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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION 

on lagging regions in the EU 

(2017/2208(INI)) 

The European Parliament, 

– having regard to Articles 174, 175 and 176 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 

European Union (TFEU), 

– having regard to 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 103/20061, 

 having regard to Regulation (EU) No 1299/2013 of the European Parliament and of the 

Council of 17 December 2013 on specific provisions for the support from the European 

Regional Development Fund to the European territorial cooperation goal2, 

 having regard to the Commission communication of 14 December 2015 entitled 

‘Investing in jobs and growth – maximising the contribution of European Structural and 

Investment Funds’ (COM(2015)0639), 

 having regard to its resolution of 8 October 2013 on effects of budgetary constraints for 

regional and local authorities regarding the EU’s Structural Funds expenditure in the 

Member States3, 

 having regard to its resolution of 6 July 2016 on preparation of the post-electoral 

revision of the MFF 2014-2020: Parliament’s input ahead of the Commission’s 

proposal4, 

– having regard to its resolution of 16 February 2017 on investing in jobs and growth – 

maximising the contribution of European Structural and Investment Funds: an 

evaluation of the report under Article 16(3) of the CPR5, 

 having regard to its resolution of 13 June 2017 on increasing engagement of partners 

and visibility in the performance of European Structural and Investment Funds6, 

– having regard to its resolution of 13 June 2017 on building blocks for a post-2020 EU 

                                                 
1 OJ L 347, 20.12.2013, p. 320. 
2 OJ L 347, 20.12.2013, p. 259. 
3 OJ C 181, 19.5.2016, p. 29. 
4 Texts adopted, P8_TA(2016)0309. 
5 Texts adopted, P8_TA(2017)0053. 
6 Texts adopted, P8_TA(2017)0245. 
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cohesion policy1, 

– having regard to its resolution of 24 October 2017 on the Reflection Paper on the Future 

of EU Finances2, 

– having regard to the Commission staff working document of 10 April 2017 on 

competitiveness in low-income and low-growth regions: the lagging regions report 

(SWD(2017)0132), 

– having regard to ex ante conditionalities for smart specialisation strategies, 

– having regard to the seventh report on economic, social and territorial cohesion, 

published by the Commission on 9 October 2017, 

 having regard to Rule 52 of its Rules of Procedure, 

 having regard to the report of the Committee on Regional Development and the 

opinions of the Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development and the Committee 

on Fisheries (A8-0046/2018), 

A. whereas the protracted economic and financial crisis in the EU has adversely affected 

economic growth at regional level, although cohesion policy has contributed around one 

third of the EU budget towards growth and employment and reducing disparities 

between EU regions; calls on the Commission, in this context, and in the framework of 

the European Semester, to look into regional and national co-financing under the 

European Structural and Investment (ESI) Funds and its impact on national deficits; 

B. whereas cohesion policy – implemented through the European Regional Development 

Fund (ERDF), the European Social Fund (ESF) and the Cohesion Fund (CF) – is the 

EU’s main investment, growth and development policy, is aligned with the goals of the 

Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, and aims to reduce 

economic, social and territorial disparities between regions, promote convergence and 

ultimately improve the quality of life of European citizens; 

C. whereas the principal objective of the ERDF, ESF and CF for the period 2014-2020 is 

investment in growth and employment with a view to strengthening the labour market, 

regional economies and European regional cooperation, improving cross-border, 

transnational and interregional cooperation within the Union, and ultimately reducing 

development disparities between the individual regions of Europe; 

D. whereas according to the Commission’s lagging regions report, 47 regions in eight 

Member States are lagging behind; whereas the report may lead to a better 

understanding of the complexity of the challenges faced by lagging regions, and should 

therefore be publicly available in all the official EU languages; 

E. whereas cohesion policy plays an important role in all lagging regions and accounts for 

a very high share of public investment in most of them; 

                                                 
1 Texts adopted, P8_TA(2017)0254. 
2 Texts adopted, P8_TA(2017)0401. 
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F. whereas lagging regions have lower productivity, employment and school attendance 

rates than other regions in the same Member State; 

G. whereas the Commission’s report distinguishes between two types of lagging regions: 

‘low-growth regions’ – less-developed and transition regions that did not converge to 

the EU average between 2000 and 2013 in Member States with a GDP per head in 

purchasing power standards (PPS) below the EU average in 2013, which comprise 

almost all the less-developed and transition regions in Greece, Spain, Italy and Portugal; 

and ‘low-income regions’ – all regions with a GDP per head in PPS below 50 % of the 

EU average in 2013, which comprise several less-developed regions in Bulgaria, 

Hungary, Poland and Romania; 

H. whereas low-growth regions suffer from economic stagnation, owing, in particular, to a 

drop in public and private investment, unlike low-income regions, which generally 

maintain their development potential; 

I. whereas lagging regions suffer more than others from the shortage of public and private 

investment, which is also due to public debt reduction requirements imposed by the 

Stability Pact; 

J. whereas lagging regions are often characterised by a lack of structural reforms, which 

reduces the impact of already limited public investments; 

K. whereas lagging regions suffer from serious disadvantages in terms of public transport, 

economic and energy infrastructure, and require more efficient and effective 

investments; 

L. whereas the Commission takes the view that a closer relationship between cohesion 

policy and country-specific recommendations in the framework of the European 

Semester is needed; 

M. whereas lagging regions, and in particular low-income regions, are often confronted 

with the flight of young people and skilled labour, both of which are necessary 

resources for the economic and social revitalisation of the areas concerned, making 

those regions less attractive in terms of employment and investments; 

N. whereas the definition of low-income and low-growth regions should be refined; 

O. whereas it is important to raise awareness among end-users of EU-funded regional and 

local programmes and the results achieved, regardless of funding levels in any specific 

region; 

