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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to provide a concise analysis of the potential 
contribution of EU Cohesion policy to combating climate change. On the 
basis of qualitative and quantitative secondary evidence (in particular EU 
Structural Funds budget in 2000-2006 and 2007-2013) and primary 
qualitative evidence (two case studies in Finland and Italy), the study 
highlights the great progress that has been made in the use of Structural 
Funds to tackle climate change. Recommendations are proposed to further 
strengthen the contribution of Structural Funds in the field.  

 
 
 
 
PE 419.104  June 2009 
 
           EN 





Regional Policy and Climate Change 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 3

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Background 

Climate change has become a top priority in the world and EU policy agendas. Scientific 
evidence and public opinion concur in making the issue one of the greatest challenges 
ahead, not only in a policy perspective, but also in the wider socio-economic sphere. In 
particular, climate change is being seen as one instrument to spur economic recovery and 
pave the way for the transition to new bases of socio-economic development.  
 
The EU has taken a lead in the field, adopting an ambitious long-term programme aimed at 
cutting greenhouse gas emissions (GHG). In this context, the EU Cohesion policy is 
expected to play an important role in helping to achieve the objectives set at European 
level, because regions are affected by climate change and, as such, they are expected to 
devise appropriate responses at their levels of competence. The expectations placed on the 
EU Cohesion policy in this respect are also high, inasmuch as the latter has supported 
sectors and countries which, in the past, have been identified as the greatest sources of 
GHG emissions. 
 
Aim 

The purpose of this study is to provide an in-depth analysis of the potential contribution of 
EU Cohesion policy to combating climate change. The two related objectives are:  

• to give an accurate picture of the main approaches, strategies and specific measures 
and instruments adopted to tackle climate change in both the 2000-2006 and 2007-
2013 programming periods; 

• to assess the potential for improving the contribution of EU Cohesion policy in tackling 
climate change and to provide a set of operational recommendations.  

 
Methodology 

The methodology mobilised to carry out the study comprises a threefold approach: 

• firstly, the study examines evidence of climate change and policy responses adopted at 
global and EU level on the basis of secondary evidence; 

• secondly, the report makes use of statistical data on Structural Funds budgets in both 
the 2000-2006 and 2007-2013 programming periods. The aim is to identify the main 
features of the measures of Structural Funds programmes that tackle climate change 
(which policy areas are privileged, which Member States and regions are most active);  

• finally, two case studies have been carried out in two Member States, Finland and Italy, 
considered to be representative of the challenges posed by climate change and of the 
policy responses adopted.  

 
Findings 

There is considerable scientific evidence from many sources that the climate of the planet is 
changing and some consensus that this trend is the result of human action. The main cause 
of climate change is identified as the emission of greenhouse gases. The five largest 
emitters of greenhouse gases in the EU-27 were all EU-15 Member States: Germany, the 
United Kingdom, Italy, France and Spain. Production of public energy and road 
transportation are the two activities responsible for the largest shares of greenhouse gas 
emissions (respectively 80% and 21%) of total EU-15 emissions. GHG are not the only 
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effects of climate change, the risks of natural hazards are also relevant. European 
vulnerability to natural hazards tends to decrease from east to west because of a lower 
coping capacity, associated with lower national GDP per capita. 
 
A number of very ambitious policy initiatives have been promoted at EU level in order to 
cope with the risks of climate change. At the core of such initiatives is the EU commitment 
to a drastic reduction in greenhouse gas emissions and to transforming the European 
economy into a highly energy-efficient, low-carbon system, culminating in the January 
2008 package that implements one of the most ambitious set of climate and energy 
targets. ‘Cap-and-trade’ systems based on the Kyoto protocol reduction quota at micro 
(company) and macro (Member State) levels are set, however, a major weakness of such 
schemes is that no penalty is foreseen for those not respecting the legally binding 
commitments.  
 
European regions are particularly affected by climate change. It has direct and indirect 
effects that are differentiated across regions, and which should be taken into account when 
defining the future of EU Cohesion Policy.  
 
Cohesion policy should play a key role in supporting the achievement of the EU’s climate 
and energy objectives. As a matter of fact, most of the sectors that are potentially 
important sources of GHG emissions are also traditional sectors of intervention of the EU 
Cohesion Policy (transport, construction, services, small and medium-sized enterprises, 
agriculture and waste management), and the main beneficiaries of EU Cohesion Policy are 
also the most important emitters of GHG (the four countries that have received the most 
EU Structural and Cohesion funds per capita – Spain, Portugal, Greece, and Ireland - have 
also witnessed the greatest increases in greenhouse gas emissions in the whole EU).  
 
