already has a contract to start its
activities with the assistance of ESF. It was noted during one of the interviews that it would
make more sense to allow the financing of one project by both ESF and ERDF funds and
synergies of the funds would become stronger.

One of the successful examples of synergies/complementarities between the two funds in
Hungary has been the Priority 7 of the Community-Led Local Development (CLLD) within the
Territorial and Municipal Development Programme. A similar good practice case was

88 Ibid.
89 Ibid.
90 European Commission Staff Working document (2018) Impact Assessment accompanying proposal for ESF+ and

EGF, SWD(2018) 289 final, 30.5.2018.
91 Fondazione G.Brodolini (2017).
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mentioned by the Romanian ESF OP managing authority, as the implementation of the CLLD
in Romania allowed interventions to be financed from both ERDF, ESF or possibly own
sources.92

The ERDF priority axis is geared towards infrastructure development in the cultural and
community spaces. The aim of the measure is to provide Local Action Groups (LAGs) with
local community development strategies, physical rehabilitation of designated community
and cultural sites in action areas, to enhance the cohesion of society and to boost the local
economy. In the framework of this measure, support for the development of cultural,
community spaces, and their services is provided. The main objective of this measure is to
contribute to the development of the local economy through renovation and development of
urban cultural institutions; infrastructure renewal, expansion, development of devices,
creative, new transforming the services into a space for the reception of the services;
extending the "community space functions" of public spaces.

The ESF action of the priority axis focuses on local community organisation in relation to
urban local development strategy. The measure implements activities that are
complementary to community development and community development and cultural
infrastructure development. This measure will support local community organisation
activities, activities to strengthen local identity, development of solutions for community use
of renewed infrastructure, cultural, organisation of community programmes, local activities,
social solidarity activities, promotion, development, dissemination of local, and community-
based economic development solutions).

In case of OP in Latvia it is found that education is the area where most synergies /
complementarities between ESF and ERDF can be identified. ESF funding supports the
content of reforms (e.g. management of higher education institutions) while ERDF provides
funding for physical infrastructure.

During the interviews with the representatives of Managing Authorities in Poland, it was noted
that synergies can be identified in relation to Integrated Territorial Investment projects
(known in Polish as ZIT). A number of good practice examples in combining ERDF and ESF
funding has been identified in interventions concerning the development of pre-school and
vocational education.

One of the existing mechanisms to maximise synergies, and complementarities is to grant
additional points for applications submitted for funding to ERDF interventions which had
previously obtained ESF support. It was also acknowledged that the project should have a
possibility of obtaining the support for ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ type of interventions without a need
of applying separately for funding by responding to the calls launched within different support
measures.

In regional programmes, there is also a requirement that projects concerning the
revitalisation funded by ERDF need to have a component including ‘soft’ support provided
within ESF.

In Portugal, where most synergies and complementarities can be identified, there are
projects where beneficiaries can benefit from the combination of infrastructural support and
human capital support interventions.

It is worth pointing out that there is still a need for better alignment of ERDF and ESF rules,
especially in case of projects that use both funds. In specific projects, such as the SIEE
(Sistema de Incentivos ao Empreendedorismo e ao Emprego - which is co-financed both by
ERDF and ESF) the beneficiaries have to make two applications, despite this being an
integrated project.

The Focus group discussion provided an opportunity to gather additional information about
practices in other MS. For example, in the Czech Republic, typical ERDF investments are
reconstruction of existing premises or building new ones and ESF investments follow with the

92 Nevertheless, these examples need to be considered with care, as it is too early to understand to what extent
the initiatives were successful, and no evaluations have been published yet.
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training of staff, or financing the provision of the services in the ERDF supported premises.
In Spain, the synergies between ERDF and ESF were identified under the urban strategies as
well as in relation to interventions supporting equal opportunities.

Despite the undertaken efforts at national and the EU level, the synergies and
complementarities between the ERDF and ESF could be better addressed, for
instance by giving more priority for investments in one fund that are interconnected
with the support for the other, for different but complementary purposes, and
launching tenders for integrated projects. In practice, such projects are difficult because
of the different rules in each fund. In the cases where cross-financing is used, it would help
beneficiaries if they could use common rules even if they are undertaking investments
combining complementary aspects such as investment in people (ESF) and in social
infrastructure (ERDF).

4.3.3. Conclusions
In conclusion, the existing evidence based on the documentary review carried out in the
scope of this research confirms that all MS complied with a minimum ESF share and the
concentration of funding under TO 9 ‘promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and any
discrimination’. Hence, ESF share contributed to securing a higher degree of concentration
of funding on few selected priorities.

The results of interviews undertaken in the scope of the present study, complemented by the
Focus group discussion, indicate that the ESF ring-fencing requirements had some – although
no major – influence on investment choices. Overall, the ring-fencing provided an adequate
framework to allocate investments on selected priorities. It is also worth noting the
requirements have had a direct influence on investment choices in some MS. In particular,
the ESF ring-fencing requirements had an influence on the investment choices in Latvia and
Poland, where the scope and nature of interventions was different in the previous
programming period.

It is also found on the basis of existing evidence that the coordination between ERDF and
ESF is ensured regardless of the ESF share.

Based on the evidence collected during the desk research, complemented by the in-depth
interviews with the Managing Authorities, the Focus group discussion, and the following-up
polling, it can be concluded that despite changes introduced in the 2014-20 regulatory
framework to strengthen coherence between the ESIF and ensure better coordination
between funds in general, there is still room for improvement and the need for alignment of
rules in Cohesion Policy post-2020.

In practice, there are difficulties encountered in combining implementation of ESF and ERDF
in a single OP and in the opinion of the representatives of Managing Authorities multi-fund
programmes are more difficult to manage because of differences in the Fund-specific
Regulations. According to the latest available data, declared expenditures account for 8% in
single-fund ESF OP, and 3% in ESF / ERDF OP.

Despite the existing challenges identified in relation to the coordination in some MS and the
application of different rules to each fund, it was possible to identify a few successful
interventions and projects combining ESF and ERDF funding across various social investment
priorities.
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4.4. Policy post 2020

KEY FINDINGS

 With few exceptions, there is a large consensus among the Managing Authorities
in favour of maintaining the ESF share. The rationale of the Managing Authorities
is that having a minimum ESF share ensures that the funding is concentrated
on the ESF objectives.

 The majority of the Managing Authorities consulted were in favour of the proposed
requirement for thematic concentration on social inclusion (25%) by the European
Commission, however, in a few cases, the percentage proposed was considered too
high.

 Providing flexibility in planning the OP allocations according to the required
ESF thematic concentration and in making modifications during the
implementation phase were considered key conditions to maintaining the ESF
ring-fencing requirements in the future. More flexibility in setting the targets and
the types of interventions allowed in the use of the funding per thematic concentration
is suggested by the Managing Authorities consulted.

 Mechanisms that would support more flexibility during the implementation phase, in
case of needing to adjust the OPs to changing socio-economic contexts may include:
adjustments based on mid-term reviews, allowing a wider spectrum of priorities to be
covered under one headline such as "social inclusion", as well as allowing the ring-
fencing requirements to be set within a range, not a fixed amount.

 The most frequent need mentioned by the Managing Authorities was related to having
more flexibility to adjust the OPs to the actual territorial needs. Based on
interviews, the Managing Authorities voiced the need for more clarity in the
mechanisms to more flexibly balance the ERDF and ESF+ amounts in the
context of the ring-fencing requirements, as well as for addressing CSRs.

 More than the amounts allocated, what matters more to the Managing Authorities
interviewed is to make the implementation requirements more flexible and
easier to follow for the social sector beneficiaries, who have difficulties in
complying with strict financing requirements (e.g. pre-financing, reporting etc.).

This section provides answers to the Study Question 8: Should ESF share remain an integral
component of Cohesion Policy. This aspect has been investigated based on desk research on
the European Commission’s proposal for the European Social Fund Plus and reactions from
other European institutions and European-wide associations, as well as based on the
qualitative data collected through the interviews, Focus group and online poll organised
during this study. The following sections detail the results of the data analysis.

4.4.1. The ESF ring-fencing requirements and ESF post-2020
The Commission proposal for the Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2793 includes a
proposed budget for the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) of EUR 101 billion, targeting the
support for the European Pillar of Social Rights. ESF+ will merge several instruments from
the current programming period (European Social Fund (ESF), the Youth Employment

93 See: European Commission (2018) COM(2018)375 and annexes.
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Initiative (YEI), the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD), the EU Programme
for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) and the European Health Programme).

Based on Article 4 of the ESF+ regulation proposed by the European Commission in May
2018,94 the priorities of ESF+ may be divided in three areas (employment, education and
social inclusion) and 11 specific objectives, linked to:95

 Promote reforms of improving economic and social resilience and upward social
convergence;

 Promote accessibility, resilience and effectiveness of healthcare systems and public health
policies;

 Invest in educational skills to adapt to the needs of the economy;
 Support migrants and their integration into labour markets;
 Support labour market mobility and social innovation;
 Reduce inequalities.
The ESF+ proposal attempts to bring more flexibility with regard to the thematic
concentration requirements for MS than in the 2014-20 period, emphasising the importance
of matching them to the national level needs, CSRs and national reform programmes96. For
the post-2020 period, the following ring-fencing requirements are proposed for ESF+ in
Article 7 of the proposed regulation:97

 MS should allocate at least 25% of the ESF+ shared management to fostering social
inclusion.

 MS with a rate of persons not in employment, education or training (NEET) above the
Union average in 2019 will be required to dedicate at least 10% of ESF+ allocations under
shared management to targeted action and structural reforms to support youth
employment. Outermost regions with NEET rates above the Union threshold shall allocate
15% of ESF+ allocations to this objective. _

 Member States shall allocate at least 2% of their ESF+ resources under shared
management to the specific objective of addressing material deprivation.

The European Commission’s ESF+ proposal does not specify a minimum share for ESF+ as
part of the national cohesion budget similar to the 23.1% minimum share that exists for the
ESF in 2014-20. In addition, the proposal brings more flexible territorial rules, eliminating
the need for earmarking ESF+ funding according to the regional categorisations.

The Council’s debate on the future of social Europe post-2020 concluded that « European
citizens should have opportunities for social development and economic growth, with a
renewed focus on employment and social convergence ».98 Further priorities should be the
integration of migrants and refugees; inclusion of the most vulnerable people; the fight
against poverty; and addressing demographic challenges. The MS also demanded for more
flexibility in the ESF, in order to allow MS to adapt programming to socio-economic
developments. Similar goals are reinforced by the European Parliament’s position on the
future Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF).99

94 See: European Commission, (2018) COM(2018) 382 final: Proposal for a Regulation Of The European Parliament
And Of The Council on the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) {SEC(2018) 273 final} - {SWD(2018) 289 final},
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/budget-may2018-european-social-fund-plus-
regulation_en.pdf

95 See: European Parliament (2018) ESF Fact Sheet,
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/53/european-social-fund

96 European Parliament (2018) ESF+ 2021-2027, Briefing,
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/625154/EPRS_BRI(2018)625154_EN.pdf

97 European Commission, (2018) COM(2018) 382 final
98 Council of the EU (2018) Outcome of the 3606th Council Meeting on Employment, Social Policy, Health and

Consumer Affairs, Brussels, 15 March 2018, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/33283/st07132-en18.pdf
99 European Parliament (2018) The next MFF: Preparing the Parliament’s position on the MFF post-2020,

P8_TA(2018)0075, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P8-TA-
2018-0075+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
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The feedback from the interviews with Managing Authorities on the EC’s proposal for
Cohesion Policy post-2020 show that almost all the representatives consulted are in
favour of maintaining a minimum ESF share, but always emphasise the need to
ensure flexibility and improve implementation arrangements. The results of the Focus
group and the short poll with Managing Authorities confirm this finding. Five out of six
respondents from the poll strongly agree with maintaining a minimum ESF share. A reason
for maintaining the minimum ESF share lies in the respondents’ remarks that having the ESF
share does ensure that resources are concentrated on social issues, which might be less
stringent on the political agenda and thus not as prioritised in some of the MS.

