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Abstract 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
On 6 October 2011, the European Commission tabled the draft package of Regulations for 
the reform of Cohesion policy after 2013. The objective of this study has been to critically 
assess these proposals - based on a review of recent research and policy documents and 
budgetary modelling - and to propose recommendations to inform the position of the 
European Parliament in the negotiations. Following the introductory chapter, which provides 
more detail on the legislative context, objectives, methodology and structure of the study, 
a further six chapters review the reform proposals according to key thematic blocks.  

In Chapter 2, future eligibility and allocation scenarios under EU Cohesion Policy are 
presented. These use Eurostat data available as at end February 2012. Regional economic 
growth trends in the current period and the use of EU27 averages would reduce 
significantly the population coverage of the Convergence regions in 2014-2020. The 
introduction of a new definition of transitional region will also alter the pattern of 
intervention, creating a category of assisted area covering over 11 percent of the EU15 
population. Overall, the Budget 2020 proposals suggest a modest decrease in the Cohesion 
Policy budget. This is largely borne by a reduction in Convergence spending, although per 
capita spend on Convergence would rise slightly; Regional Competitiveness & Employment 
spending would rise significantly both in absolute and per capita terms; and Transitional 
region spending would increase by half. Aid intensities will vary widely between former 
Convergence regions, which will receive at least two-thirds of their previous allocation, and 
other Transition regions, for which the allocation mechanism is not clearly specified. 
Financial capping will play a key role in determining financial allocations, especially for the 
least prosperous Member States. For these countries, the cap proposed is substantially 
lower than it was in 2007-13 and has perverse impacts on countries with lower growth. 

Chapter 3 reviews the objectives of Cohesion policy. The Commission has not proposed 
significant changes to the objectives of Cohesion policy. The new Treaty commitment to 
‘territorial’ cohesion is now more explicit, but remains ill-defined, and there is a strong 
emphasis on the thematic objectives of Europe 2020 throughout the draft Regulations. At 
the level of the policy architecture, a rationalisation of the objectives is proposed through 
the (re)formulation of two core ‘goals’: investment for growth and jobs in all regions; and 
territorial cooperation. This simplification merits support as it helps to distinguish policy 
objectives from the different categories of regions that are the targets of support. However, 
the treatment of objectives in the legislation is confusing and incoherent due to the lack of 
a clear statement on the objectives of the different Funds in the common provisions and 
the inconsistent use of terms relating to objectives (‘mission’, ‘goals’ and ‘tasks’) across the 
different Fund Regulations. 

The territorial dimension is examined in Chapter 4. The Commission proposes more 
localised and integrated interventions through Community-Led Local Development and 
Integrated Territorial Investment instruments, an integrated approach to territorial 
development in the planning architecture and a more strategic approach to territorial 
cooperation. There is unease among Member States at the top-down prescriptiveness of 
the provisions, notably the expectation of the incorporation of all the territorial instruments 
in Partnership Contracts and programmes and the ring-fencing of 5 percent of funding to 
urban development. Further concerns arise about the administrative capacity required for 
implementing an integrated territorial approach. More generally, the strong thematic 
orientation of the draft Regulations and Common Strategic Framework, focused on Europe 
2020 objectives, raises justifiable concerns about losing a strategic approach to territorial 
development and cohesion. Thematic concentration on Europe 2020 is also problematic for 
the European Territorial cooperation goal, where programmes often have to address 
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complex combinations of needs and challenges; and it is unclear how territorial cooperation 
will be strategically coordinated in Partnership contracts and with those of other Member 
States. 

Under the heading of strategic coherence and programming, the focus of Chapter 5 is 
on the proposals for a new planning framework and thematic concentration. A draft 
Common Strategic Framework has been tabled by the Commission, offering the potential to 
increase strategic coordination across different funds and EU policies. However, the political 
ownership and legitimacy of the document at national level may be reduced if the Council 
and European Parliament are not formally involved in its legislative adoption. The strategic 
planning architecture is criticised for lacking a territorial dimension and its over-emphasis 
on Europe 2020. Related concerns arise about excessive contractualisation and 
centralisation, including the use of coordination mechanisms in areas where the EU has 
weak competences. While there is a strong case for greater concentration of expenditure, 
the ring-fencing proposals - both within and across the Funds - are complex and 
incoherent, and have been strongly criticised by Member States and other stakeholders for 
not adequately reflecting territorial needs.  