P. whereas good governance and an efficient public administration are needed in lagging 

regions, as they contribute significantly to creating the conditions for economic growth; 

whereas reducing the excess of rules and controls, and the length and complexity of 

procedures, and using ICT tools better, would contribute to improving efficiency and 

good governance in lagging regions; 

Q. whereas according to the seventh report on economic, social and territorial cohesion, 

lagging regions are ranked lowest in the European Quality of Government Index, which 
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means that the impact of public investment is reduced; 

R. whereas reliable, up-to-date and disaggregated figures and statistics are important for  

well-informed, more transparent, impartial and fairer political decisions; 

S. whereas obstacles to growth should be removed and gaps in infrastructures reduced in 

lagging regions; 

T. whereas SMEs in lagging regions are financed with much higher interest rates and 

encounter more difficulties in being granted loans from the banking sector in order to 

co-finance ESI fund projects; 

U. whereas four out of five lagging regions have at least 25 % of their population in a city 

or its commuting zones, known as a functional urban area (FUA), and one out of five 

lagging regions has more than 50 % of its population in an FUA; 

V. whereas traditional activities, such as small-scale artisanal fishing or farming, define 

identities and lifestyles in most coastal and rural areas of lagging regions, and are of 

economic, territorial, social and cultural importance; whereas development strategies 

are needed in order to enhance the capacity to retain and attract talent, adopt new 

technologies, and stimulate new investments;  

1. Welcomes the fact that the Commission has presented a staff working document on 

competitiveness in low-income and low-growth regions: the lagging regions report; 

notes that the report proposes a number of positive solutions to support economic 

growth, sustainable development and job creation in these regions; stresses, 

furthermore, that the analysis concerning their competitiveness makes an important 

contribution to the future debate on cohesion policy; 

2. Welcomes the implementation of the pilot initiatives for lagging regions in two regions 

in Romania and, with the support of the World Bank, two regions in Poland, particularly 

the definition of strategic priorities and concrete, quickly implementable actions; looks 

forward to the publication of the results of these initiatives; 

3. Stresses that cohesion policy plays a key role in ensuring and promoting public and 

private investment in all EU regions, both directly and by contributing to the creation of 

a favourable environment for investment; considers that the EU as a whole, in order to 

promote its overall harmonious development, should carry out actions which strengthen 

its economic, social and territorial cohesion and reduce disparities between the levels of 

development of the various regions and the backwardness of lagging regions; 

4. Calls on the Commission to define lagging regions at NUTS III level, on the basis of 

general economic and social conditions, and to better target the financing of these areas 

in line with ESI fund programming cycles; 

5. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to create tailor-made strategies, 

programmes and actions for the different lagging regions, taking into account the trends 

and sub-regional disparities, as the paths taken and the challenges facing low-income 

and low-growth regions differ greatly, depending on their specificities, using smart 

specialisation strategies, to accelerate their convergence and secure the best solutions 
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for job creation, economic growth and sustainable development; considers that these 

strategies, programmes or actions should be coordinated with the Urban Agenda, as 

lagging regions are not purely rural; 

6. Stresses that, in addition to the low development of and investment in SMEs, 

unemployment remains drastically high, particularly among young people, and 

represents one of the most serious and pressing problems in the vast majority of lagging 

regions; underlines the fundamental role of secondary and higher education, of 

professional, on-the-job training and of knowledge transfer in combating the alarming 

levels of youth unemployment and the large numbers of young people departing these 

regions; points out the importance of education and training and of increased 

investments in relation to the needs and development of SMEs and family businesses; is 

of the opinion that the involvement of young people leads to improved performance, 

since they often provide innovative solutions; 

7. Notes that the presence of an educated and trained workforce that matches the needs of 

the regional economy has a powerful impact on competitiveness, productivity and the 

attractiveness of the labour market, which can then flourish in an environment of 

growth and openness to public and private investment; is of the opinion that, in this 

context, account should be taken of the present situation of lagging regions, particularly 

the negative migration rate and its adverse impact on employment; highlights the role 

that agriculture and fisheries play in lagging regions, as they, through the promotion of 

family businesses and jobs, and the facilitation of social inclusion, supply food and 

guarantee food security; 

8. Notes that diversification has become a necessity for farmers and fishermen, 

particularly in the lagging regions, as a means to provide additional sources of income 

and boost economically and environmentally sustainable activities; notes, however, that 

such diversification must in no way replace more traditional activities, such as 

sustainable fishing; encourages the Member States and regional and local authorities to 

support blue economy and similar projects in order to help people in the lagging regions 

develop environmentally sustainable income sources; 

9. Hopes that the implementation of the EU 2020 Strategy in the area of employment, 

education and training, as well as the forthcoming EU long-term strategy and its 

objectives, will continue to take due account of the specific needs of lagging regions, 

and in particular of the persistent infrastructure gaps and the development of human 

capital, focusing particularly on the rate of early school leavers and their adverse impact 

on employment; calls on the Commission, in this context, to look into the impact of a 

possible increase in the ESF co-financing rate for the next financing period; 

10. Considers it necessary to strike the right balance between structural interventions, social 

policies and industrial policies in the programming and implementation of ESI funds, in 

order to stimulate economic growth, sustainable development and job creation by 

combining grants with financial instruments and attracting extra financial support, 

thereby helping to address the remaining shortcomings; stresses, in this regard, that low-

risk financial instruments could be preferable to higher-risk ones wherever the 

economic outlook allows for it; 

