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One goal: cohesion, one set of instruments to achieve it 

In order to achieve the objectives of social, economic and territorial cohesion, article 175 of 
the TFEU foresees the joint action of the Structural Funds (taken as a whole and without any 
division: European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund, European Rural Development 
Fund; European Social Fund; European Regional Development Fund).

The Commission and the Member States shall ensure the coordination between the assistance 
from these Funds and the European Fisheries Fund as well as the Cohesion Fund 
according to Article 9(4) of Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006 of 11 July 2006 laying 
down general provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social 
Fund and the Cohesion Fund1.

On June 14, 2010 the Council has stressed in its Conclusions on the Strategic Report of 2010 
by the Commission on the Implementation of the Cohesion Policy Programmes that "the real 
added value generated by one strategic approach and by common implementation rules for 
the ERDF, the Cohesion Fund and the ESF, within the general framework of the cohesion 
policy".

The Council, in its Conclusions of 25-26 March 2010, found that all common policies 
including Cohesion policy need to support the Europe 2020 Strategy.

In its Europe 2020 Strategy document, the Commission pledges to mobilise the EU financial 
instruments (rural development, Structural Funds, R&D programmes, TENs, EIB) as part of a 
consistent funding strategy, pulling together EU and national public and private funding, in 
the context of one of the flagship initiatives2 of the strategy, thus reflecting the need for 
coherence between policies and instruments.

The Commission’s communication on the EU budget review3 from October 19 points to the 
results of the wide-ranging public consultation which asked for an increase in the 
coordination to achieve synergies and ensure coherence.

Co-ordination of funds, the track record so far

As far as the ESF is concerned, the experience clearly demonstrates that the ERDF funding of 
economic actions (innovation, research, SMEs, environment, etc.) can be more effective if 
closely coordinated and integrated with the actions undertaken by that fund, especially taking 
into account that the success of most programmes and measures largely depends on the 
successful combination of several factors, among which human development is of utmost 
importance. The enhancement of the European added value of both structural funds is linked 
to the progress in achieving synergy between economic and social intervention.

The reform of structural policy for the 2007-2013 programming period led to the separation of 
the Rural Development Fund from the general framework of Structural Funds. It was stressed

                                               
1 OJ L 210, 31.7.2006, p. 25.
2 See Flagship Initiative entitled "Resource efficient Europe".
3 COM(2010) 700.
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that this separation shouldn't result in the duplication or the omission of objectives, and 
development opportunities should be ensured in both rural and urban areas alike, but there is 
conflicting evidence from the ground. Efficiency of rural development policies requires 
close coordination with the implementation of measures under the EARDF and regional 
policy instruments alike. In this context, the European Parliament has consistently insisted on 
the need for close monitoring of the separation of rural development from cohesion policy in 
order to evaluate its true impact on the development of rural areas. The results of the 
separation of the EAFRD from the field of cohesion policy should be carefully assessed.

The cross-financing rules4 have not proved to be an efficient way of co-ordination and have 
added to the complexity of managing the funds. They should be reviewed in the light of 
reliable and comprehensive data on their use and impact. 

Moreover, the increasing emphasis on urban issues and the role of the cities within Cohesion 
policy creates fears in a number of stakeholders that an unbalanced development of urban and 
rural areas may occur as a result, leading them to call for real and effective urban-rural 
linkages to be established. 

The call for greater flexibility in the use of funds, on one hand, and for an administrative 
culture that promotes a multidisciplinary approach and simplification of the administration of 
funds, on the other, is not new. In the field of synergies between the Structural funds, the 7th 
Framework Programme for research, technological development and demonstration activities, 
and the Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme, the European Parliament 
has insisted on the need to avoid high concentration of capacity in economic clusters and top 
EU regions, regretting that synergies in funding are still not well known.

It was furthermore found that the actual synergies depend to a great extent on the 
beneficiaries' organisational and strategic capacity to combine support from different EU 
instruments5, and Member States should explore more efficiently synergies between cohesion 
policy funding and other sources of European Union funding6.

