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SIMPLIFICATION AND GOLD-PLATING IN THE EUROPEAN SOCIAL FUND 
- State of play and proposed actions - 

 

1. SIMPLIFICATION - THE BROADER PICTURE 
 
The Commission communication on a simplification agenda for the MFF 2014-2020 
(COM(2012) 42 final), of 8 February 2012, provided the broader picture concerning the 
simplification efforts undertaken by the Commission for the next programming period.  
 
The communication highlighted the EU's responsibility not only to ensure that funds are 
well spent but also to address the need to simplify spending programmes in order to 
reduce the administrative burden and costs for beneficiaries of funds and for all actors 
involved. While progress has been made with current programmes, the Commission has 
proposed a more ambitious simplification for the future. Prerequisites for simplification 
include clarity of objectives and instruments, consistency of rules and legal certainty, 
light and speedy administrative procedures and processes - from application, through to 
implementation, reporting and auditing. To achieve this, the Commission has proposed 
for the next MFF the rationalisation of programmes and the use of simplified 
implementation mechanisms and procedures.  
 
As pointed out in the communication, simplification is ultimately a shared responsibility 
between the EU Institutions and Member States. Hence, simplification efforts at EU level 
will not be fully effective unless they are accompanied by parallel efforts at the national 
and sub-national level, particularly for policy areas covered by shared management.  
 
From a regulatory perspective, the Commission's efforts have focused on two pillars. 
First, the current Financial Regulation contains the common financial rules and sets out a 
common framework for shared management. The Financial Regulation specifically 
promotes the use of simplified methods to calculate costs (such as lump sums, flat rates 
and standard scales of unit costs) in line with the profile of the population of beneficiaries 
and of the actions concerned; it facilitates the acceptance of costs declared according to 
the beneficiary's 'usual accounting practice' and introduces lighter procedures for small 
grants. 
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Secondly, the Commission's sector-specific legislative proposals for the next 
programming period develop and complete the simplification exercise with rationalised 
spending programmes and instruments. These proposals enhance the harmonisation of 
funding rules, improve legibility and transparency of rules in order to increase legal 
certainty and introduce a series of specific practical simplification measures, including 
more proportionate control measures aimed at providing reasonable assurance at a 
reasonable cost. Simplification can take many forms: reduction in the diversity of rules 
across different instruments, measures which simplify performance assessment, the 
possibility to choose arrangements which are suitable for particular circumstances, more 
proportionate control and reporting requirements, widespread use of e-Governance tools, 
etc.   
 
However, simplification is a multifaceted area and, beyond the regulatory framework, 
many other aspects play a key role in achieving the simplification objectives. In the 
context of Cohesion policy, and in particular for the ESF, aspects such as the number of 
operational programmes set up in each Member State, number of Intermediate bodies 
involved in their management and, in particular, the eligibility rules set out by the 
national or regional authorities, play a critical role for simplification to become a reality. 
 
Since the broader picture for the next programming period has already been set out in the 
above mentioned communication, this report is intended to focus on two areas 
particularly important for the implementation of the ESF, namely, the impact of gold-
plating and the current state of play and perspectives for 2014-2020 concerning the 
implementation of simplified methods, referred to in the Commission's proposals as 
Simplified Cost Options. As such, it directly replies to the European Parliament's 2011 
Discharge Resolution, adopted on 17 April 2013, inviting the Commission to submit a 
report on the issue of "gold-plating" (priority action 2h), since both the (under)utilisation 
of simplified methods and gold-plating play an important role in order to effectively 
address complexity in the implementation of the ESF. 
 
 
2. SIMPLIFIED COST OPTIONS  

The European Commission has actively promoted the simplification of the European 
Social Fund's (ESF) implementation. Notably since 2007, the start of the current 
programming period (2007-2013), considerable progress has been made. Simplified cost 
options (SCO) were introduced into the legislative framework aimed at reducing the 
administrative burden associated with the implementation of the ESF. Public 
administrations managing and controlling the fund as well as (small) ESF beneficiaries 
have benefited. 