There are, nevertheless, several specific reasons provided from voices not in favour of the
thematic concentration:

 In France, less ring-fencing was considered better, in order to adjust to national and
regional needs.

 The Latvian representative participating in the Focus group mentioned that it is more
important to take into account the European Semester Country Specific
Recommendations, and give priority to them over the ESF+ thematic concentration
decided at EU level, due to the fact that the CSRs are more connected to integrated
national strategies and reform processes.

 In both Hungary and Latvia, it is important that ring-fencing requirements should ensure
flexibility also taking into account the need to balance the proportions between ERDF and
ESF at national level:  “It is essential to ensure that the provisions allow for region-specific
adjustments in investment programs” ..and concentrate ESF funding “in regions with
worse employment and youth unemployment rates, which receive additional funding from
eligible criteria in the distribution of national envelopes”

 The thematic concentration shares are considered too high by representatives from the
Czech Republic and Poland, as mentioned in the Focus group carried out for this study:
"(i) 25 % share of ESF+ on specific objectives on social inclusion is too high and limits
flexibility during programming; (ii) 2 % share of ESF+ on material deprivation is too high
and does not correspond with the needs of the Czech Republic”.

Overall, the evidence collected hints to the fact that the Managing Authorities consulted have
differing views on the type of ring-fencing requirements needed, as opposed to the
Commission’s proposal for ESF+. While the proposal does not specify a minimum ESF+ share
and focused on providing concrete thematic concentration requirements, based on the
feedback from the Managing Authorities consulted in this study, having fixed ESF+
thematic concentrations limits the opportunities to amend programmes to suit the
local context. However, the Managing Authorities consulted did not consider a minimum
ESF share or thematic concentration requirements as a whole as detrimental to local needs,
considering the experience of 2014-20. In view of the Managing Authorities consulted, the
initial rationale of introducing the minimum ESF share in order to support the
meeting of EU-wide objectives continues to be relevant for the future programming
period.

The European Commission’s ESF+ proposal details that MS shall allocate appropriate
amounts from ESF+ to respond to CSR recommendations under the European Semester
(Article 7 of the proposal). However, based on the feedback from the Managing Authorities,
there needs to be more clarity and guidance for tackling cases when CSRs and
thematic concentration requirements are not in line, or when taking an integrated
approach, considering all CSRs that could be targeted through cohesion funding (ESF+ and
ERDF). At the same time, the lack of a minimum share at the level of ESF+ may support the
balancing of funding between ESF+ and ERDF and addressing local needs.

Regarding the amounts of funding that would be foreseen at national level for the ESF+ OPs,
all the respondents mentioned it is too early to provide concrete figures. However, in
countries such as Hungary, Latvia, and Spain the consulted Managing Authorities mentioned
they would potentially need similar amounts of funding from ESF+ as in 2014-2020.
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Due to the early stages of the process of defining national positions on the post 2020
Cohesion Policy and ESF+, the feedback on the ESF+ proposal of the EC was scarce and less
conclusive. The online poll and Focus group show mixed levels of agreement on the overall
ESF+ proposal. The replies to the interviews, Focus group and online poll indicate there are
several issues that were considered of importance in implementing the future ESF+,
including:

 One managing authority representative suggested to specify concretely to what extent or
in what amounts the allocations should depend on the CSRs;

 The need to extend the scope of ESF+ to cover infrastructure investments, instead of
having separate interventions through ESF+ and ERDF. In the opinion of one respondent,
this would increase the visibility of the ESF+, improve simplification and allow
beneficiaries an increased scope of intervention, and enable comprehensive investment
support;

 The need to concentrate funding for migrants under one fund dedicated to them;
 The need to ensure smooth transition from the type of funding available in 2014-20 to

post-2020 and good communication of priorities and eligibility criteria;
 The need to ensure the possibility to implement multi-fund projects, so that the same

project can include both the ESF and ERDF related investments, or, to broaden the scope
for ESF+ investments to include the possibility to fund adjacent infrastructure-related
investments in social projects.

4.4.2. The importance of flexibility and improving delivery
In the context of the overall Cohesion Policy, the European Parliament noted that the 2014-
20 Multi-annual Financial Framework has proved inflexible in the face of ongoing social crises
in the field of social exclusion, migration and refugees, as well as the overall lack of
investment, pointing to the need for extraordinary measures such as creating « off-budget
mechanisms » and re-arranging programmes (e.g. creating the Youth Employment Initiative,
allocating renewed resources to counteract the refugees crisis, or creating the European Fund
for Strategic Investments). 100

Opinions from social stakeholders such as Centre Europeen de l’Entreprise Publique (CEEP)
and European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) support stricter targeting and /or ring-
fencing requirements, such as:101

 Maintain a pre-allocation of 30% of ESF objectives to addressing poverty and social
exclusion (CEEP)

 “ESF to keep playing a major role 'both in supporting the creation of new, quality
employment and in promoting social inclusion' and for MS to allocate 30 % for the ESF+
in cohesion spending” (ETUC)

A recent study commissioned by the European Parliament’s REGI committee emphasises the
need to reconcile the sometimes mismatching priorities of the European Semester CSRs
focused on reducing macroeconomic imbalances and the Cohesion Policy priorities of reducing
regional disparities and fostering social inclusion.102 According to the study, the future
Cohesion Policy should continue to be closely coordinated with the European Semester, and
demonstrate its complementarity to the structural reform agenda through contributing to the
socio-economic cohesion and territorial resilience. In addition, there should be more policy
alignment between the rationale of the structural reform agenda and the Cohesion Policy
goals of promoting social inclusion or economic convergence.103

100 European Parliament (2018) The next MFF: Preparing the Parliament’s position on the MFF post-2020,
P8_TA(2018)0075.

101 European Parliament (2018) ESF+ 2021-2027, Briefing.
102 EPC (2018) Research for REGI Committee. Future links between structural reforms and EU Cohesion Policy.
103 Ibid.
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Key conditions to maintain the ESF ring-fencing requirements considered by the consulted
Managing Authorities include: having flexibility in programming the OPs in accordance with
the ESF share; flexibility during the implementation phase, in case changes need to be made
to the OPs’ investment priorities. In addition, more flexibility is needed not only in terms of
the quantitative targets of expenditure, but also in the types of interventions that can
contribute to the accomplishment of those targets.  Having flexibility in implementation was
considered more important than setting the amount of funding: four representatives
consulted in interviews mention the need to provide less fixed percentages for the ESF share,
so that the programmes are easier to adjust to territorial needs. In addition, further
suggestions include the need to provide guidance on how to reconcile the ring-fencing
requirements and the CSRs.

In order to increase flexibility of adjusting OPs during the implementation phase, evidence
from desk research recommends to:

 assess and improve the capacity of the programmes to react to emerging new needs
based on mid-term evaluations, as well as

 assess the capacity of funds to cover a wide spectrum of issues within the headline of
“social inclusion”, when needing to include new topics in terms of budgets and
interventions (e.g. migration).104

Other options proposed for when there is a need for re-programming OPs, included the use
of an unallocated reserve at EU, national, or programme levels, shorter programme periods
or simplified reprogramming, leaning towards an unallocated reserve as the best option.105

According to an interviewee, this flexibility could be introduced “through the definition of
intervals for the ring-fencing requirements and/or by a more integrated and open eligibility
to count for the accomplishment of those requirements.”

4.4.3. Conclusions
On the whole, based on the qualitative research conducted during this study, there is
consensus among the representatives of the Managing Authorities consulted on the need to
maintain a minimum ESF share in the future. However, there is less consensus on the high
amounts proposed for ESF+ thematic concentration on social inclusion. There are few clearly
formulated national positions on the upcoming Cohesion Policy, however, other issues that
stand out to representatives of some MS include the need to balance the prioritisation of OPs
based on ring-fencing requirements versus CSRs, and the need for better mechanisms for
coordinating ESF+ and ERDF investments.

In the opinion of the national and regional Managing Authorities consulted, the major factors
that need to be taken into account in designing the next Cohesion Policy include: more
flexibility in the possibilities of planning the ESF thematic concentration in the national and /
or regional OPs. For instance, the regulation could specify ways flexibility can be ensured,
such as conditions for when not complying with the ring-fencing requirements is possible or
allowing for a range (e.g. 20-25% thematic concentration) instead of a fixed amount.

104 T33, et al. (2017).
105 European Parliament (2017) Report on building blocks for a post-2020 EU Cohesion Policy.
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5. CONCLUSIONS

5.1. State of play in implementation
The 2014-20 programming period aimed to reach a larger concentration of funding on key
priorities of specific thematic objectives. The Common Provisions Regulation, (Regulation
(EC) 1303/2013) lays down the minimum share of the ESF (applicable to each MS) iat EU
level set at 23.1%. The analysis shows that all MS comply with the ESF minimum share.
Moreover, the ESF regulation 1304/2013 specifies that within the fund, MS should allocate
at least 20% to TO 9 which supports the fight against social exclusion. The results of the
analysis demonstrate that all MS have respected the ring-fencing requirement for the
concentration of funds within TO 9. In both cases, some MS have decided to allocate
more than what is required by the Regulation.

Thematic objectives 8 ’Employment’, 9 ‘Fight against social exclusion’, 10 ’Education and
Training’, 11 ’Institutional Capacity’ are considered for the ESF programme data analysis. At
national level, the majority of funding for these thematic objectives is in TO 8, followed by
TO 10 and TO 9 respectively. Similarly, the majority of funding at regional level is in TO 8,
followed considerably closer by TO 10.

More specifically, intervention field codes 102, 103, and 109 display the highest planned
financial allocations at EU-level as well as having among the highest project selection rate.
These correspond to the largest intervention field codes of TO 8 and 9. This suggests that
emphasis is put on the promotion of employment and social inclusion. Such an emphasis
seems to adequately reflect the current societal changes occurring throughout EU MS (e.g.
migration crisis).

The data analysis of the national programmes shows that continuous progress has been
made, most notably in TO 8. On the contrary, TO 11 tends to display a lower project selection
rate across EU MS. An in-depth look at the intervention field codes of each TO shows that,
while the project selection rate is advancing, there remain those that lag behind. It was
highlighted in Section 3.1 that the Managing Authorities tend to privilege large
intervention field codes during the beginning of the programming period,
concentrating at a later stage on smaller ones. Since previous reporting, there has been
a progressive shift of interest of Managing Authorities towards selecting projects funded
through smaller intervention field codes.

When comparing the progress across the EU, Ireland’s project selection rate has reached its
planned amount across all relevant TOs. In other MS, it remains unclear if there is a lack of
consistent reporting, as it was highlighted during previous monitoring phases (2017); or if
project selection rates are low. This is the case for specific southern countries such as Greece,
Croatia, Italy, Spain. An observation can be made that the project selection of these specific
MS at national level is below the EU average across TOs.

In general, the project selection rate of TOs 8-9-11 is higher in more developed regions
compared to other types of regions (transition and less developed regions). Transition regions
have a higher project selection rate in TO 10. This suggests that the economic upturn benefits
more developed regions compared to the other types of regions. This is notably because the
economies of more developed regions are more sensitive than other types of regions to the
shifts of the global economy and influences.

Across funds, the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) shows the highest project selection rate.