An entire chapter of the report is dedicated to an analysis of the Structural Funds 
expenditure mobilised to tackle climate change in the programming periods 2000-2006 and 
2007-2013. It turns out that during the period 2000-2006, the Member States (EU-25) 
allocated about Euro 14 billion (6.4% of the total amount of Structural Funds) to measures 
related to climate change. As far as the 2007-2013 period is concerned, the scenario 
changes radically, since the European Union has planned to invest about Euro 51 billion 
(roughly 15% of the total Structural Funds) in measures aimed at achieving EU climate 
objectives and creating a low carbon economy. Poland (with more than Euro 10 billion), 
Italy and Spain are the countries with the largest amount of Structural Funds addressed to 
tackling climate change in absolute terms, while if the expenditure is analysed in relative 
terms the countries occupying the first positions are Greece (23.7%), Hungary (19.8%) 
and Slovenia (19.5%).. 
 
Expenditure has also been analysed by policy area. The Fields of Intervention considered as 
relevant for addressing climate change are: Environmentally-friendly technologies, Energy, 
Environmental infrastructure, Carbon sinks, Sustainable mobility, Mitigation and adaptation 
to climate change, and Management and risk prevention.  
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Composition of Structural Funds by policy area, 2000-2006 and 2007-2013 
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Source: Authors processing of DG Regio data 

 
As illustrated in the figure above ‘Sustainable mobility’ is the area absorbing the highest 
share of resources in both programming periods. Of the total amount of resources invested 
to tackle climate change in the 2000-2006 budgetary period, 78% was devoted to 
enhancing sustainable mobility, 11% was for environmentally-friendly technologies, 6% for 
energy efficiency and renewable energies, 3% for measures concerning ‘carbon sinks-pool’ 
(like “reforestation”) and 2% for the establishment of environmental infrastructures (air). 
In the current programming period the respective shares are: 62.4% sustainable mobility, 
17.4% renewable energies and energy efficiency, 12.8% management and risk protection, 
5% for assistance to SMEs for the promotion of environmentally-friendly products and 
production processes, and about 2% for environmental infrastructures related to air 
pollution. 
 
However, Structural Funds interventions may have mixed effects on climate change. Some 
of the most common investments supported within the framework of the Cohesion Policy in 
fact, regard high-emission infrastructures. Fields of Intervention of this category are: 
roads, motorways, airports, electricity, gas, petrol and solid fuel. The analysis of the 
Structural Funds budget in these fields highlights that in the period 2000-2006 the share of 
such measures was higher than that of the climate-friendly ones (9.1% compared to 6.5%) 
while in the new period the opposite occurs (12.9% compared to 14.9%). It is clear that 
supporting such infrastructures (although perhaps necessary for the development of the 
region) increases the risk of being locked in traditional, high-emitting infrastructural 
systems for many years. Alternatives to these options and mitigating measures should be 
considered when feasible.  
 
In order to investigate the potential contribution of the Structural Funds to reducing (or on 
the contrary increasing) GHG emissions a simple correlation analysis was carried out 
between the Structural Funds budget on climate related measures (net of climate-harming 
ones) and GHG emissions. Little or no correlation was found, and this suggests that, 
although an important source of funding, structural spending alone cannot significantly 
influence the main trends of climate change. At the same time it indicates that some of the 
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Member States are taking policy decisions that aren’t always in line with the objective of 
meeting the Kyoto targets (sometimes even contributing to an increase in emissions).  
 
Finally, two case studies were conducted in Italy and Finland to determine how climate 
change was addressed by Structural funding in two countries representative of different 
challenges arising from climate change and what specific responses were adopted. The aim 
of the analysis was to identify specific delivery mechanisms and highlight national and 
regional differences in policy choices and implementing mechanisms when delivering 
climate change-related initiatives. The main findings are:  
 
• although most of the projects financed in the previous period could be broadly classified 

under the heading of environmental policy rather than under climate change as such, 
they indirectly contributed to the reduction of GHG (for example by promoting bio-
energy production and use) and mitigating the effects of natural damage (by supporting 
interventions to reduce hydro-geological risks); 

• the new generation of Structural Funds programmes are more dedicated to explicit 
climate change interventions and a shift is visible from more traditional broad 
environmental policies (water management, energy efficiency and waste treatment) to 
interventions more targeted to climate change (reduction of emission, risk prevention 
and renewable energy); 

• Objective 2 regions allocate the largest share of funds to support firms in research and 
innovation initiatives for more sustainable products and production processes and 
environmentally-friendly technologies, while in Objective 1 regions infrastructural 
investments (sustainable mobility in particular) are still significant in financial terms; 

• progress has been made also in terms of the use of monitoring indicators for reporting 
objectives in terms of CO2 reduction, in project selection processes checking for the 
contribution to environmental policies and in the use of specific evaluation methods like 
Strategic Environment Assessment. 

 
Conclusions and recommendations 

• Despite a vast consensus of the opinion that the climate is changing not only because of 
natural variability, but also due to human activities, inaction and delays in tackling this 
change exist, are costly and vary across countries and sectors. 

• Germany, the United Kingdom, Italy, France and Spain emit more than 60% of the EU-
27 greenhouse gas emissions, public energy and road transportation being the main 
causes of it.  

