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Introduction 

Both the Lisbon Agenda1 and in 2010 the Europe 2020 strategy2, setting the economic and 
social strategies of the European Union (EU), include action plans for more growth and jobs, 
and set goals, in particular regarding employment.   Several years of financial crisis mean tha
ESF measures continue to be required as one of the tools to tackle high unemployment, and 
lessons from
from 2014. 

The European Social Fund (ESF) is a key financial instrument designed to help Member 
States achieve EU employment policy objectives. It aims to promote integration in the labour 
market of unemployed and disadvantaged people, primarily by supporting training activities. 
The Operational Programmes generally include a number of different groups of un
people (young people, older workers, long term unemployed people, those Not In 
Employment, Education or Training - NEETs).  Over the programming period 2007-2013 
ESF spen
budget. 

The ESF is implemented by the Commission through shared management. The ESF is put 
into action through multi-annual Operational Programmes (OPs) covering territories o
varying size and population3, and which are prepared by the Member States through 
stakeholder consultations and bilater
the form of Commission decisions. 

To manage and implement the OPs, the Member States designate Managing Authorities 
(MAs), which establish and maintain financial management and control systems to 
programming, controlling, monitoring and reporting. They send information to the 
Commission in the form of annual implementation reports
information on progress as supplied by project providers. 

Implementation of the ESF must comply with the EU’s Financial Regulation, in particular 
with the fundamental principles of sound financial management: economy, efficien
effectiveness (which are also incorporated into the 

Audit scope and approach 

The goal of the audit was to verify whether the Member States and the Commission h
up and implemented the tools required to assess the effectiveness of the ESF actions 

 
1 The aim of the Lisbon Agenda was to make the EU "the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based 

economy in the world capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social 
cohesion” by 2010. 

2 Europe 2020, launched in 2010, replaces the Lisbon Agenda. It is about delivering smart, sustainable, and 
inclusive growth. The strategy focuses on five goals to be achieved by 2020 in the areas of employment, 
innovation, education, poverty reduction and climate/energy. 

3  Thuringia 16,171 square kilometres and 2.29 million inhabitants Puglia 19,345 km² and its population is 
about 4.1 million Saxony-Anhalt covers an area of 20,447.7 square kilometres and has a  population of 2.34 
million. England  130,395 km² and around 57 million inhabitants 

4 Articles 14 and 60 of Regulation No 1083/2006 of 11 July 2006 laying down general provisions on the 
European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund and the Cohesion Fund and repealing 
Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999 (OJ L 210, 31.7.2006)  

http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/europe-2020-in-a-nutshell/priorities/smart-growth/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/europe-2020-in-a-nutshell/priorities/sustainable-growth/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/europe-2020-in-a-nutshell/priorities/inclusive-growth/index_en.htm
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OPs and in particular on the quantified operational objectives and indicators as well as on the 
monitoring and evaluation systems 

63 out of 117 ESF OPs for the 2007-2013 programming period addressed older workers.
the purpose of the audit the Court selected six OPs amongst these 63. They account tog
for 222 mill
(1 billion euro) and cover four Member States (Germany, Italy, Poland and the United 
Kingdom). 

The audit covered the 2007 – 2013 programming period up to May 2011. For each OP
selected, the Court analysed the management systems and carried out checks on their 
functioning, by examining on the spot a number of projects ranging from two to four, 
depending on the case. At the Commission, the auditors conducted interviews with the staff 
responsible and carried out desk reviews. In addition, for the 63 OPs including those visited 
on the spot, a survey was organised in order to
regarding the systems they use and h

Comments on the Court's findings 

The Court found that in the OPs the “older workers” definitions are not coherently applied. 
While the Lisbon Agenda defined an older worker as any person of working age between 5
and 64 years old, the survey shows

1in four of the six OPs selected  the definition of older workers is not consistently applied 
throughout the whole document.   