The European Parliament has further asked in an earlier stage of implementation of the 
current programming period for a study on the feasibility of merging the various EU Funds -
the ERDF, the ESF, the Cohesion Fund and the EAFRD7. 

The time and place for greater co-ordination and synergies

The rationale for a greater attempt to co-ordinate the efforts from EU funds and programmes 
stems more critically from the post-crisis era that Europe has entered. It is clear that in the 
coming years, the need to consolidate the public budgets will force us to be more innovative 

                                               
4 See Article 34(2) of the General Regulation. 
5 In this context, see EP resolution of 20 May 2010 (P7_TA(2010)0189).
6 See European Parliament resolutions of 11 March 2009 (P6_TA(2009)0124), point 17, and of 21 October 2008 
(OC C 15 E, 21.1.2010, p. 10), point 1.
7 European Parliament resolution of 21 October 2008, point 4.
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and seek a bigger impact from the available funding8. This is the opportunity for that as many 
have recognized.

The Council, in its conclusions on the Strategic Report of 2010 by the Commission on the 
Implementation of the Cohesion Policy Programmes, of 14 June 2010 stressed "the need to 
further improve the co-ordination of Cohesion policy and other EU and national policies, 
where necessary in order to increase the effectiveness in delivering common objectives in a 
common coordinated way". 

In a letter addressed to President Barroso, the Commissioners for Regional Policy, for 
Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, and for 
Agriculture and Rural Development were unanimous in acknowledging "the need to 
strengthen the integration of the different EU policies to attain the sustainable and inclusive 
economic development the Union must achieve". In this letter, the Commissioners clearly 
propose the "drawing-up of a common EU-level strategic framework for the ERDF, the 
ESF, the Cohesion fund, the EAFRD, and the EFF, for the period after 2013". This 
approach would improve the current more separate strategic planning, thus limiting the 
fragmentation of instruments and policies.

Τhe Commission’s communication on the EU budget review from October 19 sets forth for 
the next Multiannual Financial Framework a coordinated approach for not only the 
instruments of Cohesion Policy but also other EU programmes for research, innovation, 
lifelong learning and networks. It proposes a common Strategic Framework to ensure a 
greater co-ordination. Furthermore, the co-ordination would be enforced on the Member 
State level through a Development and Investment Partnership Contract. The same approach 
has been put forward by the Commission in its 5th Cohesion Report9. 

The Parliament has consistently insisted in several resolutions on the "need for synergies and 
an integrated approach between the different sectoral policies in order to achieve the 
optimal result for growth and development on the ground" and that "there should be a 
commitment to a single, flexible EU policy"10. Focusing the funds' joint action at regional 
and/or local level enhances their added value and permits local stakeholders to fine-tune 
specific actions to the real economic and social needs, and thus to the employment situation in 
each specific region (local development strategy, place-based development plans, etc).

Yes to synergies, but how?

Important elements for coordination are already in place, but can be further enhanced for the 
benefit of greater synergies. The EU Cohesion Policy instruments (ERDF, ESF and CF) are 
managed in a common framework which stretches from the Strategic Guidelines down to 
payments and reporting. Nevertheless, this is not enough. Co-ordination can be enhanced 
between the Cohesion Policy instruments and beyond.
                                               
8 In this context the Commission clearly states that "[i]f the public's investment in the EU budget is to pay off, 
the next generation of financial programmes needs to be reworked to put effectiveness at the top of the agenda", 
in Communication on the EU Budget Review (COM(2010)0700), point 4, introduction, p. 20.
9 "Investing in Europe's future, Fifth report on economic, social and territorial cohesion", European Commission, 
November 2010.
10 European Parliament resolution of 24 March 2009 (TA(2009)0163).
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Taking into account the common goals in EU economic development, the co-ordination 
framework should encompass the actions covered today by the CF, the ERDF, the ESF, the 
EFF and the EARDF. Also linkages and coordination mechanisms should be indentified with 
other EU instruments such as programmes for research, innovation, lifelong learning and 
networks.  