11. Notes that cohesion policy can serve as a tool for rectifying competitiveness gaps and 
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imbalances, as well as macroeconomic asymmetries between regions, by encouraging 

the creation of an attractive and sustainable environment for businesses and citizens; 

underlines the fact that, in low-growth regions, accessing credit, enforcing contracts and 

protecting minority investments are the main problems identified, while in low-income 

regions, the biggest issues are resolving insolvency, electricity supply and contract 

enforcement; 

12. Notes that lagging regions are under considerable migratory pressure; believes that the 

contribution of the ESI funds to tackling this challenge can only be successful if the 

principle of solidarity is also applied effectively; considers that refugees and migrants 

under international protection need to receive appropriate training and education with a 

view to being integrated into the labour market; 

13. Notes that many of the problems of lagging regions are similar to those experienced in 

the outermost regions; welcomes, therefore, the strategy proposed by the Commission in 

its communication: ‘A stronger and renewed strategic partnership with the EU’s 

outermost regions’1; 

14. Considers that demographic and social development criteria, such as the Regional 

Social Progress Index, and environmental or other indicators, along with GDP, could be 

considered in the context of cohesion policy and included in future Commission reports 

on lagging regions, in order to ensure that the potential of lagging regions is fulfilled; 

15. Highlights the adverse effects of the economic and financial crisis, especially for low-

growth regions, which have reduced the margins of budgetary policies, leading to public 

investment cuts; stresses, on the other hand, the importance of debt reduction with a 

view to eliminating the budgetary deficit and tailoring public investment to growth 

requirements; 

16. Considers that cohesion policy has a positive impact in creating growth and 

employment; stresses the need to apply the agreed position on the Stability and Growth 

Pact regarding flexibility for cyclical conditions, structural reforms and government 

investments aimed at implementing major structural reforms and similar projects, with a 

view to achieving the Europe 2020 goals; recognises the necessity of clarifying the 

context and scope of application of structural reforms within cohesion policy; notes, 

however, that such structural reforms in Member States and regions under support 

programmes may help to achieve a better outcome for investments under cohesion 

policy; 

17. Calls for stronger action to increase convergence between all regions, including action 

to ensure their resiliency to sudden shocks; 

18. Notes that access to credit is harder in lagging regions, especially in low-income 

regions, because of higher interest rates and, to a certain extent, the risk aversion of the 

credit system; stresses the importance of ensuring easier access to credit in order to 

assist SMEs, to encourage new business models, and to promote growth in lagging 

regions; 

                                                 
1 Commission communication of 24 October 2017 (COM(2017)0623). 
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19. Stresses the importance of EU funds in boosting the economic resilience and cohesion 

of those regions, as well as competitiveness, investment and opportunities for 

cooperation; acknowledges, therefore, the input of local action groups in developing 

local strategies; suggests that the Commission should look into the possibility of 

proposing the allocation of a larger share of support to community-led local 

development (CLLD), thus helping to both tackle challenges and build up capacities; 

recalls that lagging regions often experience difficulties in accessing finance, as well as 

bureaucratic and administrative delays which hamper the operations of EU funds; 

20. Is of the opinion that positive incentives could be sought for the regions within the 

existing framework of the macroeconomic conditions imposed by the European 

Semester; 

21. Takes into consideration the importance of sound economic governance for an efficient 

overall performance of ESI funds, with the ultimate aim of rectifying shortcomings and 

preventing delays; supports, in this regard, the need to analyse and subsequently review 

the very rationale of the link between the European Semester and cohesion policy;  

22. Believes that solidarity, stronger institutional capacity, respect for the principle of good 

governance, better connectivity and digitalisation in these regions have a significant 

impact on their economic growth and on the more efficient and effective use of existing 

resources; draws attention, for this reason, to the issue of supporting and improving the 

quality of administration and institutions in the regions affected; calls on the 

Commission and the Member States to disseminate best practice examples on the 

increased efficiency of public administration, as effective governance should be the 

basic recommendation for lagging regions; 

23. Underlines, in this context, the importance of the partnership principle, and of multi-

level governance, which needs to be strengthened without prejudice to the principle of 

subsidiarity; believes that the involvement of all levels of government and interested 

stakeholders in designing and implementing strategies and specific programmes and 

actions aimed at these regions is fundamental in order to create effective European 

added value for citizens; 

24. Reiterates the importance of innovation, digitalisation, and improving local services 

(health, social, postal) and infrastructure for creating a positive environment and a good 

foundation for boosting growth and enhancing cohesion in lagging regions; considers 

that the provision of high-speed internet connections is a precondition for the viability 

of rural and mountainous areas; highlights the potential of multi-sectoral projects that 

promote economic, social and territorial development by capitalising on synergies 

between European funds; 

25. Suggests that country-specific recommendations within the framework of the European 

Semester should be made on a multiannual basis, with medium-term monitoring and 

reviews, and seen as positive incentives for the launch of structural reforms rather than 

as instruments that could exclude access to investments under the cohesion policy, with 

a view to contributing to the common objectives of the Union; 

26. Believes that the measures linking the effectiveness of ESI funds to sound economic 

governance, as outlined in Regulation 1303/2013, should be carefully analysed, 
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including through the involvement of all stakeholders; believes, furthermore, that the 

rationale behind the ESI funds should be rethought, with a view to the next 

programming period and taking into account its implementation over the period 2014-

2020; is of the opinion that the Commission should consider adjustments to how the 

European Semester and cohesion policy are linked; suggests, in this regard, a system of 

positive incentives, with margins to be created in the new multiannual financial 

framework (MFF), which could serve as an envelope to be used when Member States 

comply with the country-specific recommendations and other requirements under the 

European Semester; 