The Court found quantitative data to be to a greater or lesser degree absent in the needs 
analysis, which made difficult to apprehend the national or regional background. In particular, 
context indicators providing quantified information on the socio-economic situation of the 
area are not used in three of the six OPs selected. Also none of the OPs selected made explicit 
the causal link between the actions described and the objectives pursued. 

The Court also found very limited financial information on actions targeting the specific 
group "older workers": 
- the current regulatory framework provides for financial data at priority axis level only, and 
none of the OPs selected has a priority axis specifically for older workers; 
- an indicative breakdown of the ESF financial appropriations across the different EU priority 
themes is available; however, no priority theme covers specifically the actions in favour of 
older workers. This is perhaps not surprisin
to other target groups and in programmes designed for integration; separation of categories is 
counter-intuitive and not always feasible. 

Consequently it is not possible to know how much funding has been allocated in the OPs to 
the increase of the employment of older workers. 

The Court also found that in the selected OPs older workers, although identified as a target 
group, did not necessarily have their own indicators or target values. Consequently, it is 
impossible to assess the effectiveness of the actions addressing the needs of older workers. 

 
1 The exceptions are the OP’s of England and Gibraltar and of Poland. 



 
When indicators are present, they refer mostly to outputs and results and not to specific 
impacts. The wish for complete consistency as expressed by the Court has to be balanced with
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ted opted for the minimum approach. Consequently, 
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and contain observations about programmes rather than any 

the fact that in shared management, the national authorities are instrumental in the design
operational programmes. It was not possible in the funding period under examination bu
mandatory common indicators have been put into the new proposals, to address the problem. 

The Court found that some of the goals and indicators used in the audited actions have no 
direct connection with the ESF interventions, thus making it difficult to ass

the OPs (in two out of six selected OPs and 34 out of 64 surveyed OPs) is beyond the control 
of the ESF actions, as it depends to a very large extent on external factors. 

The Court found that none of the OPs selected included intermediate milestones. They did not 
establish a hierarchy between the different quantified goals either (seven of the 63 MAs 
surveyed reported to have done so). 

The Court observed that in the absence of mandatory common indicators for all OPs and with 
the exception of the output data regarding the participants, the Commission has no 
standardised performance data at its disposal that could be aggregated at EU level, and that 
the Commission is not in a position to report on t
funded by the ESF addressing the older workers. There were limitations on data collect
which meant that Member States did not want to go beyond the rules in place.  Some of these
issues are addressed in the 2014-2020 proposals. 

The Court found that projects usually contain only quantified output goals (e.g. number of 
participants), with the sole excep

observed here that the OP is unusual in the size of the territory and population covered and
not comparable in scale. 

The Court noted that the Commission verifies the submission and the quality of the data 
supplied in the OPs, and that the Commission established a manual containing operat
advice which it made available to the Member States. However, the Commission does
document in a satisfactory way the controls it performs on the OPs. The controls performed 
by the Commission’s services on the six OPs selected can be only deduced from the 
recommendations and questions rose, and it is not possible to judge the extent of the 
verifications done. The ECA´s attention is now turning to performance and is also discov
that perform
e.g. the ECA wanted to have completed checklists signed off regarding the operational 
programme but the EC felt that having this in place would not have changed any of the 
decisions. 

The Court found that for the OPs selected, the MAs usually defined clearly the monitoring 
data they required. Nevertheless the monitoring systems do not always allow verification of 
the progress made towards the intended objectives. The regulatory requirements regarding the 
evaluations imposed on the MAs are very general, and they do not lay down a minimum set of 
topics to be covered, nor is it compulsory to produce an evaluation plan. It was observed by 
the Court that the MAs of the OPs selec
in
their very nature, happen late 
absolute truth or detailed measurement. 