Throughout TOs included within the ERDF programme data analysis, TO 3 shows the highest
EU average of project selection rate, while TO 4 shows the lowest. MS that are consistently
below EU average include Bulgaria, Croatia, Hungary, and Malta. This suggests that the focus
is set on strengthening the competitiveness of smaller economic operators (i.e. SMEs), with
a lack of emphasis on the shift towards the low-carbon economy.

Finally, the previous programming periods highlighted the need for simplification of
procedures, while emphasising on the need for a continued effort for administrative burden



Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies
____________________________________________________________________________________________

72

reduction. Such burden arises as an obstacle for project submission of smaller economic
operators. Moreover, delays in the submission of financial data hinders the efficiency of
monitoring programmes.

5.2. Relevance
On the whole, the ring-fencing requirements of the ESF continue to be relevant in the
view of the consulted Managing Authorities, addressing ongoing needs in the field of social
inclusion, employment and education.

While the thematic concentration of ESF allows targeting thematically relevant needs in the
field of social inclusion, it has led to diminished flexibility in the re-programming of OPs
when in need of adjustment to new territorial needs, due to the fixed thematic
concentration requirements. The reasons for decreased flexibility mentioned by the
Managing Authorities include the need to re-negotiate partnership agreements and the pre-
defined types of eligible interventions. In addition, the ESF ring-fencing requirements based
on funding up the five investment priorities per OP according to the regional categorisation
has been found too restrictive and in need of flexibility. These are factors that can be
considered as restricting the relevance of the ESF ring-fencing requirements.

In terms of critical mass, the majority of Managing Authorities’ representatives
believe there were sufficient funds made available for TO 8-11 through the ESF
share. However, it is not possible to conclude on the extent to which the ESF share
contributes to achieving Treaty based goals at this stage of the evaluation. In addition,
while the significant amount of funding available is gratefully acknowledged as contributing
to reach critical mass of investments, in a minority of cases there were difficulties in
absorbing the large funding amounts available, or there were perceived perverse effects in
implementation. In some of the more developed or transition regions interviewed in France,
for instance, there was a tendency perceived by Managing Authorities that rather large
beneficiaries had been targeted, discouraging less experienced beneficiaries or project
owners to apply, or deterring more innovative types of interventions from being
implemented; while in lagging regions, the lack of administrative capacity to manage large
funding amounts and projects hampered the launching of programmes or the finding of
suitable beneficiaries who can carry out larger projects.

5.3. Challenges encountered during the programming and
implementation

The rationale behind the concentration of funding on the selected priority areas was to
leverage the public investment and maximise the impacts in areas characterised by the
highest potential (measures in support of R&DI, competitiveness and low-carbon economy
under TO 1, 3 and 4), integrated actions for sustainable development, and the need of policy
response (ESF support in TO 8-11).

The study found that balancing thematic concentration with flexibility to support domestic
priorities has proven to be a challenging task for some Managing Authorities of ESF and ERDF
programmes.

Based on the existing evidence it can be ascertained that the ESF ring-fencing requirements
overall are positively viewed by the consulted stakeholders. The collected evidence shows
that the ring-fencing has indirectly influenced implementation in some MS.

It is also clear that some flexibility during the implementation stage would enhance its
effectiveness. The challenges identified during the research mainly related to the overall
complexity in implementation of programmes, and specific country situations than
directly to the ring-fencing requirements.

Among the other barriers most often cited by the representatives of Managing Authorities
were: the progress in preparation and implementation of sector reforms, the reporting
requirements, the delays in the publication of guidelines, levels of control, the complexity of
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requirements during the implementation stages, the eligibility of VAT, and the limited
capacity to pre-financing.

There is a consensus among the consulted stakeholders that the ESF ring-fencing
requirements help in focusing support on specific priority investment areas but do
not enhance the effectiveness of implementation as such. By introducing some
flexibility at the implementation phases and addressing the other barriers which are not
directly related to the ESF share or the thematic concentration, it will be possible to achieve
greater impacts of interventions.

With regards to ERDF interventions in support of research, technological development, and
innovation activities and enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs, explicit theories of change
taking into account the local context will be required, and a different approach to smart
specialisation will be needed to take into account the different R&DI potential and governance
capacity of MS and regions in the next (post 2020) programming period. Overall, reducing
the administrative burden would significantly enhance the effectiveness of ESIF.

In conclusion, it is important to emphasise that the ring-fencing requirements should be
a means to realise the planned objectives as effectively and efficiently as possible
rather than a goal in itself.

5.4. Coherence
The research carried out as part of this study found that the ESF requirements have not
been a determining factor in influencing the investment choices, although have
contributed to ensuring a higher degree of concentration of funding on few selected priorities.

It is also worth noting direct influence on investment choices in some MS. The influence of
the ESF ring-fencing requirements was considered to be significant in particular in those MS
where the scope and nature of the newly planned interventions was different in the preceding
programming period.

Despite changes introduced in the 2014-20 regulatory framework to strengthen coherence
between the ESIF and efforts undertaken at national and EU level to ensure better
coordination between funds, there is still clearly room for improvement to achieve
better synergies between ERDF and ESF.

The study found that the coordination between ERDF and ESF is ensured regardless
of the ESF share. Based on the existing evidence, it can be also confirmed that multi-fund
programmes are more difficult to manage in practice.

Despite the existing challenges, the study identified a few successful interventions and
projects across the EU MS and regions in different areas combining ESF and ERDF funding
for social investment priorities.

In the cases where the cross-financing is used, it would help beneficiaries if the rules of
funding could be aligned. This is of course a pre-condition for successful interventions in the
future, but it is important to acknowledge that fostering synergies and complementarities
between the two Funds requires leadership, institutional capacity, and strategic planning.
These critical factors together with the aligned rules will yield better results and more
examples of successful infrastructural and social interventions in the future.

5.5. Recommendations for policy post 2020
At the time of undertaking this study (July-October 2018), there were generally few
expressed positions at national level on the European Commission’s proposals for the future
Cohesion Policy. However, there is a consensus among the representatives of the
Managing Authorities consulted in this study on the need to maintain a minimum
ESF share in the future. However, there is less consensus on maintaining the high level
of ESF thematic concentration on social inclusion (25%) proposed by the European
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Commission in May 2018 (COM(2018) 382 final), which, in the opinion of some
representatives, limits the flexibility in programming and implementation.

Based on the experience in the 2014-20 period, the thematic concentration within the ESF
was found relevant by the Managing Authorities consulted in this study. However, it posed
challenges during the implementation of the OPs, as it limited the opportunities to amend
programmes to suit the local context. Nevertheless, the thematic concentration and ring-
fencing requirements in general were not detrimental to local needs, on the whole.

The future Cohesion Policy needs to provide more guidelines or mechanisms to ensure
flexibility of the thematic concentration during the implementation phase, such as:

 conditions for when not complying with the ring-fencing requirements is possible; or
 allowing for a range (e.g. 20-25% thematic concentration) instead of a fixed percentage;
 expanding the scope of the categories of investment eligible under the specific thematic

concentration requirements.
Further important issues related to the implementation of the ESF share clearly stand out as
voiced by the representatives of Managing Authorities consulted during this study. These
relate to the need for providing clear guidelines on how to balance the prioritisation
of OPs ring-fencing requirements with European Semester CSRs, and for
coordinating ESF+ and ERDF investments.

Overall, the initial rationale of introducing the minimum ESF share to ensure the delivery of
EU-wide objectives continues to be relevant for the future programming period, as it ensures
the thematic concentration on tackling social issues. It is therefore recommended to maintain
the minimum ESF share in the 2021-27 programming period. The thematic concentration on
social inclusion was found relevant by the Managing Authorities in general, however, there is
a need to balance the amount of thematic concentration with allowing for more flexibility in
the implementation phase.

In the future, key conditions for the success of the Cohesion Policy based on the ring-fencing
requirements include the need to clearly accompany the ESF+ and Cohesion Policy
interventions in general by consistent efforts in ensuring flexibility in simplifying the process
of adjusting OPs to meet ongoing territorial needs. Such mechanisms should enable more
flexibility in defining the eligible types of interventions based on local needs. In addition,
highly simplified mechanisms for delivering the ESI Fund OPs in general were considered
crucial for the success of the future policy.
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Annex 2 Priority investment fields for ESF
According to Article 3 of Regulation (EU) No 1304/2013, the ESF should cover a number of
investment priorities under the thematic objectives 8-11.

Priority investments under the thematic objective 8 'promoting sustainable and
quality employment and supporting labour mobility’
 8i / Intervention Field 102 Access to employment for job-seekers and inactive people,

including the long-term unemployed and people far from the labour market, also
through local employment initiatives and support for labour mobility;

 8ii / Intervention field 103 Sustainable integration into the labour market of young
people, in particular those not in employment, education or training, including young
people at risk of social exclusion and young people from marginalized communities,
including through the implementation of the Youth Guarantee;

 8iii / Intervention field 104 Self-employment, entrepreneurship and business creation
including innovative micro, small and medium sized enterprises;

 8iv/ Intervention field 105 Equality between men and women in all areas, including in
access to employment, career progression, reconciliation of work and private life and
promotion of equal pay for equal work;

 8v/ Intervention field 106 Adaptation of workers, enterprises and entrepreneurs to
change; and

 8vi/ Intervention field 107 Active and healthy ageing; and
 8vii/ Intervention field 108 Modernisation of labour market institutions, such as public

and private employment services, and improving the labour market needs, including
through actions that enhance transnational labour mobility as well as through mobility
schemes and better cooperation between institutions and relevant stakeholders.

Priority investments under the thematic objective 9 'promoting social inclusion,
combating poverty and any discrimination’
 9i/ Intervention field 109 Active inclusion, including with a view to promoting equal

opportunities and active participation, and improving employability;
 9ii/ Intervention field 110 Socio-economic integration of marginalised communities such

as the Roma;
 9iii/ Intervention field 111 Combating all forms of discrimination and promoting equal

opportunities;
 9iv/ Intervention field 112 Enhancing access to affordable, sustainable and high-quality

services, including health care and social services of general interest;
 9v/ Intervention field 113 Promoting social entrepreneurship and vocational integration

in social enterprises and the social and solidarity economy in order to facilitate access
to employment; and

 9vi/ Intervention field 114 Community-led local development strategies.
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Priority investments under the thematic objective 10 ‘investing in education,
training and vocational training for skills and life-long learning’
 10i/ Intervention field 115 Reducing and preventing early school-leaving and promoting

equal access to good quality early-childhood, primary and secondary education
including formal, non-formal and informal learning pathways for reintegrating into
education and training;

 10ii/ Intervention field 116 Improving the quality and efficiency of, and access to,
tertiary and equivalent education with a view to increasing participation and attainment
levels, especially for disadvantaged groups;

 10iii/ Intervention field 117 Enhancing equal access to lifelong learning for all age
groups in formal, non-formal and informal settings, upgrading the knowledge, skills and
competences of the workforce, and promoting flexible learning pathways including
through career guidance and validation of acquired competences;

 10iv/ Intervention field 118 Improving the labour market relevance of education and
training systems, facilitating the transition from education to work, and strengthening
vocational education and training systems and their quality, including through
mechanisms for skills anticipation, adaptation of curricula and the establishment and
development of work-based learning systems, including dual learning systems and
apprenticeship schemes.