However, the use in practice of the simplified cost options took off slowly. The main 
reasons for this slow start were the reluctance to introduce new innovative methods, the 
initial investment required to develop the relevant SCO methodology and set up the 
various rates to be used, the lack of ex-ante approval by the Commission (other than for 
some specific types of SCO), and legal obstacles in certain national regulations related to 
the use of lump sums. Furthermore, when the Commission did provide ex-ante approval 
for certain SCO schemes it took sometimes an extended period of time to reach an 
agreement with the Member State concerned. 

In order to encourage Member States to fully leverage the opportunities offered by the 
SCO in the current programming period, the Commission adopted a more active 
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approach as from 2011, highlighting the significant advantages of their utilisation both in 
the context of the ESF Technical Working Group and through seminars conducted in 
most Member States in 2012 and 2013. Furthermore, the Commission approved ex-ante 
specific proposals for some types of SCOs (in particular, for flat rates used to calculate 
indirect costs incurred in funded operations). The European Court of Auditors has also 
played an important role in this regard by (1) confirming at an early stage the validity of 
the method and the guidance given by the Commission, thus alleviating potential doubts 
existing in Member States; (2) recommending the Commission to actively promote 
simplification and (3) by supporting the Commission's efforts in a number of seminars 
conducted in several Member States in 2013.  

As a result of the above, regulatory improvements and active encouragement by the 
Commission, the use of simplified cost options has been considerably extended in recent 
years and the benefit, in terms of reduced administrative burden, increased focus on 
performance and reduced errors, is considerable. Nevertheless, (overly) complex rules 
persist in parallel. The next section explores this theme in some detail. 

 

3. WHAT IS GOLD-PLATING? 

ESF programmes and projects are generally implemented in a complex administrative, 
institutional and regulatory environment. This context seems to lend itself to a process 
towards ever more demanding eligibility rules, largely set out at national or regional 
level. For example, national or regional public tendering rules are often more demanding 
than the minimum requirements established at European level.  

Because national and/or regional rules often "add to" rather than only ensure that 
minimum (European) requirements are addressed, many of these rules lead to additional 
administrative burden. It should be noted that often additional requirements are 
considered important, useful and necessary, and the result of a democratic process. 
Hence, the principle of subsidiarity should be carefully considered when reflecting upon 
the various examples and possibilities for simplification.  

In the EU law area, gold-plating refers to the practice of national bodies exceeding the 
terms of European Community directives and/or regulations when implementing them 
into national law. 

In the context of Structural Funds, and ESF in particular, where the eligibility rules are, 
by regulatory requirement, mainly set at national or regional level, gold-plating is 
reflected in a set of eligibility rules which is unnecessarily complex and/or burdensome 
and which does not add enough value with respect to the results we aim to achieve to 
justify this additional burden. In the present document, this practice will be referred to as 
“active gold-plating”.  
By extension, a national legal framework or a practice from national authorities that 
prevents the use or the development of simplified cost options is considered as “passive 
gold-plating” because this prevents the use of simpler methods for determining eligible 
costs which would, compared to the actual cost method, provide considerable advantages 
in terms of administrative burden for the public administration (managing authority, 
certifying authority, audit authority) and beneficiaries involved. 

The negative effect of both active and passive gold-plating is multiple:  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Community
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Union_directive
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• Gold-plating increases the burden on managing authorities, certifying 
authorities and audit authorities as they have more rules to implement and check. 
This in turn leads to higher staff requirements and higher cost of implementation 
and control.  

• Gold-plating leads to higher error rates – more rules, and more complex ones, 
make implementation more difficult, more demanding and more prone to making 
mistakes. Statistics from the European Court of Auditors clearly underpin this. 
For chapter 6 of the DAS 2012 exercise (Employment and Social Affairs) 26% of 
the ESF transactions sampled by the Court used simplified cost options. The 
budget spent through simplified cost options had no errors whatsoever, whilst for 
the other 74% of ESF transactions audited the error frequency (which includes all 
errors identified, whether quantifiable or not; whether substantial or formal) was 
approximately 47% (see table in section 5). It should be noted, though, that the 
overall error rate for ESF in 2012 was 3.2%, the lowest across all operational 
policy areas. 