27. Considers it particularly necessary to support productive and indigenous business 

activities specific to lagging regions, including sustainable tourism, the circular 

economy, local energy transition, agriculture, manufactured products, and innovation 

focused on SMEs; considers that synergies arising from the effective combination of 

funding from regional and national bodies and from EU instruments, using integrated 

territorial investments, should help to create economic opportunities, particularly for 

young people; 

28. Underlines the importance of exploiting all the opportunities offered by the EU for 

sustainable development and growth in these regions; considers that Member States 

should pay particular attention to lagging regions when preparing operational and cross-

border cooperation programmes; recalls, therefore, that it is important to encourage the 

use of funds under direct management and the EFSI, alongside and in coordination with 

the opportunities offered by cohesion policy; 

29. Stresses the importance of reliable, up-to-date, disaggregated statistics; requests, 

therefore, that the Commission and Eurostat provide statistics with the greatest possible 

detail and geographical disaggregation, so that they may be used to devise suitable 

cohesion policies, including in the lagging regions; welcomes, in this context, the 

information provided in the Commission’s report; 

 30. Calls on the Commission to consider reviewing the existing relationship between 

cohesion policy and macroeconomic governance, recalling that the policy has 

legitimacy stemming directly from the Treaties, and is one of the most visible European 

policies and the most important expression of European solidarity and added value 

across all European regions; believes that the link between cohesion policy and 

economic governance processes within the framework of the European Semester must 

be balanced, reciprocal and focused on a system of positive incentives; supports further 

recognition of the territorial dimension, which could be beneficial for the European 

Semester; considers it necessary, accordingly, to take a balanced approach to economic 

governance and economic, social and territorial cohesion objectives as laid down by the 

Treaties and to sustainable growth, employment and environmental protection; 

31. Recalls the need for all political actors to recognise the role played by cohesion policy 

as the main European economic policy instrument to promote public and private 

investments which take into account regions’ specific economic, social and territorial 

characteristics; 

32. Calls on the Member States, as proposed in the Commission’s report, to adopt national 

and regional development strategies and programmes aimed at supporting lagging 
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regions and improving their administrative capacities, governance and other key growth 

factors; calls on the Commission, in this regard, to provide technical, professional and 

practical assistance to Member States, regions and municipalities in order to use best 

practices and support the digitalisation of public services; 

33. Calls for cohesion policy to continue to be a priority for the Union and to be backed by 

ambitious funding accordingly, even in the light of pressures on the EU budget, and for 

the synergies with other EU funds to be increased and complementary financial support 

via financial instruments in the post-2020 multiannual programming framework to be 

attracted; stresses that values such as European solidarity, which cohesion policy 

embodies, should not be undermined; 

34. Recalls Parliament’s responsibility in designing and approving the appropriate 

legislative framework for the future cohesion policy; highlights the need to preserve the 

basic role and goal of cohesion policy in line with Article 174 TFEU, in order not only 

to achieve convergence, but also to prevent territories from falling behind; points out 

the need to streamline rules, and to ensure a proper balance between the simplification 

of the policy and adequate controls, while reducing excessive administrative burdens; is 

of the opinion that the Commission and the Member States should consider an extension 

of the provisions of Article 7 of Regulation (EU) No 1301/2013 on the ERDF, by 

financing the links of cities with their surrounding areas in the lagging regions;  

35. Calls on the Commission to better support the development of innovation systems, such 

as innovation strategies for smart specialisation, and to strengthen the interaction 

between businesses, universities and research centres in lagging regions; stresses, 

furthermore, that well-connected territories are essential for the work of research 

partnerships, including European Innovation Partnership initiatives, so that innovative 

practices can further enhance the sustainable development of agriculture and associated 

businesses in lagging regions; 

36. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council, the Commission, the 

Committee of the Regions, the European Economic and Social Committee, and the 

governments and national and regional parliaments of the Member States. 
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT 

In June 2015, Corina Creţu, Commissioner for Regional Policy, launched an initiative to 

investigate the factors limiting growth and investment in low-income and low-growth regions 

(‘lagging regions’). 

 

This report aims to identify possible solutions with a view to underpinning growth and 

increasing income in these regions. 

 

It focuses on 47 regions in eight Member States, including: 

 

 low-growth regions: regions with a GDP that is close to the EU average but with no 

growth, this being the case of Italy, Spain, Greece and Portugal and 

 

 low-income regions: regions with a GDP that is still very low but with a very 

encouraging upward curve. In those regions (in Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland and Romania), 

which were seriously lagging behind at the outset, cohesion policy is working extremely 

successfully. 

 

Background 

 

The macroeconomic framework has a significant impact on regional growth. Macroeconomic 

imbalances caused by the crisis risk undermining efforts made over two decades of cohesion 

policy, especially in low-growth regions where alarming public and private debt levels are 

curbing development. 

 

Lagging regions have lower productivity, school attendance and employment levels. Their 

economies are being undermined by an inflexible labour market and a sluggish business 

environment. 

 

At the same time, their growth potential is being threatened by underdeveloped regional 

innovation systems, lack of skills and inadequate institutions. 

 

Low-income regions are characterised by a steady decline in population due the departure of 

young people and qualified workers in particular, who are moving to areas offering better 

employment prospects. 

 

It is the low-growth regions that have been hardest-hit by waning public and private 

investment. 

 

The solutions envisaged by the Commission include better relations between businesses and 

with higher education institutions, investment in infrastructure and education, improved links 

between cities and their surrounding areas, greater investment in public institutions to 

improve the effectiveness and efficiency of public services and to strengthen the link between 

the European Semester and the cohesion policy by identifying areas of investment. 
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The report 

 

The rapporteur takes the view that the Commission report gives food for thought and deeper 

reflection, focusing on the ineffectiveness of inflexible labour markets where collective 

bargaining is the rule. 