Priority investments under the thematic objective 11 'enhancing institutional
capacity of public authorities and stakeholders and efficient public
administration'
 11i/ Intervention field 119 Investment in institutional capacity and in the efficiency of

public administrations and public services at the national, regional and local levels with
a view to reforms, better regulation and good governance; and

 11ii/ Intervention field 120 Capacity building for all stakeholders delivering education,
lifelong learning, training and employment and social policies, including through sectoral
and territorial pacts to mobilise for reform at the national, regional and local levels.
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Annex 3 Priority investment fields for ERDF

Priority investments under the thematic objective 1 ‘Strengthening research,
technological development and innovation’
 Intervention Field 2 ‘Research and innovation processes in large enterprises’
 Intervention Field 56 ‘Investment in infrastructure, capacities and equipment in SMEs

directly linked to research and innovation activities’
 Intervention Field 57 ‘Investment in infrastructure, capacities and equipment in large

companies directly linked to research and innovation activities’
 Intervention Field 58 ‘Research and innovation infrastructure (public)’
 Intervention Field 59 ‘Research and innovation infrastructure (private, including science

parks)’
 Intervention Field 60 ‘Research and innovation activities in public research centres and

centres of competence including networking’
 Intervention Field 61 ‘Research and innovation activities in private research centres

including networking’
 Intervention Field 62 ‘Technology transfer and university-enterprise cooperation

primarily benefiting SMEs’
 Intervention Field 63 ‘Cluster support and business networks primarily benefiting SMEs’
 Intervention Field 64 ‘Research and innovation processes in SMEs (including voucher

schemes, process, design, service and social innovation)’

Priority investments under the thematic objective 2 ‘Enhancing access to, and use
and quality of, information and communication technologies’
 Intervention Field 4 ‘Productive investment linked to the cooperation between large

enterprises and SMEs for developing information and communication technology (ICT)
products and services, e-commerce and enhancing demand for ICT’

 Intervention Field 45 ‘ICT: Backbone/backhaul network’
 Intervention Field 46 ‘ICT: High-speed broadband network (access/local loop)’
 Intervention Field 47 ‘ICT: Very high-speed broadband network (access/local loop)’
 Intervention Field 48 ‘ICT: Other types of ICT infrastructure/large-scale computer

resources/equipment (including e-infrastructure, data centres and sensors)’
 Intervention Field 78 ‘e-Government services and applications (including e-

Procurement, ICT measures supporting the reform of public administration, cyber-
security, trust and privacy measures, e-Justice and e-Democracy)’

 Intervention Field 79 ‘Access to public sector information (including open data e-Culture,
digital libraries, e-Content and e-Tourism)’

 Intervention Field 80 ‘e-Inclusion, e-Accessibility, e-Learning and e-Education services
and applications, digital literacy’

 Intervention Field 81 ‘ICT solutions addressing the healthy active ageing challenge and
e-Health services and applications (including e-Care and ambient assisted living)’

 Intervention Field 82 ‘ICT Services and applications for SMEs (including e-Commerce,
e-Business and networked business processes), living labs, web entrepreneurs and ICT
start-ups)’
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Priority investments under the thematic objective 3 ‘Enhancing competitiveness
of small and medium-sized enterprises’
 Intervention Field 1 ‘Generic productive investment in small and medium-sized

enterprises (SMEs)’
 Intervention Field 66 ‘Advanced support services for SMEs and groups of SMEs

(including management, marketing and design services)’
 Intervention Field 67 ‘SME business development, support to entrepreneurship and

incubation (including support to spin offs and spin outs)’
 Intervention Field 68 ‘Energy efficiency and demonstration projects in SMEs and

supporting measures’
 Intervention Field 69 ‘Support to environmentally-friendly production processes and

resource efficiency in SMEs’
 Intervention Field 70 ‘Promotion of energy efficiency in large enterprises’
 Intervention Field 71 ‘Development and promotion of enterprises specialised in

providing services contributing to the low carbon economy and to resilience to climate
change (including support to such services)’

 Intervention Field 72 ‘Business infrastructure for SMEs (including industrial parks and
sites)’

 Intervention Field 73 ‘Support to social enterprises (SMEs)’
 Intervention Field 74 ‘Development and promotion of tourism assets in SMEs’
 Intervention Field 75 ‘Development and promotion of tourism services in or for SMEs’
 Intervention Field 76 ‘Development and promotion of cultural and creative assets in

SMEs’
 Intervention Field 77 ‘Development and promotion of cultural and creative services in

or for SMEs’

Priority investments under the thematic objective 4 ‘Supporting the shift towards
a low-carbon economy in all sectors’
 Intervention Field 3 ‘Productive investment in large enterprises linked to the low-carbon

economy’
 Intervention Field 5 ‘Electricity (storage and transmission)’
 Intervention Field 6 ‘Electricity (TEN-E storage and transmission)’
 Intervention Field 7 ‘Natural gas’
 Intervention Field 8 ‘Natural gas (TEN-E)’
 Intervention Field 9 ‘Renewable energy: wind’
 Intervention Field 10 ‘Renewable energy: solar’
 Intervention Field 11 ‘Renewable energy: biomass’
 Intervention Field 12 ‘Other renewable energy (including hydroelectric, geothermal and

marine energy) and renewable energy integration (including storage, power to gas and
renewable hydrogen infrastructure)’

 Intervention Field 13 ‘Energy efficiency renovation of public infrastructure,
demonstration projects and supporting measures’

 Intervention Field 14 ‘Energy efficiency renovation of existing housing stock,
demonstration projects and supporting measures’

 Intervention Field 15 ‘Intelligent Energy Distribution Systems at medium and low
voltage levels (including smart grids and ICT systems)’

 Intervention Field 16 ‘High efficiency co-generation and district heating’
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 Intervention Field 65 ‘Research and innovation processes, technology transfer and
cooperation in enterprises focusing on the low carbon economy and to resilience to
climate change’
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Annex 4 ESIF Financial monitoring data
Table 9 National level overview of thematic objectives 8-9-10-11

Thematic objective 8 Thematic objective 9 Thematic objective 10 Thematic objective 11
Member
State Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress

AT 66 697 349 12 008 007 18% 137 642 139 70 196 699 51% 211 448 374 81 618 587 39% 0%
BE 3 300 000 2 661 627 81% 5 500 000 4 960 425 90% 1 760 000 1 438 998 82% 0%
BG 496 227 003 423 776 220 85% 401 331 363 319 781 978 80% 293 962 885 100 964 209 34% 251 473 110 94 141 142 37%
CY 86 551 485 14 702 896 17% 31 540 517 0 0% 26 000 000 14 496 000 56% 5 055 000 2 039 269 40%
CZ 1 336 032 450 951 198 566 71% 812 387 973 438 496 964 54% 1 028 147 574 408 923 284 40% 134 315 279 82 760 078 62%
DE 673 791 205 419 149 742 62% 1 025 188 649 867 349 879 85% 882 767 245 713 842 715 81% 0%
DK 82 886 589 49 783 909 60% 42 759 374 19 338 941 45% 77 770 666 30 231 428 39% 0%
EE 225 840 336 193 559 169 86% 132 415 118 92 421 739 70% 192 940 211 125 795 844 65% 29 909 579 26 719 112 89%
ES 4 684 668 449 2 073 482 150 44% 995 446 703 277 793 431 28% 764 348 848 577 799 509 76% 0%
FI 235 926 675 127 858 844 54% 100 536 485 58 144 306 58% 166 219 266 91 401 851 55% 0%
FR 1 690 401 690 1 080 283 521 64% 1 634 416 637 1 013 836 718 62% 58 132 042 36 629 994 63% 0%
GR 1 638 979 868 986 480 137 60% 89 681 623 8 812 500 10% 984 430 033 476 809 808 48% 268 408 868 107 794 624 40%
HR 568 051 181 171 549 342 30% 328 000 000 57 656 171 18% 450 000 000 114 354 997 25% 191 276 944 5 446 638 3%
HU 1 733 368 596 1 547 166 371 89% 1 042 910 420 788 850 483 76% 1 178 427 796 1 052 432 037 89% 601 324 776 637 337 163 106%
IE 301 154 887 301 586 341 100% 193 807 784 193 557 784 100% 107 698 574 107 448 574 100% 0%
IT 2 141 950 434 1 474 926 368 69% 1 019 057 262 406 819 264 40% 1 318 482 196 459 440 639 35% 450 140 499 151 244 149 34%
LT 307 287 063 230 180 941 75% 220 294 386 107 072 392 49% 455 313 921 178 381 961 39% 150 359 184 34 972 856 23%
LU 10 830 359 7 616 530 70% 4 011 245 3 513 800 88% 4 011 245 3 712 125 93% 0%
LV 170 169 618 165 838 345 97% 225 160 750 208 321 201 93% 232 752 302 157 011 358 67% 18 063 357 16 939 575 94%
MT 20 800 000 21 356 719 103% 32 000 000 30 099 187 94% 37 939 848 26 901 068 71% 8 800 000 355 706 4%
NL 126 736 271 93 922 229 74% 363 135 124 388 991 669 107% 0% 0%
PL 2 071 131 249 953 657 209 46% 374 861 371 183 525 296 49% 1 923 443 457 745 329 665 39% 172 083 786 59 362 877 34%
PT 1 288 470 971 878 737 383 68% 1 178 280 000 269 138 539 23% 3 030 000 000 2 126 166 564 70% 162 315 973 32 808 916 20%
RO 1 715 049 083 102 979 926 6% 1 141 605 484 230 098 073 20% 1 257 101 071 35 742 617 3% 514 080 636 122 036 593 24%
SE 419 609 239 245 249 940 58% 152 445 264 87 318 115 57% 203 879 476 102 509 759 50% 0%
SI 299 948 138 250 050 165 83% 152 505 746 76 014 213 50% 208 996 759 122 213 169 58% 62 873 980 57 661 703 92%
SK 1 002 639 819 820 615 652 82% 433 699 291 269 356 289 62% 458 746 509 109 335 967 24% 267 311 313 122 754 393 46%
UK 1 733 516 766 998 720 808 58% 992 971 071 622 312 443 63% 1 871 963 736 786 695 908 42% 0%

EU
average 878 684 193 508 216 650 64% 471 584 600 261 840 684 60% 631 225 255 318 083 349 55%

228 854
218

111 594
509 47%

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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Table 10 Regional level overview of thematic objective 8-9-10-11 (per MS)
Thematic objective 8 Thematic objective 9 Thematic objective 10 Thematic objective 11

Member
State Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress
BE 439 618 289 267 407 394 61% 331 299 271 272 184 910 82% 282 905 101 214 763 828 76%
CZ 3 023 852 2 375 456 79% 13 304 947 6 709 814 50% 23 586 042 5 820 233 25%
DE 1 591 894 939 890 503 185 56% 1 445 625 187 839 083 819 58% 1 576 524 515 940 324 876 60%
ES 1 016 758 054 483 671 075 48% 964 572 767 330 704 472 34% 1 158 065 590 562 432 393 49%
FR 950 957 228 510 845 600 54% 261 768 657 101 066 286 39% 1 647 901 652 999 044 799 61% 20 205 319 4 738 028 23%
GR 58 450 781 182 400 0% 848 546 781 329 243 465 39% 0%
HU 40 376 370 37 507 524 93% 38 435 217 33 788 093 88% 43 531 100 25 536 770 59% 83 531 006 87 128 887 104%
IT 2 619 510 672 709 264 831 27% 1 254 534 333 277 730 209 22% 1 761 902 129 681 423 861 39% 162 453 120 34 171 815 21%
PL 3 207 902 365 1 376 997 074 43% 2 382 336 916 730 274 245 31% 2 112 925 227 1 015 046 979 48%
PT 545 802 812 116 019 810 21% 450 388 340 238 999 060 53% 815 767 381 306 419 964 38% 87 380 310 3 182 558 4%
UK 110 762 860 111 509 620 101% 105 390 916 18 461 120 18% 190 013 169 185 280 110 98% 0
EU
average 962 278 020 409 662 179 53% 736 018 485 288 931 408 47% 961 312 191 493 609 381 55% 88 392 439 32 305 322 38%

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.