• Gold-plating has a negative impact on performance orientation, and favours 
concentration of efforts on legality and regularity of expenditure rather than on 
the effectiveness of expenditure. 

• Gold-plating functions as a disincentive for project promoters, as it makes it more 
complex and costly to propose and implement ESF projects. Furthermore, gold-
plating penalises smaller projects and beneficiaries with a more limited 
administrative capacity. It should be noted in this context that a large number of 
ESF projects are small, with a project size of less than EUR 50 000. Experience 
shows that in order to address important local social and employment issues, 
small local initiatives are essential, and hence a disincentive for these types of 
initiatives runs against the very objective of the European Social Fund. 

• Gold-plating contributes to a negative "heavy bureaucracy" image for the ESF 
and for Structural Funds more in general. 

It should be noted that although the Commission would like to combat active gold-
plating in a systematic way, it does not have the resources to do so. An analysis of all 
programmes, which implies looking in great detail at all underlying rules and procedures 
in place, would be extremely costly and would also run counter the principles of shared 
management and subsidiarity. In this context, the Commission considers that the 
promotion of simplified cost options is a more efficient and effective approach for 
reducing the effect of gold-plating. An active approach to address active gold-plating will 
nevertheless be undertaken on a case-by-case basis, as is explained further below. 

In the sections below the different parts of gold-plating are analysed in more detail, and 
concrete examples are provided to illustrate them.  

 

4.  ACTIVE GOLD-PLATING 

The eligibility rules for the 2007-2013 programming period are mainly set at national or 
regional level (article 56.4 of the General Regulation 1083/2006). At European level only 
a small set of non-eligible costs are established for the European Social Fund, such as 
recoverable value added tax, interest on debt and the purchase of furniture, equipment, 
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vehicles, infrastructure, real estate and land (article 11 of the ESF Regulation 
1081/2006). 

This means that Member States' authorities can define rules tailored to the specific needs 
of a programme or region and, notably, fully align them to the existing European, 
national and/or regional rules. This has been considered a simplification compared to the 
previous programming period and a way to avoid compliance errors against EU 
eligibility rules, previously existing, which were not always well known and understood 
and which were at times incompatible with national rules.   

Nevertheless, at present, in some cases, the national (eligibility) rules set out unnecessary 
requirements for EU funding which are difficult to comply with in practice (and which 
may also go beyond what is required under EU rules, for example in the domain of public 
procurement rules), thus creating additional complexity for the final beneficiaries and for 
the verification and audit process on the operations. Whilst the reasons behind these 
complexities may be valid, it should be carefully considered whether the burden they 
provide weighs up against the perceived benefits. 

Since February 2011, the Commission has taken a number of targeted actions in close 
coordination with the Member States concerned in order to identify the national and/or 
regional rules and practices causing difficulties and to simplify them with a view to 
reducing complexity and eliminating recurrent errors. 

The Commission identified a number of "active gold-plating" cases which mainly fall 
under the following categories of rules: 

Rules on eligibility of expenditure: As noted, according to the Structural Funds 
Regulation, the rules on the eligibility of expenditure shall be laid down at national or 
regional level subject to the exceptions provided for in the specific Regulations for each 
fund. The applicable EU rules therefore offer a flexible framework to Member States. 
However, some costs which could be eligible under ESF rules are either excluded or their 
reimbursement is subject to unnecessary conditions. Below, some examples taken from 
different Member States, together with a summary of the actions taken by the 
Commission, where applicable: 