 

The rapporteur considers that the heart of the problem resides in the definition of the 

relationship between cohesion policy and European economic policy. 

 

The report addresses this problem in three main areas: 

 

Public debt and economic growth 

 

The Commission states that the public debt represents an obstacle to growth and hence the 

smooth functioning of cohesion policy. Its report establishes a direct link between cohesion 

policy and public debt, maintaining that the latter is undermining the capacity of the structural 

funds to generate development and growth. 

 

The rapporteur takes the view that public debt reduction obligations under the Stability Pact 

are limiting the scope for public investment, leaving lagging regions, which are most 

dependent on them, most affected. Furthermore, cohesion policy investment is being 

hampered by budget constraints rather than public debt. In order to ensure that cohesion 

policy can create growth and jobs, it is therefore necessary for co-funding to be exempt from 

budgetary constraints imposed by the Stability and Growth Pact. 

 

Relationship between cohesion policy and macroeconomic conditionality 

 

The rapporteur takes the view that the macroeconomic conditionality mechanism must be 

reformed in order to avoid jeopardising investments in those very regions with the greatest 

structural problems. Before seeking to meet any macroeconomic objectives, any 

conditionalities, in the case of cohesion or other EU policies, should seek to ensure respect for 

fundamental values and coexistence. 

 

Macroeconomic conditionality should still, in the rapporteur’s view, be considered a 

benchmark for the activation of cohesion measures, but in a positive and constructive manner, 

in order to stimulate and promote reforms.  

 

Cohesion policy and the European Semester  

 

The Commission wishes to see a closer link between cohesion policy and the European 

Semester’s country-specific recommendations, but fails to indicate how this should be 

achieved. These recommendations should not be a constraint but should provide stimulus and 

support for the regions also. Given the need for structural reforms in low-growth regions, 

these recommendations should be made on a multiannual basis. 
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25.1.2018 

OPINION OF THE COMMITTEE ON AGRICULTURE AND RURAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

for the Committee on Regional Development 

on lagging regions in the EU 

(2017/2208(INI)) 

Rapporteur: Viorica Dăncilă 

 

 

SUGGESTIONS 

The Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development calls on the Committee on Regional 

Development, as the committee responsible, to incorporate the following suggestions into its 

motion for a resolution: 

A. whereas there is a need to ensure the continuity of the type of investment currently 

being made under the second pillar of the common agricultural policy (CAP), which is 

an essential financing instrument for boosting economic growth, promoting 

competitiveness, innovation and employment in lagging regions’ rural and mountainous 

areas and ensuring sustainable rural development; whereas the second pillar also 

provides the financial incentives for investment in rural areas to address specific 

territorial needs; whereas these financial incentives in turn contribute to achieving the 

cross-cutting objectives of environmental protection and climate change mitigation and 

adaptation; whereas the first pillar provides incentives and support for agricultural and 

agro-ecological practices, which both help the environment and encourage people, for 

example young farmers, to engage in agriculture; 

B. whereas agriculture provides for a significantly higher share of employment in both 

low-income and low-growth regions than the average for the EU-28; whereas it is 

notably five times higher in low-income regions and 2.6 times higher in low-growth 

regions; 

C. whereas the report on lagging regions largely concerns the period 2000-2013, with an 

update containing data up to 2014 or 2015, and does not take farming into account; 

D.  whereas low political prioritisation and investment, insufficient physical and digital 

infrastructure, low connectivity, a lack of e-services, an often insufficient institutional 

capacity or absence of local public services, a skills gap and increasing levels of 
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indebtedness among rural and farming communities all present major obstacles for the 

successful development of viable and self-sufficient rural businesses and communities, 

pushing many young people to abandon rural areas and migrate away, worsening the 

shortage of qualified workers and compromising the future prospects of the region; 

E. whereas in some of the EU’s low-income regions the problem of land-grabbing and 

concentration of land is a big obstacle to helping these regions develop and grow; 

F. whereas one of the biggest and most complex issues in the EU is the improvement of 

the situation of rural areas, which could be tackled using a smart approach; 

G. whereas gender issues are usually addressed in ‘soft’ policy areas, rather than in ‘hard’ 

ones, such as regional policies, which receive higher financial support; 

1. Takes the view that agriculture, the agrifood sector and rural entrepreneurship are part 

of the solution for enhancing sustainable growth and revitalisation of rural areas, 

promoting family businesses and creating new jobs, in ways which facilitate broad and 

non-discriminatory social inclusion, and are excellent instruments by which to combat 

poverty and inequalities and to increase levels of income in lagging regions, while at the 

same time helping to sustainably preserve the countryside, promote ecosystem services, 

and combat rural depopulation and reductions in the availability of public services; 

highlights the strategic role that agriculture plays in lagging regions, by supplying food 

and guaranteeing food security for these regions;  

2. Considers that particular attention should be devoted to the phenomenon of rural 

depopulation involving the departure of young people, who are a necessary resource for 

economic and social revival of the localities concerned; 

3. Notes that rural areas are not only areas where farmers work and food is grown, but are 

also home to millions of Europeans, who are living in communities with fewer and 

fewer possibilities; 

4. Calls on the Member States and the Commission to invest in education to attract and 

maintain high-quality human resources in agricultural lagging regions; 

5. Stresses the importance of rural development funds in boosting the economic resilience 

and territorial cohesion of these regions, as well as competitiveness, through tailor-made 

projects based on bottom-up approaches, investments, opportunities for cooperation and 

infrastructure development; acknowledges, therefore, the input of local action groups in 

developing local strategies, supporting stakeholder networking and the appraisal and 

approval of individual LEADER projects, and calls, therefore, for a larger share of 

support to be allocated to community-led local development (CLLD), thus helping to 

both tackle challenges and build up capacities; underlines the importance of knowledge 

transfer and of providing lagging regions with easier access to agricultural innovations; 

points out that involving young people in agricultural activities leads to improved 

performance, since they contribute innovative solutions and bring state-of-the-art 

technology to farming; 