Chapter 6 reviews the new performance framework as part of the results-driven 
agenda. Ex-ante conditionalities are a key component, but must be focused on improving 
effectiveness, linked to Cohesion Policy investments, limited in number, respectful of 
subsidiarity and based on a joint and consensual agreement. Some of the ‘general’ 
conditionalities proposed are more geared towards ensuring compliance with the rules of 
other EU policies than with ensuring effective attainment of programme objectives. The 
extension of macro-economic conditionalities from the Cohesion Fund to the Structural 
Funds is not well-justified. 

Closely linked to conditionalities are the proposals for a performance framework and 
performance reserve. If the aim is to improve the results-orientation, a more explicit focus 
on ‘results’ indicators is needed as opposed to spending or outputs as the Regulation seems 
to suggest. Questions also arise about the timing of the performance review, the quality of 
performance data, methodological challenges in demonstrating performance, and gaming 
(the temptation to set easily-achievable targets). Monitoring systems need to be adapted to 
this results turn. The proposed ex-ante conditionality on the existence of an effective 
system of result indicators should be welcomed, but common indicators at EU level should 
also clearly differentiate between output and results indicators. The evaluation proposals 
provide a good balance between the need to ensure flexibility so that the evaluations are 
adapted to Member State needs, and a requirement to undertake evaluations during the 
period to account for the effectiveness of spending. More could be done to ensure that all 
evaluation reports are publicly available at EU level in a timely manner.  

The regulatory encouragement given to Member States in the 2007-13 period to reinforce 
their administrative capacity for implementing the Funds is strengthened in the legislative 
proposals for the 2014-20 period. The Commission’s draft concept of how capacity should 
be measured is, however, still rudimentary.  

Joint Action Plans represent a new performance-oriented instrument based on the output-
based approach of expenditure reimbursement. While there are a range of potential 
challenges, mirroring those of the performance reserve, the initiative provides scope to test 
options for enhancing the performance orientation of parts of programmes and should be 
encouraged. Systematic monitoring and evaluation is necessary in the future to draw out 
the lessons and potential for mainstreaming to other types of interventions (such as 
infrastructure support under the ERDF).  
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Lastly, an area where the draft Regulations and the recent reform discussions have been 
relatively silent is on how to strengthen high-level political debate and accountability over 
performance at EU level especially to the European Parliament. The introduction of an EU 
Performance Accountability Framework is proposed to redress this gap. 

Chapter 7 turns to the proposals for simplification and assurance. Considerable efforts 
have been made by the Commission to simplify, streamline and harmonise systems and 
rules, particularly through the establishment of common regulatory frameworks and 
requirements across different Funds. Other measures are geared more towards enhancing 
assurance of the legality and regularity. Overall, the primary focus of the legislative 
proposals is on simplification for beneficiaries, whereas the simplification for national or 
regional programme administrators remains elusive. There is no easy solution to the 
problems associated with administrative complexity and error in Cohesion policy, but more 
balance is needed between the (often competing) goals of simplification, assurance and 
performance. The legislative proposals and amendments must be grounded on a thorough 
ex-ante assessment of the measures’ effects and subject to equally rigorous, on-going 
monitoring and evaluation during the 2014-2020 period. 

A final chapter brings together the conclusions of the study and provides policy 
recommendations to inform the position of the European Parliament.   

 Eligibility and allocations  

1. The European Parliament should ask the Commission to provide an assessment of 
the feasibility of a mid-term review of eligibility and the options for addressing the 
problem of significant volatility. 

2. The Commission should be asked to clarify the criteria for allocating funds under the 
Transition and More-developed regions. 

3. The Commission should be requested to clarify its proposals for capping and set out 
how it intends to deal with the perverse impact of capping. 