- In one Member State (with 22 national or regional OPs) hiring subsidies 
(employment aids) were subject to the maintenance of the labour contract for 
a period that could go up to three or even five years, depending on the specific 
regional programme. Notably in the present crisis period, and in particular in 
a Member State already suffering from very high unemployment rates, audits 
showed that claimed employment aids were often subsequently corrected 
because businesses were simply not able to maintain (all) trained and hired 
staff for such a long period. A shorter vesting period would reduce risk, 
reduce administrative burden for the beneficiary (whom has a shorter 
contractual obligation) and for the public administration (shorter period for 
verification), whilst satisfying the objective of integrating people into 
employment and giving them a valid work experience. Furthermore, this 
problem had resulted in recurring errors over the years, both in the previous 
and in the current programming period, in most programmes in the Member 
State concerned. Following recommendations made by the Commission to 
this Member State in 2011, rules in place have been made more proportional 
and less demanding, shortening the vesting period, in line with the one used in 
other Member States, and/or ensuring that the employment aids concerned are 
only paid on a periodical basis or once the vesting period has lapsed. 
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Furthermore, in those regions where it has been decided to maintain a long 
vesting period, the existing controls have been significantly strengthened by 
implementing cross-checks with the Social Security records in order to ensure 
maintenance of the employment for the required period. 

- In another Member State, the national rules governing the certification of 
training bodies were complex and led to diverging interpretations from 
different stakeholders. This created legal uncertainty for beneficiaries, leading 
in turn to errors. In particular, the national legislation listed a number of 
criteria which a training body had to comply with. The criteria to obtain 
accreditation included domains of intervention, thematic areas and other 
dimensions. The legislation did not specify if these criteria were cumulative 
or not, nor whether one criterion should prevail over others. In addition, an 
administrative guidance had favored one key condition while a subsequent 
guidance introduced the principle of cumulative criteria. The Member State 
has now adapted the legislation and established clearer rules. 

- In one Member State, meal vouchers are eligible staff costs only if a 
collective agreement exists for the entire organisation or sector, which leads 
to different rules being applied to very similar training exercises. This type of 
rule typically increases the risk for misunderstanding and making mistakes, 
contributing as a result to the overall error rate of the programme and ESF as 
a whole. In another Member State, daily meal allowances are eligible only 
when the training period is no less than three hours and, for active employed 
trainees, no less than three hours and outside regular working time. Upon 
request of the Commission, the Member State is reviewing the applicable 
rules. 

- Many instances exist where some categories of indirect costs (for example 
costs for renting, heating, electricity, photo-copying, etc.) have to be proven 
on the basis of multiple ad hoc allocations instead of using simplified cost 
options, thus leading to additional administrative burden, prone to accuracy 
errors. Again, this has resulted in recurring errors in many ESF programmes. 

- In one Member State, according to pre-defined regional rules, staff costs 
could only be claimed using the average working hours per month and per 
employee (e.g. 143 hours per month per teacher). In claiming the real hours 
per teacher per month (some months more than 143 hours, some months less 
than 143 hours), beneficiaries run the risk of incurring in irregularities (for 
those months when more than the average hours have been invested) and of 
having some subsidy cuts following this imposed regional rule. Under ESF 
rules, counting hours actually worked would be fully eligible. 

- Eligibility rules may also have an impact well beyond complexity, 
administrative burden and resulting errors. As an example, in one Member 
State, the eligibility rules excluded non-recoverable VAT, which is eligible 
expenditure according to the current rules, from the expenditure that can be 
charged to the ESF, thus significantly and unnecessarily restricting the 
funding for the projects concerned. 
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Budgetary requirements:  

- In some Member States, training (and similar social inclusion) projects 
financed through grants may only be approved for the duration of one year. In 
one Member State, proposals for prolongation are to be submitted 6 months 
before the (annual) project end. Not only does this create annual procedures 
which are not necessary in a multi-annual budget logic, but it also brings 
practical constraints for ensuring the continuity of ESF projects which work 
on a multiannual basis. For example, late submission of the prolongation 
request would, on the basis of the very restrictive rule, make actual 
prolongation ineligible. As a result, such errors can have an important impact 
on the error rate of the programme and the error rate of ESF more in general. 