An integrated planning and delivery system can encompass all policy areas, for instance in a 
National Development Plan, or it can include several policy areas in order to tackle individual 
complex problems (i.e. EU2020 strategy). The virtue of integrated planning is in the 
understanding that one cannot solve complex problems by just approaching them from one 
side – unemployment cannot be solved just with training of the unemployed, you also need to 
put in place job creation policies, like support to SMEs, start-ups, etc. If a country/region is 
underdeveloped and the goal is that it would catch up, then putting in place separately 
managed sectoral policies, such as transport or environment infrastructure will not achieve a 
significant effect in its overall development11. A fragmented approach may lead to 
overlapping or even conflicting policies, contradictory public actions and duplication of 
resources, having consequences both for the regional effectiveness of public policies and for 
their national impact12.

In the context of the EU Cohesion Policy, this means that the current planning and delivery 
system that brings together policies (and funding for them) for human resources development, 
for enterprise development, especially SMEs, for infrastructure development, etc., serves the 
purpose of catching up of the assisted regions. Each of these policies separately would 
achieve less than they currently achieve jointly in an integrated planning and delivery system. 
Keeping together the planning and implementation of the Structural Funds and Cohesion 
Fund and re-integrating them better with the Rural Development Fund and Fisheries Fund is 
key to unlocking the potential of the lagging behind regions.
Synergies and coordination do not imply one size-fits-all solutions. Instead they call for close 
strategic coordination between instruments, policies and actors in order to produce carefully 
designed interventions and programmes which take into account the territorial specificities 
and comparative advantages or special features of each region in an integrated place based 
approach13. 

In their above-mentioned common letter, the four Commissioners have proposed an important 
additional step in the form of a common Strategic Framework, which needs to be 
complemented on the delivery level by a common legal framework providing for a 
common set of rules. 

In order to achieve maximum impact, the co-ordination has to take place at all levels of 
policy-making, from strategic planning through delivery and payments to closure, audit 
and evaluation.

Inside the Cohesion policy instruments, we need to maintain and reinforce the model of 

                                               
11 OECD Publication, Regions matter: economic recovery, innovation and sustainable growth, 2009, p. 125
12 Idem.
13 Study Applied Research Project of EDORA -European Development Opportunities for Rural Areas, conducted 
within the framework of the ESPON 2013, July 2010, Part B, p. 48.
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one general regulation (management, eligibility, audit and reporting rules) and short 
fund-specific regulations reflecting the particular policy goals of the specific funds. The 
EARDF and the EFF should be reintegrated into this framework as it was in the 2000-
2006 period. In addition, there is a certain need for a co-ordination mechanism between 
the 7th/8th Framework Programme and the ERDF to ensure the necessary financing for 
basic infrastructures for R&D. 

Close coordination between Cohesion Policy and other EU policies is also required for the 
efficient implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy.

Establishing further co-ordination gives also opportunities to think better through the 
simplification opportunities. In any case, similar rules, and common strategic planning, are 
already significant simplifications.

Conclusion

The EU provides for a unique framework for integrated policy-planning across national 
borders. This was present already at the establishment of the Single Market and the creation 
of the Cohesion Policy and has served the development of economic and social cohesion in 
EU through decades with indisputable success.

The current moment, which complex as we are slowly overcoming the results of the financial 
and economic crisis, has presented us with an opportunity to use the time of the upcoming 
negotiations on the next MFF to achieve greater synergies from the EU funds and 
programmes by putting in place an even more far-reaching co-ordination mechanism. 
This will have to include taking the current Strategic Guidelines on a new level of strategic 
planning by establishing a single Strategic Framework and complementing the general 
framework for EU Cohesion Policy instruments with additional links to other, EU related 
programmes.