Territorial needs and ring-fencing requirements: experience with implementation in ERDF and ESF
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

85

Table 11 Regional level overview of thematic objective 8-9-10-11 (per Region)
Thematic objective 8 Thematic objective 9 Thematic objective 10 Thematic objective 11

Region Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress
Abruzzo 32 063 210 4 012 483 13% 16 387 862 2 300 000 14% 17 812 893 2 281 400 13% 2 137 548 0
Alentejo 58 314 770 8 049 937 14% 32 728 009 16 161 438 49% 89 462 219 21 476 404 24% 4 200 000 2 373 260 57%
Algarve 34 041 832 8 105 378 24% 31 200 000 8 037 786 26% 21 113 408 6 134 869 29% 8 000 000 0
Alsace 12 125 849 0 5 911 071 3 710 459 63% 30 952 959 29 429 080 95%
Andalucía 175 534 018 86 490 080 49% 241 858 528 33 279 286 14% 509 093 774 268 956 228 53%
Aquitaine 34 608 246 52 538 646 152% 52 812 885 21 741 212 41%
Aragón 26 397 871 15 531 651 59% 34 619 000 8 234 244 24% 16 641 000 10 410 416 63%
Asturias 46 056 000 10 808 782 23% 28 744 000 10 366 053 36% 10 224 000 0
Attica 17 437 643 0 238 106 791 106 953 533 45%
Auvergne 34 635 126 36 953 105 107% 4 600 000 10 571 126 230%
Azores 95 523 882 41 133 386 43% 88 900 000 106 999 223 120% 126 000 000 88 067 331 70% 2 030 000 0
Baden-Württemberg 119 260 490 103 999 416 87% 62 551 387 47 292 791 76% 67 458 907 41 847 753 62%
Baleares 5 362 000 4 064 541 76% 13 194 000 11 535 339 87% 20 700 000 9 593 741 46%
Basilicata 59 509 947 11 924 725 20% 36 652 662 2 729 067 7% 36 182 747 17 263 705 48% 6 819 056 1 928 140 28%
Basse-Normandie 38 321 825 20 840 345 54%
Bayern 157 163 443 76 883 823 49% 78 600 000 17 534 394 22% 50 200 000 21 171 515 42%
Berlin 53 144 783 24 317 766 46% 58 056 355 20 273 742 35% 95 283 911 43 368 635 46%
Bolzano 19 150 000 3 044 110 16% 13 662 120 2 500 000 18% 30 716 738 5 707 719 19% 2 049 318 0
Bourgogne 6 114 794 0 35 610 477 21 928 017 62%
Brandenburg 66 300 000 34 157 338 52% 75 701 600 55 101 432 73% 205 920 185 125 897 664 61%
Bremen 19 040 000 3 449 779 18% 30 465 000 25 353 039 83% 23 610 000 12 862 171 54%
Bretagne 59 822 955 52 361 459 88%
Brussels 40 247 916 39 895 611 99% 13 127 105 12 449 850 95%
Calabria 126 562 500 8 024 740 6% 50 868 750 9 423 925 19% 64 612 500 5 504 661 9% 12 296 126 2 807 744 23%
Campania 263 704 500 42 041 394 16% 138 007 500 4 032 085 3% 191 619 900 108 102 287 56% 18 832 500 8 338 217 44%
Canarias 44 509 970 11 596 256 26% 41 912 905 12 505 617 30% 72 230 377 15 746 015 22%
Cantabria 16 354 365 22 304 152 136% 5 412 209 4 051 541 75%
Castilla y León 51 814 244 14 460 419 28% 26 744 130 5 163 447 19% 18 647 818 8 012 470 43%
Castilla-La Mancha 98 084 987 68 808 681 70% 42 256 264 7 907 657 19% 45 403 248 30 697 399 68%
Cataluña 140 000 000 47 052 308 34% 93 000 000 46 921 890 50% 60 000 000 18 953 556 32%
Central Macedonia 9 794 540 0 149 384 580 65 484 820 44%
Central Norrland 659 118
Central-Hungary 40 376 370 37 507 524 93% 38 435 217 33 788 093 88% 43 531 100 25 536 770 59% 83 531 006 87 128 887 104%
Centre 32 837 246 23 730 859 72% 44 855 930 18 819 437 42%
Centro 117 897 598 8 695 128 7% 68 307 447 25 139 784 37% 192 579 297 31 714 585 16% 24 732 710 587 044 2%
Ceuta 2 640 000 1 616 606 61% 7 440 000 3 372 127 45%
Champagne-
Ardenne 16 755 224 9 826 144 59% 31 332 006 9 551 525 30%
Corse 11 136 065 4 149 140 37%
Crete 4 347 676 182 400 4% 62 544 612 28 305 239 45%
Dolnośląskie 254 323 171 115 316 090 45% 143 926 219 34 662 831 24% 156 181 093 56 192 103 36%
East Wales 49 913 158 62 852 743 126% 43 784 989 18 461 120 42% 105 547 862 116 063 004 110%
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Thematic objective 8 Thematic objective 9 Thematic objective 10 Thematic objective 11
Region Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress
Eastern Macedonia-
Thrace 3 974 313 57 759 887 20 201 726 35%
Emilia-Romagna 245 310 055 140 698 143 57% 78 625 019 35 183 317 45% 54 251 262 32 124 540 59% 786 250 836 720 106%
England 1 333 102 295 702 957 977 53% 707606634 440 075 369 62% 1 313 444 964 345937008.3 26%
Epirus 2 550 556 38 883 140 16 674 374 43%
Extremadura 102 370 348 51 578 523 50% 56 008 511 4 269 220 8% 105 433 904 90 563 843 86%
Flanders 216 780 420 80 044 435 37% 87 789 652 40 434 184 46% 77 992 661 21 920 550 28%
Franche-Comté 32 397 572 18 258 064 56%
Friuli-Venezia Giulia 71 650 089 39 081 769 55% 26 537 070 6 806 425 26% 32 507 911 17 623 573 54% 1 990 280 234 772 12%
Galicia 97 001 292 72 351 006 75% 83 258 868 52 352 449 63% 124 378 765 39 481 736 32%
Gibraltar 2 324 071 1 086 833 47% 2 324 071 336 706 14%
Guadeloupe 93 488 394 51 739 407 55% 46 060 000 19 417 214 42% 89 233 929 38 340 479 43% 8 330 276 0
Guyane 48 645 100 16 255 040 33% 19 593 970 11 929 726 61% 54 393 723 25 081 495 46% 5 548 930 4 539 498 82%
Hamburg 30 019 688 25 014 602 83% 20 263 290 28 734 874 142% 24 766 243 23 797 092 96%
Haute-Normandie 58 519 509 19 613 187 34% 7 215 735 25 594 669 355%
Hessen 78 016 590 58 047 043 74% 87 299 794 48 023 214 55%
Île-de-France 63 526 740 31 562 497 50% 11 312 000 2 256 016 20% 212 357 662 82 560 985 39%
Ionian Islands 1 940 751 26 922 642 9 736 873 36%
Kujawsko-
Pomorskie 183 554 649 66 497 533 36% 160 890 961 50 067 137 31% 131 079 539 29 444 262 22%
La Rioja 5 555 352 2 433 921 44% 3 470 600 270 386 8% 1 490 000 415 997 28%
Languedoc-
Roussillon 68 594 526 60 641 967 88% 53 150 764 16 686 279 31% 198 529
Lazio 207 076 663 38 971 234 19% 90 250 000 13 852 045 15% 119 250 000 56 373 290 47% 16 640 000 990 000 6%
Liguria 78 886 211 26 244 315 33% 35 454 477 12 824 755 36% 54 954 439 17 647 938 32% 886 362 0
Limousin 18 442 149 12 563 359 68%
Lisboa 57 757 100 9 461 592 16% 72 000 000 25 226 371 35% 64 696 046 30 888 860 48%
Łódzkie 274 895 844 95 528 920 35% 162 084 441 50 327 671 31% 130 018 967 40 994 774 32%
Lombardia 179 000 000 36 832 975 21% 113 550 000 16 187 566 14% 166 250 000 57 056 883 34% 10 000 000 1 021 048 10%
Lorraine 4 000 000 0 20 948 594 66 107 553 56 800 839 86%
Lubelskie 253 887 868 123 790 027 49% 180 510 722 39 459 934 22% 123 735 094 59 376 262 48%
Lubuskie 70 935 951 24 728 672 35% 68 226 384 26 060 698 38% 79 854 611 53 173 266 67%
Madeira 44 480 000 31 716 835 71% 19 288 342 20 713 727 107% 58 840 000 46 166 296 78% 4 280 000 0
Madrid 63 432 992 16 980 263 27% 180 871 468 96 028 193 53% 83 530 000 44 396 823 53%
Małopolskie 270 764 148 100 339 162 37% 232 000 000 85 727 557 37% 204 930 638 113 325 056 55%
Marche 91 202 074 23 405 541 26% 25 759 365 7 544 708 29% 16 708 778 5 494 712 33% 5 569 592 1 349 988 24%
Martinique 88 337 101 46 056 147 52% 59 856 000 21 959 138 37% 36 806 274 14 813 206 40% 4 000 000 0
Mayotte 23 241 668 7 547 236 32% 17 026 232 4 595 462 27% 16 288 828 1 967 617 12% 2 326 113 0
Mazowieckie 137 885 055 60 602 811 44% 172 375 061 51 180 006 30% 161 901 986 63 366 625 39%
Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern 112 291 400 45 549 974 41% 107 273 000 71 440 895 67% 149 641 111 91 785 982 61%
Melilla 4 394 796 1 463 018 33% 1 812 227 1 174 860 65% 1 015 576 235 039 23%
Midi-Pyrénées 14 249 136 6 987 164 49% 59 745 439 57 675 544 97%
Molise 11 750 000 4 602 838 39% 6 149 101 1 500 000 24% 4 750 000 0 250 000 0
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Thematic objective 8 Thematic objective 9 Thematic objective 10 Thematic objective 11
Region Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress
Murcia 48 500 000 29 193 538 60% 18 686 000 7 873 448 42% 21 500 000 7 461 093 35%
Navarra 5 520 470 0 13 351 557 6 400 000 48%
Niedersachsen 78 023 500 38 911 674 50% 126 944 399 64 691 575 51% 71 050 000 20 271 721 29%
Nord-Pas-de-Calais 66 710 972 45 649 767 68% 113 444 514 74 961 329 66%
Nordrhein-Westfalen 294 000 280 189 326 590 64% 193 920 185 126 105 849 65% 114 000 108 72 758 829 64%
Norte 137 787 630 8 857 553 6% 137 964 542 36 720 729 27% 263 076 411 81 971 620 31% 44 137 600 222 254 1%
North Aegean 2 003 353 30 380 845 7 530 448 25%
Northern Ireland 58 525 631 47 570 044 81% 61 605 927 82 141 236 68 880 400 84% 0
Opolskie 95 207 517 43 479 016 46% 73 929 483 26 838 201 36% 58 879 168 29 416 093 50%
País Vasco 31 619 021 20 031 350 63% 21 000 000 4 668 790 22%
Pays de la Loire 457 805 74 169 144 68 589 085 92%
Peloponnese 4 139 685 59 678 467 9 851 337 17%
Picardie 22 468 308 19 558 722 87% 5 000 000 276 298 6% 53 602 005 80 634 006 150%
Piemonte 199 800 000 88 692 317 44% 88 250 000 32 348 860 37% 129 500 000 69 032 551 53% 1 250 000 1 705
Podkarpackie 227 385 570 96 167 603 42% 169 088 779 66 697 436 39% 128 549 197 73 183 213 57%
Podlaskie 84 088 663 36 550 311 43% 87 960 000 16 994 572 19% 129 830 000 50 631 795 39%
Poitou-Charentes 4 000 000 3 027 316 76% 39 402 135 36 745 474 93%
Pomorskie 180 375 057 97 962 107 54% 114 306 948 57 302 124 50% 164 673 607 145 535 399 88%
Prague 3 023 852 2 375 456 79% 13 304 947 6 709 814 50% 23 586 042 5 820 233 25%
Provence-Alpes-
Côte d'Azur 141 471 182 48 164 189 34%
Puglia 270 909 449 38 320 656 14% 170 000 000 58 970 482 35% 301 500 000 93 246 755 31% 30 000 000 4 367 257 15%
Réunion 225 677 000 69 636 847 31% 97 009 384 15 515 574 16% 162 294 000 114 042 517 70%
Rheinland-Pfalz 9 026 156 5 167 777 57% 42 909 287 14 323 379 33% 52 758 287 34 049 210 65%
Rhône-Alpes 32 422 289 9 521 549 29% 107 933 942 36 174 324 34%
Saarland 16 305 000 3 663 070 22% 39 788 868 28 778 753 72% 14 900 000 7 195 379 48%
Sachsen 183 349 773 111 995 446 61% 206 124 996 107 922 026 52% 246 718 822 174 500 894 71%
Sachsen-Anhalt 312 800 000 140 450 717 45% 132 317 837 72 946 538 55% 142 194 487 92 224 591 65%
Sardegna 85 624 000 34 214 981 40% 44 480 000 3 280 635 7% 77 840 000 28 610 750 37% 7 784 000 1 831 338 24%
Schleswig-Holstein 20 340 426 11 174 733 55% 17 771 051 10 344 945 58% 47 127 660 33 954 189 72%
Scotland 244 399 400 141 862 823 58% 89400000 35 393 845 40% 121 990 300 35763611.44 29%
Sicilia 249 698 474 4 640 484 2% 126 089 826 0 193 153 597 62 084 353 32% 24 602 893 4 907 982 20%
Śląskie 412 158 111 206 908 285 50% 260 993 378 67 928 478 26% 194 894 146 80 367 880 41%
South Aegean 1 635 348 22 066 657 7 082 850 32%
Świętokrzyskie 150 700 376 81 443 492 54% 99 574 181 17 824 732 18% 83 564 970 27 643 523 33%
Thessaly 4 260 000 67 620 327 20 658 717 31%
Thüringen 120 830 000 76 440 480 63% 174 921 342 90 192 543 52% 183 595 000 96 616 038 53%
Toscana 191 303 399 69 698 023 36% 73 296 322 24 723 903 34% 84 290 770 26 927 817 32% 2 931 853 1 717 135 59%
Trento 18 806 577 9 597 838 51% 10 997 998 2 532 382 23% 21 941 007 10 058 743 46% 1 044 810 212 484 20%
Umbria 53 583 885 15 691 547 29% 27 763 079 11 310 971 41% 28 334 336 8 460 572 30% 4 570 054 1 149 368 25%
Valenciana 51 610 328 6 905 978 13% 50 932 500 14 329 925 28% 67 777 128 17 508 037 26%
Valle d'Aosta 11 113 275 4 798 239 43% 5 350 000 1 088 814 20% 9 660 000 2 675 517 28% 552 000 21 414 4%
Veneto 152 806 364 64 726 480 42% 76 403 182 28 590 270 37% 126 065 251 55 146 097 44% 11 460 478 2 456 502 21%
Wales 156 015 071 153 900 008 99% 195964437 146 843 230 75% 436 528 472 404995288.5 93%
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Thematic objective 8 Thematic objective 9 Thematic objective 10 Thematic objective 11
Region Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress
Wallonia 182 589 953 147 467 349 81% 230 382 514 219 300 875 95% 204 912 440 192 843 278 94%
Warmińsko-
Mazurskie 181 763 152 75 114 233 41% 128 000 000 40 414 936 32% 118 377 268 56 649 115 48%
Western Greece 4 964 223 71 604 280 26 275 281 37%
Western Macedonia 1 402 693 0 23 594 553 10 488 269 44%
Wielkopolskie 264 977 233 86 383 087 33% 197 290 359 64 949 382 33% 156 263 648 81 895 331 52%
Zachodniopomorskie 165 000 000 66 185 725 40% 131 180 000 33 838 550 26% 90 191 295 53 852 283 60%