- In one Member State, the national eligibility rules set out that a project could 
only start once it had been approved by the Managing Authority or 
Intermediate Body concerned (which is not required by the eligibility rules set 
out in the Art 56 of the General Regulation 1083/2006, that only requires that 
operations must not have been completed prior to the starting date for 
eligibility). Due to the very strict application and interpretation of this 
national rule by an intermediate body, an entire project was considered 
ineligible merely because for a particular training, which was provided on a 
regular basis, some minor expenditure concerning protective clothing had 
been incurred (an expenditure which was preparatory in nature and not 
substantive for this particular project) shortly before the date of the project 
approval. The approach did not take into account the initiation of more 
substantive actions linked to the actual project objective, such as the actual 
start of training sessions or even the invitation of participants to the training.  

Reporting requirements:  

According to the EU Regulations applicable to Structural Funds, “Expenditure paid by 
beneficiaries shall be supported by receipted invoices or accounting documents”. No 
further reporting obligations are foreseen. However, some Member States impose 
additional reporting requirements.  

- In a Member State, a beneficiary may be expected to report an expenditure up 
to three times: (1) in the regular expenditure statements for the project which 
are the basis of payment claims to the Commission for a given period (e.g. 
three months); (2) in a further and complementary statement with a cut-off-
date of 31 December where all expenditure during a given calendar year is 
reported again; (3) in a final expenditure declaration at the end of a project.  

Public Procurement obligations:  

In the context of an ESF project, a contract award may fall (1) within the scope of the 
Public Procurement Directive 2004/18/EC, (2) outside the scope of the Directive or (3) 
only partially inside the scope of the Directive. Member States are therefore responsible 
for setting out most public procurement rules by implementing the Public Procurement 
Directive or by elaborating rules for the contract awards falling outside or partially 
outside the scope of the Directive. The Commission has identified that, in some Member 
States, the national public procurement rules (including the instructions from Managing 
Authorities) are more demanding than what is required at European level: 
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- In one Member State, public procurement rules specifically designed for ESF 
are more restrictive than national and EU rules normally applied to other non- 
ESF related calls for tender. In particular, in one region the rules for relatively 
small ESF contracts were more demanding than those applicable for tenders 
above the EU thresholds or for tenders funded at national level in terms of 
publication. The non-respect of these additional rules was the cause of high 
error rates in the projects audited by the European Court of Auditors, and 
hence for the programme. Such topping-up of tendering rules is not 
uncommon. 

- In another Member State, minimum requirements were increased, beyond EU 
requirements, on the number of tender participants. This made obtaining a 
sufficient number of offers more difficult, and hence slowed programme 
implementation. Also, in some Member States, selection criteria are 
unnecessarily restrictive, making it more difficult to obtain a tender winner or, 
at times also, leading to a detrimental reduction in competition (as too few 
companies are able to meet the criteria). 

Impact on error rates 

It is often difficult to assess with precision whether a rule constitutes active gold-plating 
(when does something constitute active gold-plating, as opposed to a necessary rule?) 
and whether an error was caused by it (for example, an error may arise from not even 
respecting minimum requirements set out in the Regulations, and hence the gold-plating 
element would not impact the error rate). 

Globally, the work undertaken for the present report suggests, on the basis of the audit 
work of both the European Commission and the European Court of Auditors, that whilst 
active gold-plating plays an important role, its actual impact on the error rate is difficult 
to quantify precisely.  

The Commission estimates that around 10% of the errors found in the context of the 
2012 DAS related to active gold-plating. However, these cases of active gold-plating 
make a disproportionate contribution to the overall error rate. It is estimated that for 
about one-quarter of the overall ESF 2012 error rate of 3.2%, active gold-plating played a 
role in the underlying projects. 

Beyond the impact on the error rate, the most negative effects of active gold-plating may 
well be the unnecessary burden placed on beneficiaries and the increased cost of control 
by the managing authorities, audit authorities and Commission services.  

