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Cover note:

This orientation paper reflects the SPC discussions on the future of cohesion policy that took 
place in November 2010 and in February 2011. It focuses on selected issues related to the 
mandate of the SPC. 

This orientation paper does not deal with issues such as the organisation of the strategic 
programming, the improvement of evaluation, the use of new innovative financial engineering 
instruments, the financial management and financial control of the funds and the overall 
architecture of cohesion policy. 

These issues are discussed in other committees bringing together experts from Member States 
responsible for cohesion policy (the Committee of co-ordination of the funds, the European 
Social Fund Committee, the High-Level Group on the future of cohesion policy) and the 
Commission).
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1. The Social Protection Committee expresses below its views on some issues 
concerning the future of the EU Cohesion Policy and in particular the future of the 
ESF1. As discussions on the overall future structure and governance of cohesion policy 
are ongoing, this orientation paper is offered without prejudice to the positions of 
Member States and without prejudice to the negotiations on the next financial 
framework.  

2. In the wake of the economic and financial crisis, the EU needs to recover rapidly to 
address unprecedented challenges calling for robust policy responses blended with 
adequate financial resources. Europe 2020 strategy is the EU political framework for 
actions cutting across sector policies to achieve a growth that is simultaneously smart, 
sustainable and inclusive. Preserving a direct link between Europe 2020, the National 
Reform Programmes and future operational programmes is the best guarantee for 
achieving full alignment between political commitments and the use of resources. 

3. The cohesion policy post 2013 needs to complement the efforts of MS towards 
achieving the Europe 2020 headline targets. The European Social Fund will be a key 
instrument to contribute to helping to meet the headline targets on poverty, 
employment, education and early school leaving set at the highest political level. 
These political commitments need to be sustained by focusing adequate resources to 
the ESF where they can best add value to and complement Member States’ efforts. 
The SPC notes that the Budget review and 5th Cohesion report called for a visible and 
predictable budget for the ESF. This possibility will illustrate how the EU underpins 
financially its commitment to inclusive growth.

4. Introducing conditionalities linked to delivery of cohesion aid receives great attention. 
Creating an overall framework conducive to reforms and their effective 
implementation will certainly further the Europe 2020 agenda and provide incentives 
for achieving the targets. Providing more incentives rather than sanctions will enhance 
programme performance including through additional funding at programme level. 
However, subordinating financial flows to projects and policies designed to improve 
the situation of vulnerable group such as people with disabilities, disadvantaged 
communities, including the Roma, and the long-term unemployed, unilaterally to 
macroeconomic and fiscal conditions without taking into account local level of 
development may have adverse effects on these groups. The SPC therefore does not 
support macroeconomic and fiscal conditionality. Rather than this the SPC would 
support a stronger thematic concentration on the Europe 2020 priorities, aligned to 
domestic investments and needs in individual Member States. 

                                               
1 Budget Review (COM (2010) 700) and Conclusions of the 5th Cohesion report (COM (2010) 642)
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5. The EU ambition to lift 20 million people out of poverty should be properly reflected 
in the future priorities of the ESF. Social protection and inclusion account for some 
14% of the ESF 2007-2013 and they need to be one of the central elements of the 
future thematic specialisation of the ESF allowing it to support different investments 
necessary for achieving meaningful and comprehensive impacts. Member States 
should allocate an appropriate share to these priorities in future that takes account of 
how the ESF can best complement their inclusion and employment policies.

6. The ESF core task is "to improve employment opportunities for workers in the internal 
market and to contribute thereby to raising the standard of living" (article 162 of the 
TFEU). In addition, the ESF also supports the economic, social and territorial 
cohesion in the EU (article 175 of the TFEU). Many MS adapted their ESF co-funded 
operational programmes to shift resources towards their social inclusion programme 
priorities to mitigate the challenges of the crisis by enhancing support both for 
disadvantaged groups and for workers being made redundant. This recent experience 
shows the relevance of social protection and inclusion as priorities of the ESF in a 
context of decreasing labour force. The SPC also values the European Regional 
Development Fund contribution to social infrastructure and inclusion. 

7. Protecting more effectively workers standard of living during economic and 
employment downturns requires looking at the balance between protective and 
activation measures in an innovative way in order to reduce in-work poverty. The EU 
approach to active inclusion needs to be given a fresh impetus in the scope of action of 
the ESF given the long-term consequences of the crisis on employment and poverty. 

8. The recommendations of the ex-post evaluation report of the 2000-2006 ESF support 
to the Open Method of Coordination in social protection and social inclusion
acknowledged that while the ESF had made a valuable contribution to the OMC social 
inclusion strand, it needed to be made more suitable to support the social protection, 
health and long-term care strands. The SPC calls on the Commission to make the ESF 
an instrument better fitted to support these OMC strands.

9. The SPC welcomes the overall ambition to simplify the delivery of cohesion aid and 
invites the Commission to pursue its simplification agenda by facilitating the use of 
the funds by the end user. 

10. In the current socio-economic context, developing local approaches to tackle poverty 
and exclusion by bringing on board all relevant partners, according to institutional 
arrangements specific to each Member State, to reach out to particular target groups 
will make a significant contribution to achieving the poverty reduction target. The 
SPC sees the ESF as an instrument well fitted to this objective within the "Poverty 
platform" flagship initiative. 

11. The SPC asks its Chair to forward this orientation paper to the Commissioners in 
charge of Financial Programming and Budget, Employment, Social Affairs and 
Inclusion and of Regional Policy.