EU average 962 278 020 409 662 179 53% 736 018 485 288 931 408 47% 961 312 191 493 609 381 55% 88 392 439 32 305 322 38%

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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able 12 National overview of intervention field codes 121-122-123
Intervention field code 121 Intervention field code 122 Intervention field code 123

Member State Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress
AT 38 338 870 11 613 202 30% 3 094 165 856 795 28% 5 437 057 2 603 929 48%
BE 440 000 157 526 36% 0% 0%
BG 209 285 724 162 978 115 78% 39 196 022 8 619 012 22% 46 222 225 15 964 544 35%
CY 15 963 505 30 932 318 194% 3 697 495 715 765 19% 3 663 608 1 797 763 49%
CZ 688 477 031 401 037 350 58% 47 362 101 15 585 846 33% 64 209 696 19 885 668 31%
DE 85 460 839 72 589 870 85% 16 135 919 1 743 365 11% 5 976 036 8 138 177 136%
DK 14 411 454 8 144 977 57% 1 921 528 528 728 28% 2 882 290 251 023 9%
EE 87 709 541 27 496 235 31% 10 128 402 1 471 819 15% 10 128 402 0%
ES 139 960 913 50 091 412 36% 49 174 280 1 061 447 2% 56 215 572 4 617 399 8%
FI 38 134 632 25 324 291 66% 525 082 380 507 72% 525 082 1 652 981 315%
FR 140 769 520 71 119 163 51% 14 093 729 630 037 4% 18 395 237 1 734 673 9%
GR 406 095 381 356 318 690 88% 71 173 114 21 927 542 31% 31 634 782 6 069 800 19%
HR 274 256 263 131 356 263 48% 40 000 000 2 393 391 6% 31 600 000 14 041 739 44%
HU 272 707 622 229 412 643 84% 22 881 698 8 935 827 39% 29 017 369 29 329 249 101%
IE 4 000 000 4 000 000 100% 4 000 000 4 000 000 100% 2 000 000 2 000 000 100%
IT 261 155 603 170 689 069 65% 64 585 524 6 906 381 11% 72 753 894 25 159 920 35%
LT 187 543 198 64 801 138 35% 5 792 400 1 513 921 26% 20 019 783 6 713 549 34%
LU 2 005 330 2 034 345 101% 222 750 120 338 54% 145 438 127 141 87%
LV 79 896 263 38 666 615 48% 15 300 000 3 339 161 22% 6 120 040 2 426 942 40%
MT 15 000 720 15 000 720 100% 2 556 126 2 556 126 100% 1 595 743 1 595 743 100%
NL 17 411 308 3 654 056 21% 1 500 000 0% 1 500 000 0%
PL 1 400 473 015 557 858 160 40% 32 833 344 2 878 556 9% 149 606 377 33 642 392 22%
PT 299 200 000 139 051 878 46% 79 800 000 3 019 494 4% 47 832 100 1 659 136 3%
RO 548 253 295 186 161 888 34% 17 943 000 15 597 250 87% 54 526 202 11 074 039 20%
SE 36 872 871 35 665 106 97% 2 300 466 1 435 803 62% 7 099 994 5 743 212 81%
SI 108 815 791 108 843 156 100% 7 164 772 4 194 980 59% 3 587 027 3 587 027 100%
SK 392 699 105 212 136 626 54% 76 074 603 29 282 555 38% 76 036 175 18 624 057 24%
TC 441 308 681 392 820 273 89% 49 111 549 26 835 244 55% 63 002 811 35 831 213 57%
UK 241 890 972 63 905 555 26% 42 192 204 0% 27 345 763 20 169 327 74%
EU average 222 363 360 123 236 574 65% 25 741 438 6 404 996 36% 29 967 097 10 555 409 61%

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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Table 13 Regional overview of intervention field codes 121-122-123
Intervention field code 121 Intervention field code 122 Intervention field code 123

Member
State Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress
BE 45 715 442 39 847 168 87% 6 281 007 1 260 490 20% 6 739 972 967 179 14%
CZ 5 241 342 3 974 191 76% 1 411 131 3 974 191 282% 1 411 131 1 255 987 89%
DE 503 846 892 309 045 000 61% 55 653 660 14 311 167 26% 36 354 580 11 696 472 32%
ES 171 339 455 61 445 945 36% 44 072 761 3 424 829 8% 37 619 199 3 795 945 10%
FR 286 584 680 92 751 123 32% 39 872 088 1 551 043 4% 44 782 648 12 089 923 27%
GR 37 173 915 20 091 441 54% 25 040 272 14 136 204 56% 16 751 880 9 850 024 59%
HU 0% 0% 967 430 0%
IE 2 706 078 932 063 34% 701 636 0% 698 815 27 937 4%
IT 522 780 793 253 473 304 48% 61 268 849 20 861 858 34% 78 573 445 35 871 468 46%
NL 17 150 922 22 494 215 131% 1 118 358 262 500 23% 2 141 178 787 501 37%
PL 925 714 171 482 126 420 52% 40 434 809 1 997 930 5% 86 018 717 21 326 988 25%
PT 178 109 500 78 351 913 44% 23 714 650 0% 18 005 850 0%
SE 21 102 528 23 447 255 111% 1 172 362 0% 1 172 362 0%
UK 21 354 004 35 254 398 165% 13 204 535 62 040 0% 18 690 892 3 371 272 18%
EU average 210 678 440 109 479 572 72% 24 149 701 6 184 225 46% 26 843 128 8 500 677 33%

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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Table 14 Overview of thematic objective 1-2-3-4
TO 1 TO 2 TO 3 TO 4