6.  Stresses the importance of maintaining adequate EU regional development funds post 

2020 in order to meet the needs of these regions, taking account, above all, of the 
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growth potential of farming, while bearing in mind the need for continued financing for 

all EU regions, as the impacts of globalisation, climate change and industrial transition 

are not limited to less developed regions, as presented in the Commission’s 7th 

Cohesion Report, but also significantly affect, for instance, sparsely populated areas; 

recognises the important role of the first pillar’s payment schemes, especially for 

lagging regions, and thus calls for them to be kept as close as possible to the levels in 

the current CAP;  

7.  Stresses that funding for rural development and of the CAP cannot be compromised, 

despite pressures on the EU budget; highlights that Brexit will have consequences for 

all Member States and may negatively impact rural regions; calls for these regions to be 

identified and supported; 

8. Stresses the need for greater flexibility in the management of rural development funds, 

and underlines the importance of severing the link between agricultural funding and 

budgetary constraints; 

9. Stresses that comprehensive and well-timed development strategies are needed not only 

to address some of the basic problems of agricultural lagging regions, but also to 

enhance their capacity to adopt new technology, retain and attract talent, and generate 

and stimulate new investments; 

10. Considers that one of the greatest challenges facing lagging regions is that of increasing 

productivity and employment in farming; 

11. Emphasises the importance of the possible synergetic effects of agriculture’s large but 

declining share of total employment in lagging regions, with the prospect of being able 

to provide a solid basis for development of traditional quality products, such as 

geographical indication (GI) products, mountain products or local specialities, and 

promotion of food security and environmental sustainability measures; notes also the 

potential for developing tourism activities, specifically rural and agro-tourism; 

highlights Parliament’s call in 2015 to extend EU-wide GI protection to non-agricultural 

products; believes that such an extension would boost all rural regions in the EU by 

adding value to traditional products and creating employment in rural regions; 

encourages the Commission to come forward with a legislative proposal to extend GI 

protection to non-agricultural products; 

12. Highlights the importance of supporting local initiatives geared to the processing, 

marketing, distribution and consumption of local products, as well as local trading; 

13. Reiterates the importance of innovation, appropriately scaled digitalisation, and 

improving local services (health, social, postal) and infrastructure, thus creating a 

positive environment and good foundation for boosting growth and enhancing cohesion 

in lagging regions; stresses that good infrastructure, especially the provision of high-

speed internet connections, which is a precondition for the viability of rural areas, can 

contribute to addressing rural depopulation and can help attract a high-calibre workforce 

needed for growth in these areas; recalls that education and training are essential in the 

development mix, which can be further strengthened by online interconnectedness; 

welcomes the Commission’s reflection paper regarding the future of farming, which 

envisages a greater concentration of investments in the field of the circular economy 



 

RR\1147022EN.docx 17/28 PE612.353v02-00 

 EN 

and the bioeconomy, offering significant potential for employment, and the 

development of the ‘smart villages’ initiative through support for local communities 

with a view to digitalisation and the development of service infrastructure; 

14. Highlights the social farming model and its potential to connect people in rural areas, 

and in particular bring farming closer to citizens; believes that this model is an 

important tool that offers a range of therapeutic support services to the local community 

while connecting farmers to the wider community; 

15. Notes that the full implementation of innovative projects, such as the ‘smart villages’ 

initiative, relies heavily on expanded connectivity along with education; urges further 

steps to stop the depopulation of rural areas, to boost family farming, and to promote 

better environmental management, social inclusion, poverty reduction and job creation 

with a smart approach; 

16. Notes that promoting a change in traditional gender roles, so that women are 

increasingly able to share the benefits of regional enlargement, has an intrinsic value 

and can also strengthen the competitiveness of trade and industry, particularly in the 

lagging regions; 

17. Welcomes the Commission’s prioritisation of generational renewal in the framework of 

the next reform of the CAP; believes that this focus will contribute to the sustainability 

of the EU’s rural regions; 

18. Notes that diversification has become a necessity for many farmers, particularly in the 

lagging regions, in order to provide additional sources of income; 

19.  Stresses that well-connected territories that prioritise and enhance rural areas are 

essential for the work of research partnerships, including European Innovation 

Partnership initiatives, so that innovative practices can further enhance the sustainable 

development of agriculture and associated businesses and growth in lagging regions’ 

rural areas; considers, in this regard, that the need to promote cooperation between EU 

regions at NUTS 2 level is the most pertinent; 

20. Stresses the usefulness of the territorial approach, which ensures sufficient 

infrastructure and social capital for each region; highlights the need for services such as 

professional counselling, financial advice and advice on farm management practices to 

be provided in rural regions, to alleviate the pressures that farming brings; reiterates 

that, in order to maintain these areas, it is vital to offer public services such as 

education, vocational training, health care, public social services, public transport and 

public postal services; calls on the Member States to consider the possibility of helping 

communities in the lagging regions by means of corresponding tools which create 

closed production circuits and help value-adding processes remain in the regions, thus 

creating vibrant rural economies and reversing rural depopulation; 

21. Calls on the Commission to ensure that co-financing under the European Structural and 

Investment Funds remains outside the constraints of the Stability and Growth Pact. 
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SUGGESTIONS 