 Objectives 

4. The European Parliament should seek to introduce specific regulatory clarifications 
and amendments: a new, stand-alone Title or article on ‘objectives’  in the Common 
Provisions stating the objectives of each CSF Fund; an additional paragraph(s)  
under (‘definitions’) specifying the objectives and/or  clarifying the distinction 
between the terms ‘mission’, ‘objectives’ ‘goals’ and ‘tasks’; and standardisation in 
the terminology used across the Fund Regulations, avoiding the interchangeable and 
inconsistent use of the terms and headings of ‘mission’, ‘objectives’ and ‘tasks’. 

 The territorial dimension  

5. The European Parliament should seek to strengthen the territorial dimension of the 
draft legislative package. In particular, the CSF should contain a specific section - 
and sub-sections under each of the thematic objectives (Annex I of the draft CSF) - 
on the territorial dimension, setting out territorial principles, priorities and actions 
using the Territorial Agenda 2020 as a reference point and indicating key linkages 
between this Agenda and  Europe 2020; and Partnership Contracts should be 
required to set out, at a strategic level, how they are using Cohesion Policy 
interventions to exploit territorial potential to achieve the aims of the Europe 2020 
strategy, in line with the Territorial Agenda, and increase territorial cohesion at 
regional, national and European levels. 

6. Operational Programme implementation reports should be required to provide 
information on the territorial distribution of funding at the sub-regional level (i.e. 
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NUTS III/IV boundaries or the lowest level at which data on operations is 
automatically collected in monitoring systems) for each thematic objective in the 
programme.  

7. The European Parliament should advocate: making the use of territorial instruments 
optional and subject to appropriate justification by the Member States of their 
relevance, in the regulatory provisions referring to specific territorial instruments in 
the content of the Partnership Contract (Article 14); and providing greater flexibility 
to Member States in their approach to sustainable urban development, by stipulating 
that the level of ring-fencing should be negotiated with the Commission on the basis 
of  Member State justifications of need, and that the required list of cities should be 
indicative. 

8. The Regulations should require the implementation of Community-led Local 
Development and Integrated Territorial Investments to be supported by specific 
evidence in the Partnership Contract and subsequent ex-ante evaluation of 
programmes of appropriate administrative capacity. 

9. The Regulations should provide greater flexibility for ETC programmes with respect 
to the thematic focus of interventions, either by increasing the number of thematic 
objectives that can be included, or by restricting the concentration requirement to a 
percentage of the allocated resources (e.g. 75 percent). Further, provision should be 
made for a coordination mechanism between the Partnership Contracts of Member 
States participating in a common ETC, for example a ‘territorial memorandum of 
agreement’ setting out the main priority areas for cooperation and taking account of 
relevant macro-regional and sea-basin strategies. 

 Strategic coherence and programming  

10. The Common Strategic Framework should be proposed by the Commission and 
approved by the Council and the European Parliament with consultation of the 
Committee of the Regions and European Economic and Social Committee, preferably 
as an Annex to the general Regulation. 

11. The European Parliament should ensure that the Treaty objectives of cohesion are 
adequately reflected in the content of Partnership Contracts and Operational 
Programmes, including a ‘territorial’ and ‘integrated’ approach: The general 
Regulation should make clear that Partnership Contracts and especially the 
Operational programmes should set out first and foremost a strategy to pursue the 
EUs objectives for economic, social and territorial cohesion; the content should be 
required to demonstrate a ‘territorial’ and ‘integrated’ approach; and provisions 
should be included to allow the adoption of multi-fund programmes including all CSF 
Funds, an increase in the cross-financing threshold to at least 10 percent and for 
priority axes to combine investment priorities from different objectives under all 
Funds. 