Member
State Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress

AT 206 235 238 68 024 427 33% 945 563 241 201 829 124 379 301 52% 22 443 940 2 541 032 11%

BE 253 515 404 167 752 320 66% 28 274 437 1 681 135 6% 323 496 603 268 000 491 83% 77 769 619 70 846 837 91%

BG 508 863 807 162 143 757 32% 56 887 092 53 817 638 95% 739 311 013 751 481 907 102% 384 484 708 185 064 490 48%

CY 73 000 000 32 243 936 44% 54 500 000 17 530 080 32% 80 000 000 26 129 959 33% 45 000 000

CZ
2 163 842

949
1 206 845

786 56%
1 049 721

562 569 937 816 54%
1 697 301

002 916 344 806 54%
1 653 025

150 439 146 245 27%

DE
3 524 201

743
1 953 546

041 55% 52 362 500 19 604 255 37%
2 589 483

308
1 784 399

975 69%
1 520 138

569 399 898 105 26%

DK 76 084 567 59 355 974 78% 109 453 768 52 307 755 48% 11 469 870 2 174 585 19%

EE 509 157 272 282 757 481 56% 172 677 322 76 197 761 44% 447 882 792 256 463 680 57% 280 222 277 98 973 623 35%

ES
4 584 871

208 800 749 987 17%
1 852 917

261 424 732 213 23%
3 664 585

406
1 075 021

736 29%
2 022 247

182 57 871 464 3%

FI 254 069 487 144 516 622 57% 37 063 403 27 164 922 73% 356 124 083 192 939 235 54% 84 843 215 17 712 873 21%

FR
1 559 593

023 873 895 092 56% 387 628 790 157 086 226 41%
1 364 017

434 908 104 050 67%
1 298 798

422 531 453 413 41%

GR 831 388 237 154 080 529 19% 672 006 711 195 565 459 29%
1 200 886

084 505 870 907 42%
1 108 653

904 439 188 474 40%

HR 688 392 165 123 973 453 18% 255 751 188 142 050 354 56% 980 000 000 799 380 027 82% 506 810 805 195 008 676 38%

HU
2 152 208

183
2 083 398

082 97% 392 221 309 361 242 101 92%
2 816 820

745
3 216 720

558 114%
1 914 651

512
1 725 798

645 90%

IE 142 000 000 165 746 229 117% 0% 65 168 569 36 321 381 56% 84 500 000 60 653 869 72%

IT
3 566 511

640
1 436 824

223 40%
1 079 543

089 513 425 628 48%
4 141 167

084
2 159 598

535 52%
1 710 363

462 468 427 092 27%

LT 667 294 034 145 737 988 22% 253 322 688 47 710 753 19% 540 291 853 410 457 983 76% 959 153 431 677 863 169 71%

LU 8 805 938 7 597 394 86% 5 776 483 3 951 991 68%

LV 473 719 707 356 362 854 75% 165 812 200 83 022 669 50% 364 018 139 268 115 984 74% 426 705 804 151 138 223 35%

MT 62 453 100 16 647 202 27% 25 844 108 20 302 000 79% 61 110 800 50 051 582 82% 41 082 480 16 601 009 40%

NL 294 277 487 243 812 377 83% 100 668 651 28 127 878 28% 94 494 989 29 304 660 31%

PL
9 731 448

975
6 142 969

463 63%
2 232 456

185
1 227 485

706 55%
4 875 099

271
4 090 206

620 84%
5 723 291

465
3 468 590

634 61%

PT
2 394 549

626
2 197 683

155 92% 368 927 553 213 520 476 58%
4 341 324

788
3 912 769

597 90%
1 211 706

329 400 620 450 33%

RO 958 404 255 558 641 668 58% 502 194 624 30 617 503 6% 794 680 850 327 923 027 41%
1 531 526

595 165 364 150 11%

SE 243 878 875 153 275 572 63% 32 833 104 18 006 402 55% 338 783 230 341 043 955 101% 108 359 953 25 477 762 24%

SI 419 480 896 190 390 223 45% 30 100 000 22 140 000 74% 438 057 475 191 148 205 44% 277 487 061 100 410 896 36%

SK
1 593 337

702 588 220 715 37% 614 162 345 155 194 171 25% 883 676 741 340 970 200 39% 948 633 375 432 111 006 46%
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TO 1 TO 2 TO 3 TO 4
Member
State Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress Planned Eligible Progress

TC
1 445 754

538 884 607 368 61% 84 125 531 40 940 098 49% 632 443 619 333 634 353 53% 487 904 030 313 057 207 64%

UK
1 465 961

905 806 968 744 55% 78 820 340 33 994 489 43%
2 225 834

760
1 794 120

053 81% 951 734 856 309 406 697 33%
EU
average 1408734550 758923057 55% 436673056 178156617 48% 1300460353 898644062 64% 879078603 385309188 41%

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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Annex 5 Regional level project selection rate of ESF funding
This annex presents the project selection of ESF funding for regional programmes.

Error! Reference source not found.TO 10 shows the highest level of project selection rate
(55%), while TO 11 shows the lowest rate (38%). The highest average of project selection
rate across thematic objectives is found in Hungarian regions, while the lowest is found across
the Greek regions.

Project selection rate varies across EU regions and appears to be comparatively less balanced
than at national level. For TO 8, the highest rates were recorded in Aquitaine, Cantabria, East
Wales, and Auvergne. The highest project selection rate for TO9 are reported in Hamburg,
the Azores, and Madeira. For TO 10, project selection rate is the highest in the regions of
Haute-Normandie, Auvergne, Picardie, and East Wales.

Figure 9 Geographical representation of project selection rate - thematic
objective 8 (progress in % of planned vs implemented)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018
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Figure 10 Geographical representation of project selection rate - thematic
objective 9 (progress in % of planned vs implemented)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018

Figure 11 Geographical representation of project selection rate - thematic
objective 10 (progress in % of planned vs implemented)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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Figure 12 Geographical representation of project selection rate - thematic
objective 11 (progress in % of planned vs implemented)

Source: Technopolis Group based on European Commission data, ESIF 2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-
CF planned vs implemented, data extracted July 2018.
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Annex 6 Research questions grids
Q1: What is the level of ESF funding allocated to thematic objectives (8-11) and

priority investments (field intervention codes 102-120 in addition to TA
support 121-123) in the EU-28 Member States? What is the progress in
implementation of ESF measured in terms of the value of approved projects /
operations?

Judgement criteria Indicators Source of evidence

Progress made over
time in relation to
implementation both at
national and regional
level

Allocation and value of approved projects /
operations per thematic objective, priority
investment (field intervention codes)

DG REGIO financial monitoring data
(Cohesion Open Data Platform, ESIF
2014-2020 categorisation ERDF-ESF-CF
planned vs implemented)

Q2: What are the main lessons learned and underlying challenges associated
with the implementation of ring-fencing requirements?

Judgement criteria Indicators Source of evidence

Main lessons learned and
underlying challenges

Key lessons to be drawn, and main
challenges encountered by the Managing
Authorities / implementing institutions of
mono- and multi-fund programmes

Desk research
Familiarisation interviews with EU officials
Interviews with the Managing Authorities
/ implementing institutions

Q3: Do ring-fencing requirements in general, and ESF share in particular, match
territorial needs in the Member States or is there a need for more flexibility?

Judgement criteria Indicators Source of evidence

Extent to which ring-
fencing requirements /
ESF share correspond to
the needs of various
Member States and
regions?

Level of alignment of ESF support with
national and regional strategies, the
alignment with socio-economic needs, and
individual needs of target groups

Desk research
Results of DG REGIO financial monitoring
data analysis

% of stakeholders that view ESF
interventions corresponding to territorial
needs

Interviews with the Managing Authorities
/ implementing institutions

(request to provide relevant materials
prior to the interviews, among others
Annual Implementation Reports for the
year 2017, monitoring data on the number
of participants, common output indicators,
common results indicators, and evaluation
studies, etc.)

Extent to which there is
a need for more
flexibility

Stakeholders’ descriptions of the needs for
more flexibility Interviews with the Managing Authorities

/ implementing institutions% of stakeholders that believe that the
requirements are sufficiently flexible

Q4: Does the current level of ESF share ensure “critical mass” of ESF investment
in terms of achieving the Treaty-based aims of this ESI Fund?

Judgement criteria Indicators Source of evidence

Extent to which ESF
investment represent
critical mass in terms of

Contributions of ESF to social and
employment policies

Desk research
Europe 2020 headline indicators (2017 or
the latest available) combined with results
of DG REGIO financial monitoring data
analysis
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achieving the Treaty
objectives

% of stakeholders of the opinion that ESF
share ensure critical mass for: improving
employment opportunities, strengthening
social inclusion, fighting poverty, promoting
education, skills, life-long learning, and
developing active, comprehensive and
sustainable policies, thus contributing to
economic, social and territorial cohesion.

Interviews with the Managing Authorities
/ implementing institutions

Examples of good practice per thematic
objective and priority investment in
different EU Member States

Q5: Are there any specific challenges, linked to ring-fencing requirements in
general, and ESF share in particular, detected during programming or
programme implementation? Is ESF share an effective way of enhancing
implementation ?

Judgement criteria Indicators Source of evidence

Existence of any barriers
during programming /
implementation

Type of barriers that (might) be linked to
ring-fencing requirements / ESF share

Desk research
Interviews with the Managing Authorities
Online Focus group consultation & follow-
up polling

% of stakeholders that claim to have
experienced barriers linked to ring-fencing
requirements / ESF share

Stakeholders’ opinions on the severity of
the barriers identified, and the types of
negative consequences resulting from
them, in addition to the adopted policy
responses

Other types of barriers to ESF
implementation

Extent to which ESF
share helps to enhance
implementation

Evidence that ESF share was conducive for
enhancing  implementation

% of stakeholders that believe that ESF
share is an effective way of enhancing
implementation

Q6: What influence did ESF share have on investment choices (as regards ESF and
ERDF) during programming?

Judgement criteria Indicators Source of evidence

Extent to which ESF
shares had an influence
on investment choices
during programming

Existence of evidence that ESF share had an
influence of investment choice

Desk research
Interviews with the Managing Authorities
Online Focus group consultation & follow-
up polling

% of stakeholders that think that ESF share
allowed for a coherent programming of ESIF
interventions
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Q7: Does the provision of ESF share play a role in the coordination between ERDF
and ESF? What are the respective roles of ERDF and ESF in supporting social
cohesion, and in what areas of investment can the most
synergies/complementarities between the two Funds be detected? What are
the ways to maximise the contribution of ERDF and ESF to social cohesion?

Judgement criteria Indicators Source of evidence

Extent to which ESF
share helps to ensure
coordination between
ERDF and ESF

Evidence that ESF share had a positive
influence on coordination between funds Desk research

Interviews with the Managing Authorities
Online Focus group consultation & follow-
up polling

% of stakeholders that think that ESF share
play a role in the coordination between
ERDF and ESF

Areas of investment with
the highest degree of
synergies/complementar
ities

Existence of investment areas where the
most synergies/complementarities between
ESF and ERDF can be detected

Desk research
Interviews with the Managing Authorities
Online Focus group consultation & follow-
up pollingWays to maximise

synergies/complementar
ities

Views of the stakeholders about the ways
to maximise the contribution of ERDF and
ESF to social cohesion

Stakeholders’ opinions on mono- and multi-
fund Operational Programmes

% of stakeholders that think that ESF share
play a role in the coordination between
ERDF and ESF

Q8: Should ESF remain an integral component of European Cohesion Policy?

Judgement criteria Indicators Source of evidence

ESF contribution to the
future of Cohesion Policy

% of stakeholders who think that ESF
requirements should be maintained in post
2020 Cohesion Policy
Opinions on the Commission proposal for
the next programming period (post-2020)
regarding budget and the roles of ERDF and
ESF

Interviews with the Managing Authorities
Online Focus group
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Annex 7 Interview Questions
Implementation overview - OP Name

Dimension Indicators Total
% of

target
achieved

Outputs A. Background characteristics of participants

A1. Employment status

CO01 Unemployed, including long-term unemployed

CO02 Long-term unemployed

CO03 Inactive

CO04 NEET

CO05 Employed, including self-employed

B. Types of Projects supported

CO20 Number of projects fully or partially implemented by
social partners or non-governmental organisations

CO21 Number of projects dedicated at sustainable
participation and progress of women in employment;

CO22 Number of projects targeting public administrations
or public services at national, regional or local level

CO23 Number of supported micro, small and medium-sized
enterprises (including cooperative enterprises, enterprises
of the social economy)

C. Number of participations per TO and IP (total
CO01, CO03, CO05)

Thematic objective X (Priority investment X)

Thematic objective X (Priority investment X)

Thematic objective X (Priority investment X)

Thematic objective X (Priority investment X)

Results

D1. Immediate results of OP

CR01 - Inactive participants engaged in job searching upon
leaving

CR02 - Participants in education/training upon leaving

CR03 - Participants gaining a qualification upon leaving

CR04 - Participants in employment, including self-
employment, upon leaving
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Dimension Indicators Total
% of

target
achieved

CR05 - Disadvantaged participants engaged in job
searching, education/ training, gaining a qualification, or in
employment, including self-employment, upon leaving

D2. Longer-term (Common result indicator)

CR06- Participants in employment, including self-
employment, 6 months after leaving

CR07 - Participants with an improved labour market
situation 6 months after leaving

CR08 - Participants above 54 years of age in employment,
including self-employment, six months after leaving

CR09 - Disadvantaged participants in employment,
including self-employment, 6 months after leaving

See explanations of the indicators on the ESF Synthesis of Annual Implementation Reports 2016-7

Background information to the interviewer on ESIF and ESF ring-fencing

To strengthen the result orientation of the European Structural and Investment Funds and to
create incentives that will ensure the effective progress towards the attainment of Europe 2020
objectives and targets through Cohesion Policy, a number of ex-ante conditionalities was
defined that Member States and Managing Authorities had to meet in order to qualify for
support. Hence, the objective of the current (2014-2020) programming period is to achieve a
greater concentration on few selected priorities to reach better results and maximise the
impacts of public investment.