 
 

When assessing the management and control systems put in place in the Member States, 
Commission’s emphasis is on the financial management and the legality and regularity
actions and not on the performance monitoring and evaluation processes. The main go
reduction of the financial impact of the errors, and the same orientation is evident in the 
guidance given by the Commission to the MAs.   This tendency can be seen as the 
consequence of a heavy emphasis on minimising the error rate which comes from the 
imperatives of the DAS, the discharge pr
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Commission's replies 

Most of the older participants in ESF operati
unemployed people or employed people. The actions foreseen for such groups do not 
necessarily fall under priority theme 67. Concentrating actions towards older workers in a 
specific priority would be too restrictive. 

The current regulatory framework does not require that all target groups listed in the 
operational programme, like older workers, are covered by a specific indicator and quantified 
target value and leaves this decision to the national authorities implementing the programm

Changes in policy domains, such as older workers, are influenced by many factors such as 
legal changes (for example to the pension system), global economic and social developmen
policy initiatives and public and/or private investment, etc. Impa
considered to be imprecise and unreliable, as the source of the im
identified. For these reasons the Commission has been reluctant to pursue actively impact 
indicators, notably for operational programmes which provide only a limited contribution 
compared to global public investment in the priorities covered. 

Establishing clear eligibility criteria rather than a rigid hierarchy of targets is considere
more effective in ensuring good participation and good outcomes: as many participants are 
subject to multiple disadvantages, a hierarchical structure would prove to be less flexible. 

Assessment of the OP proposal consists in a complex assessment of the strategy, and 
assessment of the performance goes beyond the ch
monitoring by the Commission. As a rule, the geographical desks of the DG EMPL keep 
minutes of bilateral meetings with Member States. Letters are an official tool of 
communication with Member States.  

The Commission regularly reminds Member States to carry out evaluations in accordance 
with the regulatory requirements and guidance. The Commission is limited by the list of 
output indicators under Annex XXIII of Reg. 1828/2006.  

The Commission has, on the basis of the annual reports of the Court, set as a strategic goal 
attainment of a ‘positive DAS’. The Commission has put a stronger emphasis on performance 
in its proposed regulations for the new programm
th
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perational 
Programmes; also calls on the Commission to provide appropriate data on the means 
mobilised and the results achieved by the ESF, to ensure submission of consistent and reliable 
information by the Member States, inter alia, by issuing common indicators to be included by 
the Member States in their Operational Programmes; calls on the Commission to analyse in 
depth performance issues when assessing the management and control systems. 

suspension of payments to th

 

Draftsman's recommendations for possible inclusion in the annual discharge report: 

[The European Parliament] 

Welcomes the Court’s special report "Are tools in place to monitor the effectiveness of 
European Social Fund spending on older workers?", and makes the following comments in 
relation to its reco

Welcomes the fact that some issues raised by the Court, including a stronger emphasis on 
performance, have been addressed in the Commission's proposed regulations for the n
programming period 2014–20, and encourages the Member States to support the line taken
the Commission; 

Highlights that while minimising error rate is vitally important this is sometimes detri
to the overall performance of a programme or project; paying increasing attention to 
regularity and legality rather than encouraging better performance leads to less innovative 

Notes that the increased emphasis on performance and results does not translate into 
willingness on the part of Member States to contribute to a performance reserve, which is no
a suitable solution during this period of economic uncertainty; 

Invites the Member States to design their Operati
performance of the European Social Fund (ESF) can be measured, in particular, to set 
quantified operational goals and indicators to measure outputs, results and specific impacts, 
and to set intermediate milestones, as well as to establish a hierarchy of target values, and to 
incorporate the Operational Programme's result and specific impact goals at project level, thu
enabling payments to be linked to performance; 

Invites the Member States to design their m
that the progress towards all target values set can be measured in a timely and understandable 
way and at appropriate intervals, thereby allowing corrective actions to be taken and lessons
learned for future decision-making, and to ensure timely collection of relevant and verifiable 
data, ongoing evaluations, and the measurement of the net employment effect of the ESF 
actions aimed at increasing employment; 

Calls on the Commission to promote these recommendations when negotiating O