 

5. PASSIVE GOLD-PLATING 

Despite the above mentioned negative impact of active gold-plating, the Commission 
considers that the greatest potential for progress, and in many ways the real self-imposed 
administrative burden, comes from the non-use of simplified cost options, in cases where 
they could be applied. 

In the 2007-2013 ESF Regulation, the concept of simplified costs was introduced, laying 
the ground for a major simplification compared to the actual costs principle.  
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In particular, Article 11(3) of the ESF Regulation 1083/2006 envisages that the following 
expenditure is eligible for a contribution from the Fund in the case of grants: 

a. Indirect costs, declared on a flat-rate basis, of up to 20% of the direct costs 
of an operation; 

b. Flat-rate costs calculated by application of standard scales of unit cost as 
defined by the Member State; 

c. Lump sums to cover all or part of the costs of an operation (up to an 
amount of EUR 50 000). 

These costs are to be established in advance on the basis of a fair, equitable and verifiable 
calculation.  

The 2007-2013 rules implied, if used, a number of significant improvements for Member 
States. On one hand, the simplified cost options promote a more result-based approach in 
project implementation. On the other hand, they lighten the administrative burden on 
beneficiaries and management bodies.  

Notably for projects, not all expenditure would require the very detailed reporting 
necessary when actual costs are used, for example, in the case of flat-rate financing, 
indirect costs represent typically a heavy administrative burden for training projects. 
Projects often use for some hours a building already used by the beneficiary, implying 
that the cost of the building can be (partially) charged to the project for the hours the 
project operates in the building. This implies calculating the share of electricity, water 
and heating cost, as well as other costs such as depreciation of material used (computers), 
maintenance of the building, etc. Given that operations tend to be relatively small, and 
fixed costs tend to be an important expense for beneficiaries, they are obliged to submit 
these costs, and hence to make the extensive calculations and have available all 
supporting justifications (and keep them for many years on file). 

Using unit costs (for example one amount per trainee finishing the training) or indirect 
cost declared on the basis of direct cost, provides an obvious advantage to the project as 
claiming expenses becomes a much simpler operation, reducing substantially the 
necessary time investment and associated labour cost. Furthermore, the managing and 
audit authority checks on the project become much simpler as well. For the standard 
scale of unit cost, the only check to be done is to see whether indeed all trainees received 
the contracted training and finished it. 

Despite the clear advantages, the use of simplified cost options started slowly. Two main 
barriers were identified at Member State level: 

Legal impediments: In some Member States, the legislation constitutes a barrier to the 
use of simplified cost options: 

- A Member State’s budgetary rules foresee that the State’s public entities have 
the obligation to use actual expenditure for reporting/accounting. The 
consequence is that none of the options can be used.  

- The use of lump sums is not foreseen in the national legislation of some 
Member States concerning grants, which puts a barrier to the implementation 
of simplification methods. 
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Administrative barriers: Some national administrations are reluctant to use simplified 
cost options even though the legislation allows it: 

- Some Member States had concerns regarding the subsequent (Commission 
and ECA) audit approach and feared substantial financial corrections in the 
event of potential mistakes made in developing the various simplified cost 
methods. 

- Member States also needed to work out the specific rules in detail, requiring 
sufficient statistical/historical data. Establishing new methods, gathering the 
statistical/historical data statistics and setting out the flat rates, lump sums or 
unit costs to be applied took time. 

In order to foster the implementation of the simplification measures, Member States have 
been given the possibility to submit the schemes they envisaged for the declaration of 
indirect costs on a flat rate basis for ex-ante verification by the Commission. Following a 
technical exchange with the Member State concerned, in 47 cases the Commission has 
given a written approval of the scheme thus providing legal certainty as regards the 
method (and underlying rates) to be applied. The European Court of Auditors has also 
been explicit in its support for the simplified cost options, further strengthening the case 
for their application. 

Furthermore, the Commission has promoted very actively the effective implementation 
of simplified cost options, including by conducting simplification seminars involving as 
of November 2013, all but 4 Member States1.  