• Research-based projects show that the European vulnerability tends to decrease from 
east to west because of the better capacity to cope of the EU-15.  

• Cohesion Policy offers a wide range of tools to regional and local economies to cope with 
the challenges of climate change. Climate-harming measures, however, absorbed a 
higher share of financial resources in the period 2000-2006 than the climate-friendly 
ones. 

• In the new planning period policy awareness on climate change has risen, and the 
Operational Programmes financed take into account interventions in the fields of energy 
efficiency, sustainable mobility and support to firms in more direct and integrated ways, 
confirming that the new generation of Structural Funds programmes is more dedicated 
to explicit climate change interventions.  
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• Objective 2 regions allocate the largest share of funds to support firms’ research and 
innovation initiatives for more sustainable products and production processes, while 
Objective 1 regions invest more infrastructural investments. 

The report concludes with a set of recommendations:  

• The EU should commit to more drastic and consistent actions towards the achievement 
of Kyoto targets:  

· sanctions for Member States not respecting their emission quota should be 
introduced for all legislative proposals (starting from ETS and the Effort Sharing 
Directive) committed to a reduction in GHG emissions. Inflows from penalties of 
non-complying Member States could be used for measures supporting adaptation to 
and mitigation of climate change; 

· by putting climate change as the top priority of its interventions and, at the same 
time, by avoiding supporting high emission interventions if alternatives are 
available. Targets should be set and agreed in each policy domain and proper 
evaluation methodologies should be put in place in order to assess whether the 
specific interventions and projects are consistent with this overwhelming objective.  

• Regarding Cohesion Policy the Commission should:  
· more firmly commit Cohesion Policy programmes to promoting a shift to a low-

carbon, energy-efficient economies for its beneficiaries, by earmarking at least 30% 
of the overall Structural Funds budget to climate-related measures in the period 
2014-2021, and mainstreaming it in all its interventions. This means that any 
investment benefiting from Cohesion Policy financing, whatever the sector, should 
be assessed with the aim of measuring its contribution to climate change mitigation 
and adaptation; 

· require more suitable and specific instruments (such as climate proofing, pre-
screening for potentially risky projects, etc.) to assess the impact on climate change 
of interventions supported by Structural Funding; 

· already for the period 2007-2013 support the shift of regional economies to low-
carbon infrastructures by putting pressure on Managing Authorities to select only 
climate-friendly projects for the achievement of the objectives previously set.  

• Member States should :  

· adopt comprehensive long term strategic plans in order to provide the proper 
legislative framework to meet the Kyoto targets. Policy results in terms of reduction 
of emissions should be monitored and properly assessed, and incentives should be 
given to local actors (private companies, municipalities and business associations) to 
firmly invest in this direction; 

· promote the use of Cohesion Policy resources for energy efficiency, sustainable 
mobility, mitigating and adapting to climate change, at the same time avoiding 
investing in high-emission measures if feasible cleaner alternative are available. 
Although Structural Funding alone cannot significantly influence the national 
emissions of GHG, nevertheless, it can provide useful financial and political leverage 
effects to implement interventions facilitating the shift of economic systems to low-
carbon, low emission economies; 
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· support research and technical assistance activities promoted at a regional level in 
order to help the decision-makers in charge of Cohesion Policy measures to 
implement more innovative strategies in tackling climate change. Scientific know-
how and technical capacity on climate-related measures should be further supported 
at the local level. 

• Managing Authorities of Structural Funds programmes should:  

· invest Structural Funds resources in measures consistent with national long-term 
strategies. Sanctions could be decided for those not contributing to achieving those 
targets. Pilot measures in this direction could be implemented within the framework 
of Cohesion Policy interventions, in the light of the performance reserve exercise1 
that was introduced in the 2000-2006 programming period;  

· be more informed and aware of specific evaluation techniques and policy 
implementation practices for climate change that are well developed in different 
policy domains, thus they should facilitate cross-fertilisation among sectors while 
designing and promoting their interventions at a local level;  

· design an appropriate strategy for their specific degree of vulnerability, by 
exchanging good practices with regions facing similar challenges. They should be 
aware that territorial specificities at sub-regional level do matter (for example 
coastal vs. inner zones have totally different needs); 

· promote a more comprehensive monitoring system including at least indicators of 
GHG and CO2 emissions at a regional level. The environmental horizontal priority 
should be more explicitly linked to the climate change issue and verifiable targets 
related to the reduction of emissions should be the basis for the environmental 
assessment of programmes and projects.  

 

                                    
1  According to art. 44 of Reg. 1260/1999 each OP and SPD has been the subject of a mid-term review on the 

basis of a list of monitoring indicators assessing effectiveness, management and financial implementation, to 
check if targets set ex-ante were met. Programmes achieving their targets were rewarded with an extra 
allocation from a reserve of 4% of the Structural Funds' budget not allocated at the beginning of the period. 
For the first time, there was a direct link between the allocation of part-financing and results. 