The Committee on Fisheries calls on the Committee on Regional Development, as the 

committee responsible, to incorporate the following suggestions into its motion for a 

resolution: 

 having regard to its resolution of 12 April 2016 on innovation and diversification of 

small-scale coastal fishing in fisheries-dependent regions1, 

 having regard to its resolution of 4 July 2017 on the role of fisheries-related tourism in 

the diversification of fisheries2, 

 having regard to its resolution of 6 July 2017 on promoting cohesion and development 

in the outermost regions of the EU implementation of Article 349 of the TFEU3, 

 having regard to Regulation (EU) No 1380/2013 on the new Common Fisheries Policy4, 

 having regard to Regulation (EU) No 1379/2013 on the common organisation of the 

markets in fishery and aquaculture products5, 

 having regard to Regulation (EU) No 508/2014 on the new European Maritime and 

Fisheries Fund (EMFF)6, 

A. whereas fishing, particularly small-scale artisanal fishing, is a traditional activity which, 

                                                 
1 Texts adopted, P8_TA(2016)0109. 
2 Texts adopted, P8_TA(2017)0280. 
3 Texts adopted, P8_TA(2017)0316. 
4 OJ L 354, 28.12.2013, p. 22. 
5 OJ L 354, 28.12.2013, p. 1. 
6 OJ L 149, 20.5.2014, p. 1. 
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through its specific character, defines identities and lifestyles in most coastal areas of 

the ‘low-growth regions’ (such as areas of the Italian Mezzogiorno, and of Greece, 

Croatia, Spain and Portugal) and ‘low-income regions’ (such as areas of Bulgaria and 

Romania) referred to in the relevant Commission report; 

B. whereas the livelihood of 12 % of the world’s population depends on fishing and 

aquaculture, meaning that trade in fish products can have an enormous social and 

economic impact, almost 40 % of production being traded internationally with an 

annual export value of over EUR 115 billion; 

C. whereas small-scale, artisanal, coastal and shellfish fishing are of economic, territorial, 

social and cultural importance in many of the EU’s coastal areas, including its islands 

and outermost regions, and this sector should therefore be protected and supported in 

the face of industrial and large-scale fishing and industrial aquaculture; 

D. whereas artisanal fishing uses gear and techniques that have less impact on the status of 

endangered stocks; 

E. whereas artisanal fishing has significant repercussions for the future of the Union’s less 

developed coastal and island communities; whereas it is necessary to foster young 

people’s interest in joining the sector and to offer them high-quality training, including 

in artisanal and coastal fishing, with the aim of contributing to the development of areas 

that rely on fishing and encouraging the population to remain; 

F. whereas attaining maximum sustainable yield (MSY) requires applying a regional focus 

that takes account of scientific criteria and socio-economic considerations; 

G. whereas the EU is the world’s largest market for fish products, making it all the more 

necessary to ensure that fisheries activities are not only profitable but also balanced and 

sustainable; 

H. whereas fishing has continued to decline, further contributing to the severe economic 

decline of many coastal and island areas, including those in the lagging regions, 

resulting in depopulation, with inhabitants leaving for areas offering better employment 

and education prospects; 

I. whereas the measures affecting these regions that are adopted as part of the common 

fisheries policy must be sustainable from the social and economic point of view so as to 

ensure that artisanal fishing remains viable; whereas the species fished in coastal 

fisheries are extremely valuable in socio-economic terms even though they account for 

only a small proportion of commercial fisheries; 

J. whereas Article 17 of Regulation (EU) No 1380/2013 stipulates that ‘when allocating 

the fishing opportunities available to them, ... Member States shall use transparent and 

objective criteria’ and that ‘the criteria to be used may include, inter alia, ... the 

contribution to the local economy’; whereas within this framework the EU must pay 

particular attention to the fleets of the less developed regions; 

K. whereas women play a vital role in artisanal fishing, particularly in tasks related to the 

processing chain and shellfish fishing; 
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L. whereas the EU’s cohesion policy aims to reduce the differences between regions and 

between Member States, fostering economic, social and territorial confluence, and 

having regard to the role played by the fishing sector and sectors directly or indirectly 

linked to it in the development of coastal regions; 

M. whereas the large number of jobs, both direct and indirect, that are generated in the 

fishing, shellfishing and aquaculture sectors and ancillary industries, as well as the fish 

marketing and processing industries, gives them a high degree of socio-economic 

importance; 

N. whereas some coastal fishing areas in the lagging regions are situated near economically 

developed regions and tourist destinations, but are nonetheless unable to achieve 

adequate economic growth; 

O. whereas the pressure to make use of the sea’s resources is growing in such regions, with 

the fisheries sector often marginalised in favour of tourism, even though the two sectors 

are compatible and complementary; 

P. whereas Article 349 of the TFEU recognises the special economic and social situation 

of the outermost regions (ORs), which is compounded by structural factors (remoteness, 

insularity, small size, difficult topography and climate, dependence on a few products, 

etc.) the permanence and combination of which severely restrain their development; 

Q. whereas a large percentage of local populations in the less developed regions, 

particularly in the ORs, rely on activities linked to small-scale coastal and local fishing, 

and there is a shortage of young people in this type of activity because it is unattractive, 

low-skilled and often badly paid; 

R. whereas one way of guaranteeing that fishery products from the ORs are competitive is 

to ensure that the price of fish from those regions is not inflated as a result of transport 

costs when it reaches the main destination markets; 

S. whereas recreational fishing and the tourism linked to this activity have an important 

economic impact and could bring economic diversification to these regions; 

T. whereas the EU’s blue economy strategy encourages and supports sustainable economic 

development in coastal areas; 

U. whereas maritime and coastal tourism provides jobs for 3.2 million people and 

generates a total of EUR 183 billion in gross value added in the EU; 