12. It is necessary to avoid overlaps and duplication in the content of Partnership 
Contracts and Operational Programmes. Consideration should be given to which 
elements and types of information could be included only in programmes, and 
whether the scope of the Commission’s decision should be narrowed to certain key 
aspects of the Partnership Contract; and the procedures for planning and adopting 
Partnership Contracts must be sensitive to territorial specificities and governance 
arrangements, especially in countries where regional development competences are 
partly or fully devolved to regions.   
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13. Provisions should be included in the Regulation to require Member States and 
regions to provide a justification of the increased level of thematic concentration for 
all CSF Funds and to explain how this would contribute to achieving greater critical 
mass for the types of investment selected. The justification should be provided in 
the Operational Programmes and assessed in more detail in the ex-ante evaluations. 

14. The European Parliament should request that the Commission’s report on the 
programme negotiations and outcomes provides analysis of the increased level of 
thematic concentration across the Member States and at EU level in comparison to 
the 2007-13 period. 

15. ESF allocations should be determined on the basis of a sound analysis of territorial 
needs and absorption capacity and negotiated consensually by the European 
Commission, Member States and regions. 

 Performance framework 

16. The European Parliament should support the introduction of ex-ante conditionalities. 
However, the weak justification for macro-economic conditionality – from a Cohesion 
Policy viewpoint – argues for it to be reconsidered. If broader political pressures 
make this impracticable, macro-economic conditionalities should not impose 
obligatory amendments of the Partnership Contracts or programmes and should 
cover all payments from the EU budget to the Member States.  

17. The European Parliament should support the proposed performance 
framework/reserve, subject to it being: linked to results; carried out at a point in 
the programme implementation calendar when significant results can reasonably be 
expected; applied with credible monitoring information and assessment 
methodologies; and allocated to high-quality projects. Without these conditions 
(especially regarding data), the administrative workload associated with a reserve is 
difficult to justify. 

18. The Parliament should support the Commission’s proposals for effective results-
based monitoring and evaluation systems and ensure that the Council does not 
weaken the ex-ante conditionality on statistical systems and result indicators during 
the negotiations. The proposed use of common indicators at EU level and 
programme-specific indicators at Member State level should also be supported, 
subject to ensuring consistency of approach across the Funds. The European 
Parliament should support the Commission’s proposals for strengthening evaluation 
and, indeed, should seek maximum transparency and accessibility for all evaluation 
outputs to help inform decision-making. 

19. The Commission should develop effective benchmarks and indicators to measure 
and monitor the state and progress of administrative performance and capacity; this 
is a critical task before the next round of programmes are launched in 2014. 

20. The Joint Action Plan initiative should be supported as it could provide a useful 
testing case in the future of how to enhance the performance orientation of parts of 
programmes. 

21. The European Parliament should require, as a matter of priority, the establishment 
of an EU Performance Accountability Framework for Cohesion Policy including: 
annual reporting to the Parliament by the Commission; annual debate in the Council 
and peer review in a new High Level Group; and a re-focusing of Member State 
implementation reports towards results. 
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22. The performance orientation of reporting mechanisms should be increased through: 
(a) revision of the Commission’s annual report on Cohesion policy to give more 
prominence to performance issues; (b) strengthened and binding obligations on 
minimum standards for performance reporting in Member State implementation 
reports (specified in the Regulation and in the Commission’s guidance on the content 
of the reports); and (c) increased transparency through a regulatory provision  
requiring all annual implementation reports to be published online in their entirety 
by June of the following year. 

 Simplification and assurance  

23. Given the strong emphasis on finding administrative savings for beneficiaries in the 
Commission proposals, the key priority for the European Parliament in formulating 
regulatory amendments must be to simplify the day-to-day administration for 
Managing Authorities, including sensitivity to different administrative set-ups at 
national and regional level. 

24. The Parliament’s position must be informed by a systematic assessment of the 
administrative costs of reform. To this end, the Commission’s external studies on 
administrative costs should be made available to the Parliament or published as 
soon as possible, and follow-up studies should be commissioned to periodically 
assess the effects of the simplification measures during the 2014-2020 period.  

25. Simplification should be a core feature of the Performance Accountability 
Framework. A structured system of reporting by the Commission to the European 
Parliament is needed on the effects and outcomes of the simplification measures in 
2014-2020.  