In order to gather statistics, in 2012 DG Employment launched a survey of managing 
authorities to identify in more detail where and how simplified cost options were being 
used. The table below presents the current state of play. Up until now, the Commission 
has received 61 answers (out of 117 Operational Programmes). The data presented in the 
table below suggests that some 69% of OPs use at least one simplified cost option.  

 

Utilization of simplified cost options - number of OPs  

Not at all Flat rates Unit costs Lump sums 

9 9 0 

18  19 

6 

 

The above information can be complemented with the statistics from the ESF DAS 2012 
sample of the European Court of Auditors, which show that approximately 57% of the 

                                                 
1 France, Ireland, Malta, Czech Republic. It should be noted that seminars in Ireland and Malta should take 

place early 2014. 
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ESF OPs audited and 26% of the sampled projects used at least one simplified cost 
option. As regards this subset of transactions, 56% used standard scales of unit costs, 
35% the flat rate for indirect costs and 9% the lump sums.  

Impact on error rates 

It is important to note in the above context that the Court did not find any errors in the 
use of simplified cost options, whilst the error frequency in the non-simplified cost 
options projects was close to 40%, similar to the frequency in earlier years (see table 
below). The table below shows that if simplified cost options would not have been used 
(i.e. real cost methods would have been fully applied for the 26% of operations using 
now simplified cost options), the most likely error rate determined by the Court (DAS 
2012 at 3.2%) would probably have been approximately 1% higher. This data makes very 
clearly the case for moving resolutely towards an increased use of these simplified 
procedures.  

ECA DAS 2012 
data 

Percentage in total 
ESF projects 

Error frequency Error rate 

Simplified Cost 
Options usage 

26%* 0% 0% 

Projects not using 
SCO 

74% 47% 4.3% 

 100% 35% 3.2% 

* In projects using simplified cost options some errors were found for the part co-financed on the basis of 
actual cost.  

 

6. NEXT STEPS – PREPARING FOR 2014-2020 

As mentioned above, simplification has been one of the guiding principles of the 
proposals for 2014-2020. Emphasis has been put on simplification for beneficiaries. The 
greatest advantage, in terms of reduced cost and an increased focus on results, can be 
obtained from the use of simplified cost options. The Commission has, for this reason, 
made an important effort to reflect in its proposals for 2014-2020 the experience gained, 
and to use it as a basis for increasing the possibilities and overall effectiveness of the 
rules. 

It follows from the above that the Commission will put an emphasis on enhancing further 
the use of simplified cost options, aiming at their use for up to 50% of ESF 
transactions by 20172. 

In order to achieve this target, the Commission is actively promoting the use of the 
options in Member States and drawing attention to the new provisions of the regulations 
soon to be adopted. These new rules can be summarized as follows: 

                                                 
2 This target excludes projects fully implemented through a tendering procedure. Simplified cost options 

can only be used in the case of grants. 
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• For ESF the use of simplified cost options will become obligatory for grants 
smaller than EUR 50 000; 

• Lump sums can be used up to EUR 100 000 (instead of the current maximum 
set at EUR 50 000); 

• For ESF the Commission shall be able to reimburse expenditure paid by 
Member States on the basis of standard scales of unit costs and lump sums 
defined by the Commission in a delegated act; 

• Member States will have the possibility to implement Joint Action Plans – a 
new instrument which links payments exclusively to outputs, results, and 
intermediary milestones on the basis of lump sums and standard scales of unit 
costs; 

• A streamlining of the justification process for the actual application of 
methods and corresponding scales of unit costs, lump sums and flat rates 
should further increase the use; 

o When methods are applicable in Union policies for a similar type of 
operation and beneficiary, they can be used without further justification 
for the ESF; 

o Methods and corresponding scales of unit costs, lump sums and flat rates 
applied under schemes for grants funded entirely by the Member State for 
a similar type of operation and beneficiary can be used without further 
justification for the ESF; 

o Rates established by the Common Provisions Regulation or the Fund-
specific rules (no justification required); 

o Unit costs, lump sums and flat rates calculated on the basis of a draft 
budget in the case of grants not exceeding 100.000 EUR. 