1. Stresses the importance of fishing, in particular small-scale fishing, and sustainable 

coastal and maritime tourism for the development of an all-inclusive social and eco-

friendly maritime economy; emphasises the importance of diversifying the range of 

tourism on offer by boosting economically and environmentally sustainable activities 

that facilitate and promote access to the maritime heritage, undersea tourism, gastro-

tourism and water sports throughout the year, with the aim of offsetting seasonality; 

considers it necessary to provide greater financial support for SMEs that are developing 

innovative solutions for coastal and maritime tourism, through financial instruments 

such as Horizon 2020; 
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2. Notes that diversification has become a necessity for many small-scale fishermen 

almost everywhere, but particularly for those in the lagging regions, as their income 

from fishing activities is often inadequate and they need to turn to additional sources of 

income, including new forms of sector-related tourism, such as fishery tourism; 

encourages the Commission and the Member States to support the use of different EU 

funds alongside the EMFF in order to develop fishery tourism and fish processing in 

these areas and thus diversify income sources; stresses, however, that such 

diversification must in no way endanger actual fishing activities and that the work of 

small-scale fishermen must receive recognition and financial support, even during 

biological rest periods; 

3. Calls on the Member States and the Commission to invest in training and in the 

technological development of all fisheries sectors in order to attract high-quality human 

resources in the lagging regions and ensure that they remain there; points out that 

investment in human capital and action to promote training in the fisheries sector are 

essential preconditions in order to achieve sustainable and competitive growth; 

highlights the role that the ESF can play in improving education and training, including 

in artisanal and coastal fishing; stresses the importance of the establishment and 

performance of Fisheries Local Action Groups (FLAGs), which provide assistance to 

the fisheries sector; 

4. Calls on the Member States and local and regional authorities to provide sustainable 

innovative infrastructure, including for example fast internet connections and good-

quality IT, in order to help fishermen in the lagging regions diversify from traditional 

fishing activities, improving the activity carried out and making their activity more 

compatible with the other sectors of economic activity, particularly complementary 

sectors; highlights the potential of multi-sector projects that promote economic, social 

and territorial development in the least developed coastal regions by capitalising on 

synergies between European funds, in particular the ERDF, the EMFF and the ESF; 

stresses the importance of the blue economy, which can contribute to the economic 

growth of lagging coastal and island areas; 

5. Emphasises the need to support the work and creation of producer and interprofessional 

organisations with the aim of improving the sector’s competitiveness and positioning in 

the market; 

6. Stresses the importance of the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), which 

for the first time combines both Integrated Maritime Policy funding and fisheries 

funding, as well as of the EIB, in terms of supporting the sustainable and environment-

friendly development of fisheries, aquaculture and fish processing, supporting revenue 

diversification in fishing communities dependent on those sectors, particularly small-

scale coastal fisheries, promoting vocational training for women and young people, and 

attracting new entrepreneurs to the sector; calls on the Member States to speed up 

utilisation of the EMFF, and in particular of its components that are geared to vocational 

training and skills for local populations and the development of complementary 

activities to traditional fishing; considers it crucial for support for the transport of fish 

from the ORs, up until it reaches the international market, to be maintained and 

preferably increased so as to guarantee fair competition with products from other 

locations; highlights the importance of providing the EMFF with sufficient financing in 
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the post-2020 period for it to continue supporting the coastal development of regions 

that rely on fishing; 

7. Stresses that fishermen, in particular small-scale fishermen, in many lagging regions 

experience difficulties in accessing finance owing to the debt burden and pressures on 

public finances in those areas, as well as bureaucratic and administrative delays 

hampering the operation of the EMFF; calls on the Commission, therefore, to work with 

national, regional and local authorities in order to develop adequate financial 

instruments tailored to the needs of fishermen and their enterprises; encourages the 

Commission and the Member States to implement a simplified and faster procedure for 

using the EMFF for the lagging regions; calls on the Commission to look into the 

possibility of establishing an instrument dedicated to supporting fisheries in the ORs, 

along the lines of the measures carried out for agriculture in the outermost regions under 

the POSEI scheme, that would contribute to deriving maximum benefit from the 

fisheries potential of those regions; 

8. Calls for the full application of Article 349 TFEU in the EU’s policies, regulations, 

funds and programmes relating to fisheries, and particularly in the EMFF, in order to 

respond to the specific difficulties encountered by the ORs; 

9. Encourages the Commission and the Member States to support the use of different EU 

funds, together with the EMFF, in order to develop fishery tourism and fish processing 

in the regions concerned and thus diversify their income sources; 

10. Calls on the Commission, in order to allow the survival of the fisheries sector in the 

ORs and in compliance with the principles of differential treatment for small islands and 

territories mentioned in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 14, to introduce 

supporting measures based on Article 349 of the TFEU in order to allow the funding (at 

EU or national level) of the ORs’ artisanal and traditional fishing vessels which land all 

their catches in ports in the ORs and contribute to local sustainable development, so as 

to increase human safety, comply with European hygiene standards, fight illegal, 

unreported and unregulated fishing and achieve greater environmental efficiency; 

11. Supports the Member States in establishing a preferential fiscal regime for the regions 

concerned, in order to encourage investment and combat poverty; 

12. Emphasises the importance of developing and promoting sustainable aquaculture, in 

environmental terms and in order to protect the health of fish stocks and of consumers; 

highlights, moreover, not only its potential as an economic activity providing well-

paying, stable jobs (it already accounts for 80 000 jobs in the EU), but also its 

importance for reducing both the overfishing of European fish stocks and the EU’s 

dependence on imports of fish and seafood from third countries; encourages Member 

States and local authorities to support blue economy projects in order to help people in 

the lagging regions develop environmentally sustainable income sources; calls on the 

Commission and the Member States to focus more efforts on resolving issues of 

administrative burden affecting the fisheries and aquaculture sector. 
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