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CREATING GREATER SYNERGY BETWEEN EUROPEAN AND 
NATIONAL BUDGETS 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This study analysed spending both at EU and national levels in a number of 
policy areas: education and training, social policy, research, development and 
humanitarian aid, common and foreign security policy. It also reviewed the 
mechanisms and processes aiming at ensuring budget coordination between 
the two levels. The analysis covered the guiding budgetary and policy 
objectives for the five areas based on research in four Member States -
Belgium, France, Slovenia and Portugal. Based on a literature review and 
interviews with officials at both EU and Member State level, current 
mechanisms and procedures for coordinating EU and national expenditure 
were evaluated, as were the reasons for the general lack of synergy between 
the European and national levels.  

The EU budget expenditure only accounts for approximately 2% of total public 
expenditure in the EU. The share of EU expenditure in total public expenditure 
is particularly modest, relative to national expenditure, in social policy, 
education, and foreign/security policy. It is relatively higher in development aid 
and R&D.

The overall synergy between strategic EU policy objectives and budgetary 
policies is weak. Only a modest part of the EU budget is spent on activities 
that contribute to the realisation of the Lisbon strategy. And at Member State 
level, apart from some exceptions – mainly found in regional policy - national 
budgets seldom refer to their contribution to achieving the objectives of the 
Lisbon or other EU strategies.

In general, the policy priorities of the four Member States in the five policy 
areas are congruent with those of the EU, particularly, in the areas of 
development aid and foreign/security policy. All Member States are committed 
to achieve UN Millennium Goals and support the European Consensus on 
Development. In education and social policy, lifelong learning and enhancing 
the flexibility and employability of workers are increasingly important, in line 
with EU policies, in all four Member States. Furthermore, with regard to R&D, 
Member States are increasingly aligning their R&D strategy and national 
funding methods with the objectives and functioning of the EU research 
programme. As might be expected, alignment of policy priorities is strong in 
policy areas – such as cohesion policy - where eligibility for EU funding is 
subject to co-financing requirements. This is particularly the case in Member 
States, where the relative share of EU expenditure in public spending is 
higher.

Interviewees agree that given the current economic and financial crises and 
scarcity of financial resources, there is a strong need for better coordination 
both between policy objectives at EU level (e.g. Lisbon and EU 2020 
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objectives, European Consensus on Development, etc.), but also between 
European and national policy objectives in many areas. Such coordination 
would lead to greater synergy between European and national level spending, 
while respecting and strengthening subsidiarity, additionality, European value 
added and the advantages of economies of scale. 

While few examples of formal budgetary coordination mechanisms could be 
identified, this does not mean that there is no coordination at all. National 
governments cannot ignore EU public spending policy. National budgetary 
strategies increasingly seek EU funds to complement their own efforts. 

In theory, the EU and the Member States coordinate their policies through a 
wide range of often implicit mechanisms, such as networks, benchmarking 
practices and peer reviews, the Broad Economic Policy Guidelines and the 
Open Method of Coordination. Although interviewees recognised the 
relevance of coordination mechanisms for creating budget synergies, they 
admit that they are rarely put into practice. The BEPG, and the Open Method 
of Coordination more generally, are regarded as instruments with limited 
coordination and convergence effects, as they lack sanction mechanisms. 

Also disconnections between the budgetary procedures in the Member States 
and those at EU level are put forward as a reason for the current lack of 
budget synergy. Basic issues such as length and timing of budget cycles and 
the absence of an agreed Europe-wide standard budget structure, complicate 
the search for synergy.

Co-financing requirements, related to some types of EU funding lead to some 
extent to reorientation of national expenditures and a de facto reorientation of 
policy priorities of the Member States. This is particularly the case in Member 
States who depend more on EU budgetary transfers than others.  

In social policy, co-financing requirements of the ESF and ERDF result in an 
increased alignment of policy priorities between both levels and affect national 
budgets. However, this positive leverage effect is limited and less visible in 
Member States who receive relatively little money, like France and Belgium. 

Concerning R&D, there is evidence of increasing alignment between the 
national and EU budgets, since the financial resources of FP7 increased 
substantially, making it relatively more important as a part of total funding for 
research. 

In education, Member States are not obliged to supplement EU expenditure. 
The leverage effect of EU funding is mainly limited to enhanced policy 
coordination, for example through benchmarking practices. 

In development aid, several Member States transfer parts of their national 
development aid to the EU to be managed for EU purposes by the European 
Commission. This is an interesting example of Member States seeking to 
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achieve greater impact by exploiting the economies of scale that pooling 
development aid funds creates.

In the field of foreign and security policy, there is limited evidence of 
budgetary coordination between the EU and national budgets. Foreign and 
security policy is still highly regarded as a policy area with a strong national 
dimension, despite the growing alignment of policy priorities at EU level. In 
both development and foreign/security policy, the creation of the European 
External Action Service will offer an excellent opportunity to create greater 
coordination.

The following recommendations could enhance budgetary coordination 
between the EU budget and national budgets: 

First, the transparency and visibility of budgetary coordination between both 
levels could be enhanced by aligning the categories of expenditure at national 
and EU budget level. An aggregate analysis of European public finance –
requiring high quality and comparable data on the functional breakdown of 
government expenditure - is currently lacking. As it does for the national 
budgets, Eurostat could also align the current categories of expenditure of the 
EU budget with the COFOG categories - without changing the EU budget 
structure - , in order to be able to compare national and EU public expenditure 
simultaneously within one analytical framework. 

Second, Member State authorities could agree to include an overview of their 
financial commitments and efforts to the realisation of the EU objectives and 
strategies in their national budgets. This would provide an opportunity for 
governments and parliaments to relate national objectives to agreed 
commitments at EU level. It would also establish a framework within which EU 
and national expenditure could be set, and would provide an insight into the 
financial leverage effects of EU funding instruments. 

Third, the national parliaments and the European Parliament should work 
together to enhance budgetary coordination between both levels. In addition 
to the existing forum at Council level, discussions between EU and national 
parliaments – which both have budgetary powers – could be an effective 
means to find ways forward with regard to enhanced budgetary coordination 
and to stimulate national authorities to consider EU expenditure at the level of 
national budgets with more attention. Such discussions could also focus on 
the weaknesses that were identified in this report and on the coordination that 
is needed for specific categories of expenditure.     
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