In addition to the improvement envisaged where it concerns simplified cost options, 
further provisions are envisaged to maintain a positive momentum and ensure 
administrative simplification in a wider sense: 

• The Common Provisions Regulation3 includes in article 4 the principle 
that the Commission and the Member States shall carry out their 
respective roles in relation to the CSF Funds with the aim of reducing the 
administrative burden for beneficiaries; 

• Articles 14, 24 and 87 envisage that the partnership agreement and 
operational programmes shall include an assessment of the administrative 
burden for beneficiaries and actions planned to achieve a reduction, 
accompanied by targets; 

• Progress reports shall describe the actions and progress towards targets set 
to achieve a reduction in the administrative burden for beneficiaries 
(article 46); 

• Actions to reduce the administrative burden can be supported by technical 
assistance (article 52). 

                                                 
3 Articles listed as in draft Common Provisions Regulation of November 2013 and subject to change. 
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Further to these positive elements, the Commission will continue to actively support 
Member States through, upon request, guidance, technical support and seminars. An 
updated guidance note on simplified cost options will be submitted shortly to the 
COCOF Committee. The Commission also envisages, notably through the ESF Technical 
Working Group which meets several times a year and in which all Member States are 
represented, an active exchange of best practices. For these occasions the Commission 
will also seek the occasional participation of the European Court of Auditors to share 
their view and audit findings on the use of simplified cost options. Furthermore, when 
audits of DG EMPL or of the European Court of Auditors identify gold-plating issues, 
the Commission commits itself to taking action to see, in partnership with the Member 
State concerned, whether –first and foremost- the identified issue can be addressed 
through the use of simplified cost options. Only if that is not possible, an investment 
should be made to see whether an adaptation/streamlining of the eligibility (or other) 
rules in place can be envisaged. For example, when tender procedures are unnecessarily 
complex or demanding, simplified cost options cannot be applied. Hence, for those cases, 
efforts will be made, in close cooperation with the concerned Member State, to 
streamline procurement rules and procedures. 

 

7. CONCLUSIONS 
DG Employment is committed to reducing the administrative burden on authorities 
responsible for managing and controlling the ESF, and on final beneficiaries. This report 
suggests that the greatest potential, in terms of reducing the burden on administrations 
and beneficiaries alike, lies in making substantial progress in the use of simplified cost 
options i.e. combatting passive gold-plating, while addressing any identified significant 
instances of active gold-plating with the Member States concerned. 

The reduction of active gold-plating in the use of real cost remains important. After all, 
simplified cost options cannot be used for all occasions and all projects, in particular for 
projects substantially implemented through public procurement. Therefore, if issues 
identified cannot be addressed through the use of simplified cost options, efforts will be 
made, in close cooperation with the Member state concerned, to see whether an 
adaptation/streamlining of the eligibility (or other) rules in place can be envisaged.  

As regards simplified cost options, delivering on the "SCO's used in up to 50% of 
projects" target will require concrete and ambitious action. It should be noted though that 
the efforts of the Commission alone will not bear fruit. A large part of the responsibility 
to ensure effective simplification rests on active Member States’ cooperation, 
implementation and application of the necessary rules.  

In that context the following actions are envisaged: 

• Member States will be actively invited to use simplified cost options, or expand 
their use, in the context of the negotiations on the new operational programmes, 
and also in the context of annual Monitoring Committee meetings. 

• The ESF Technical Work Group will maintain Simplified Cost Options, and the 
exchange of best practices, regularly on its agenda with a special view to 
monitoring progress on the established target.  

• The Commission will remain available, after practically all Member States have 
benefitted from technical seminars, to explain, discuss and promote simplified 
cost options, to organize further events and to provide on a bilateral basis 
technical support for their introduction. 
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• The Commission will keep the European Parliament informed on progress in the 
use of simplified cost options in the ESF, notably in the context of the annual 
discharge process. 

***** 