The ESF concentrates its resources as follows:

 At least 20% of the total ESF resources in each Member State shall be allocated to
thematic objective 9 ‘Promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and any
discrimination’.

 Member States shall concentrate at least 80% of the ESF allocation in More developed
regions, 70% in Transition regions and 60% in Less developed regions to each operational
programme on up to five of the investment priorities under the thematic objectives 8-11.

Context and background (Q2)

Q1 How was the programming of the Operational Programme decided? What was the
process and what were the main criteria taken into consideration?

Q2 How did the ESF ring-fencing requirements influence the allocations of thematic
objectives and investment priorities (field intervention codes) in the Operational
Programme?

Q3 Would the country/ region have allocated a similar amount of funding to those ESF
objectives or less without the ESF ring-fencing? Why?

Q4 What has been an experience so far (key lessons / challenges) in implementation of
European Structural Investment Fund interventions?
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Matching territorial needs and flexibility in the requirements (Q3)

Q5 In your opinion, to what extent ESF support is aligned to national and regional
strategies? How about to the real socio-economic needs?

Note to interviewer: In case of national programmes refer to national strategies.

Q6 Do you feel that ESF interventions are contributing to improving employment
opportunities, strengthening social inclusion, fighting poverty, promoting education, skills,
life-long learning, and developing active, comprehensive and sustainable policies? Can
you explain why / why not?

Note to interviewer: Prompt interviewees to comment on the achieved results in terms of
the number of participants, common output indicators, common results indicators, and
the main findings emerging from the evaluation studies which you are requested to collect
prior to the interview.

Ask also the interviewees about the value-added of projects and check whether the way
the ESF objectives have been formulated, it has not created a market for intermediaries
/ consulting companies. If yes, please ask what should and could be changed?

Q7 To what extent having the ring-fencing requirements / ESF share helped better meet
the needs of the target groups?

Q8 Do you think there was a need for more flexibility in the requirements?

Q9 Can you give us examples of how the flexibility helped / lack of flexibility affected the
ESF implementation and matching territorial needs?

Level of ESF share ensuring critical mass for achieving the Treaty objectives
(Q4)

Q10 Was there sufficient funding allocated through ESF thanks to the ring-fencing
requirements to objectives such as:

 improving employment opportunities, strengthening social inclusion, fighting
poverty, promoting education, skills, life-long learning, and developing active,
comprehensive and sustainable policies

Q11 Do you have examples of good practices (projects / operations) corresponding to the
relevant thematic objectives and priority investment? Please briefly explain why it is
considered to be a good practice.

Specific barriers and success factors (Q5)

Q12 What has been your experience with programming / implementing the ESF
interventions in general?

Q13 What have been the underlying challenges / barriers during programming /
implementation associated with ring-fencing requirements / ESF share?

Q14 What sort consequences resulted from those barriers? How severe they were in your
opinion?

Q15 Were there any adjustments made to respond to those barriers? What were the policy
responses by Managing Authorities?

Q16 Which other barriers (not related to ring-fencing requirements / ESF share) did you
encounter during implementation of ESF interventions?

Q17 Was the ESF share an effective way of enhancing implementation? Please briefly
explain.
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Influence of ESF share on investment choices (Q6)

Q18 How did ESF share influence the investment choices? Did ESF share lead to a more
coherent programming of ESIF interventions?

Coordination, synergies and complementarities (Q7)

Q19 What are the investment areas where most synergies / complementarities between
ESF and ERDF can be identified?

Q20 To what extent did ESF share help in achieving better complementarities or synergies
between ESF / ERDF?

Which are other mechanisms of coordination between ERDF / ESF?

Q21 Do you think there are better ways to maximise the complementarities between of
ERDF and ESF?

Q22 What was the experience of implementing multi-fud programmes bearing in mind
ring-fencing requirements / ESF share and mono-fund Operational Programmes?

ESF contribution post-2020 (Q8)

Q23 Should the ESF ring-fencing requirements be maintained in post 2020 Cohesion
Policy?  Why yes / no? Please explain how these requirements should be improved? What
is your opinion on the Commission proposal for the next programming period (post-2020)
regarding budget and the roles of ERDF and ESF?

Q24 Does it make a difference to have the ESF ring-fencing requirements in the
programming of the ESIF OPs?

Q25 Would the country/ region allocate a similar amount of funding to those ESF
objectives or would they allocate less for the next programming period? Please briefly
explain.

Closing questions and conclusion

Q26 Do you think that there are any necessary changes that should be made to ring-
fencing requirements / ESF share in the future?

Q27 Do you have any other final comments or remarks?
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Annex 8 List of interviewees
COUNTRY TITLE OF OPERATIONAL

PROGRAMME
INSTITUTION

FR Operational Programme ESF
Employment and Social Inclusion
2014-2020

Ministry for Employment

FR Regional Operational Programme
Rhône Alpes 2014-2020

DIRECCTE

FR Regional Operational Programme
Pays de la Loire 2014-2020

Regional Council

FR Regional programme Nord-Pas
de Calais 2014-2020

Regional Council

HU Operational Programme
Economic Development and
Innovation

Ministry of National Economy
Managing Authority for
Regional Development
Programmes

HU Operational Programme Human
Resources Development

Ministry of Human Capacities

IT Regional Operational Programme
PA Trento ESF

Autonomous Province of Trento

LV Growth and Employment Ministry of Finance

PL Operational Programme
Knowledge Education Growth

Ministry of Investment and
Development

PL Regional Operational Programme
for Podlaskie Voivodeship

Marshal Office of the
Voivodeship of Podlaskie

PL Regional Operational Programme
for Świętokrzyskie Voivodeship

Marshal Office of the
Voivodeship of Świętokrzyskie

PL Regional Operational Programme
for Warmińsko-Mazurskie
Voivodeship

Marshal Office of the
Voivodeship of Warmińsko-
Mazurskie Voivodeship

PT Operational Programme Human
Capital

POCH2020

PT Regional Operational Programme
Algarve

CCDR-Algarve

RO Operational Programme Human
Capital

Ministry of European Funds
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Annex 9 Focus group and follow-up polling
Focus group discussion topics

The Focus group discussions revolved around the following topics and provided answers to
the following questions:

1. Challenges encountered during the programming and implementation

Question 1. Are there any specific challenges, linked to ring-fencing requirements in general,
and ESF share in particular, detected during programming or programme implementation?
Is ESF share an effective way of enhancing implementation?

2.Coherence

Question 2 What influence did ESF share have on investment choices (as regards ESF and
ERDF) during programming?

Question 3 Does the provision of ESF share play a role in the coordination between ERDF and
ESF? What are the respective roles of ERDF and ESF in supporting social cohesion, and in
what areas of investment can the most synergies/complementarities between the two Funds
be detected? What are the ways to maximise the contribution of ERDF and ESF to social
cohesion?

3. Policy post 2020

Question 4 Should ring-fencing requirements in general and in particular ESF share remain
an integral component of European Cohesion Policy? What are mechanisms that would
facilitate the flexibility in implementation?

Follow-up online polling questionnaire

Introduction

At the request of the REGI Committee of the European Parliament, the Policy Department for
Structural and Cohesion Policies has commissioned this study to Technopolis Group Belgium.
The overall objective of the study is to assess the implementation of ring-fencing
requirements for European Structural Investment Funds in 2014-2020, with focus on ESF
shares.

The study team has already conducted desk research, interviews, and a Focus group with
Managing Authorities in Member States. The purpose of this final polling exercise is to validate
the preliminary findings of the study, related to the relevance of ESF shares, barriers to
implementation, coherence between ERDF and ESF, and the Cohesion Policy post-2020.

Information about respondents

Country:

Name:

Organisation:

Name of Operational Programme in charge of:

Type of OP: ERDF ESF Multi-fund
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1. Relevance of the ring-fencing requirements and / or  ESF share to territorial
needs

1.1. Do you think the ESF share allowed the OPs to be in line with the territorial needs
outlined in initial strategies?

Totally agree Somewhat agree I don’t know Somewhat disagree Totally
disagree.

If you disagree, please briefly explain below why:

Text field

1.2. Do you think the ESF share allowed the OPs to be in line with the current territorial
needs?

Totally agree Somewhat agree I don’t know Somewhat disagree Totally
disagree.

If you disagree, please briefly explain below why:

Text field

1.3. Would you have done the same programming of investments without the ESF share?

Totally agree Somewhat agree I don’t know Somewhat disagree Totally
disagree.

2. Barriers to implementation from the ring-fencing requirements and / or ESF
share

2.1 Do you think the ring-fencing requirements in general (for both ERDF and ESF) pose
barriers to the implementation of the OPs?

Totally agree Somewhat agree I don’t know Somewhat disagree Totally
disagree.

If you disagree, please briefly explain below:

Text field

3. Coherence

3.1 Do you think that the provision of ESF share supported the coordination between ERDF
and ESF?

Totally agree Somewhat agree I don’t know Neutral Somewhat disagree Totally
disagree.

If you disagree, please briefly explain below:

Text field

3.2 Do you agree that sufficient synergies/complementarities exist between ERDF and ESF?

Totally agree Somewhat agree I don’t know Neutral Somewhat disagree Totally
disagree.

Please briefly explain below:

Text field
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4. Policy post-2020

4.1 Do you think that the ESF share should continue to be part of the next Cohesion Policy
post 2020?

Totally agree Somewhat agree I don’t know Neutral Somewhat disagree Totally
disagree.

If you disagree, please briefly explain below:

Text field

4.2 Do you agree with the current proposal for ESF+?

Totally agree Somewhat agree I don’t know Neutral Somewhat disagree Totally
disagree.

If you disagree, please briefly explain below:

Text field

4.3 How should the proposal be improved, especially in the aspects related to ring-fencing
requirements? Please explain below:

Text field

5 Any other comments and / or feedback?

List of participants of the Focus group

COUNTRY ORGANISATION
Sweden ESF OP
Czech Republic ESF Programmes Implementation

Department - Social Inclusion
Spain ESF Managing Authority
Ireland Irish ESF Managing Authority
Slovakia Ministry of Employment
Latvia Ministry of Finance, EU Funding
Greece Regional Operational Program of Attica

Region



Territorial needs and ring-fencing requirements: experience with implementation in ERDF and ESF
___________________________________________________________________________________________

107



Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies
____________________________________________________________________________________________

108

PE 629.191
IP/B/REGI/IC/2018-043
Print ISBN 978-92-846-4614-2| doi:10.2861/ 10.2861/692279 | QA- QA-01-19-178-EN-C
PDF ISBN 978-92-846-4613-5| doi:10.2861/ 10.2861/80924 9| QA- QA-01-19-178-EN-N

The aim of this study is to assess the implementation of EU-level ring-
fencing requirements during the period 2014 to 2020, including a minimum
ESF as well the thematic concentration shares. Based on different
information and data collection sources, the study finds that the
requirements continue to be relevant. There is evidence that the ring-fencing
played a key role in ensuring a higher concentration of funding on targeted
social cohesion priorities. The study also highlights variations in
implementation between programmes and thematic objectives, the need for
more flexibility in the implementation of programmes, and the continuing
need to foster synergies between ERDF and ESF.


