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The working document briefly describes the purpose and scope of the report. The Rapporteur 
gives a general overview of the situation, the reasons behind absorption problems and lists 
several possible solutions that should be analysed in the report.  

1. Background

Since the late 1990s, absorption of Structural and Cohesion Funds has been recognised as a
main concern in relation to the implementation of the EU cohesion policy. Many Member 
States have faced difficulties in absorbing the structural and cohesion funds from the EU 
budget, especially during the early post-accession years. This INI report should look at the 
problems, reasons behind and good practices during the current programming period (2007-
2013) and draw lessons for the future EU cohesion policy.

2. Definition, context of absorption

Absorption capacity is understood by the rapporteur as the extent to which a Member State is 
able to spend the financial resources allocated from the Structural and Cohesion Funds in an 
effective and efficient manner. This capacity is necessary for making a maximum contribution 
to economic and social cohesion with the resources available from the EU funds. The 
absorption capacity on demand side means the actual ability by project applicants to generate 
acceptable projects. On the supply side absorption capacity can be determined by three main 
factors:

 Macro-economic absorption capacity defined and measured in terms of GDP
 Financial absorption capacity defined as the ability to co-finance the programs and 

projects supported by the EU, to plan and guarantee these national contributions in 
multi-annual budgets, and to collect contributions from the partners involved in 
various programs and projects

 Administrative capacity defined as the ability and qualifications of central and local 
authorities to prepare programs and appropriate and timely projects, to decide on 
them, to ensure coordination of partners involved, to comply with administrative and 
reporting requirements, to fund and monitor the implementation of programs and 
projects and to avoid irregularities.

The absorption capacity is not a parameter but a variable. It differs widely in the different 
Member States therefore individual solutions are necessary.

Aiming at absorbing as much financial support as possible in this context requires continuous 
efforts by the Member States and the involvement of the local and regional level of 
administration in every stage of the process.

3. Level of absorption in the current programming period

The following graphs present the level of absorption of the structural and cohesion funds per 
country in the current period and the accumulated figures in comparison to the previous 
period. 
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Payments on 2007-2013 period to 25/01/2011
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Interim payments paid per month since 2009

All accumulated payments per year
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4. Reasons behind the absorption problems

4.1. Initial problems at the beginning of the programming period

Member States experienced difficulties over completing the compliance assessment 
procedures concerning the new management and control system stipulated by the 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 Fund.
This led to delays in payments as the approval of the system by the Commission was a 
precondition to the first interim payments. Furthermore the parallel implementation of two
programming periods (20000-2006 and 2007-2013) is also considered a significant burden 
causing delays at the beginning of the current period. 

4.2. Financial problems

The impact of the global economic recession caused difficulties in many Member States as 
regards utilisation of the funds. Consequences were problems in delivery of results, changes 
in expected demands and growing restrictions in national or local public financing. It became 
even more difficult to find sufficient resources to co-finance projects.
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4.3. Regulatory requirements

The 2007-2013 regulatory framework generally improved clarity compared to the previous 
version, however further efforts are required. Member States' difficulties with the regulatory 
requirements have been caused inter alia by incompatibility issues as in some cases EC 
requirements were not compatible with existing national arrangements, which had to be 
revised.

Further problems were caused by delays with the establishment and introduction of EU and 
national rules or with related guidance and gaps in the rules or unclear rules. Some regulatory 
requirements should be further adapted to take account of implementation experience. In 
addition the definition of eligibility rules has caused difficulties. Some of the Territorial
Cooperation OPs experienced difficulties over national eligibility rules since depending on the 
number of Member States involved, there are a number of different sets of national rules. 

Significant delays could be observed in the translation of the guidance notes and in obtaining 
clarification from the Commission as regards e.g. environmental impact assessments and 
eligibility of costs. Further difficulties were caused by frequent changes of national 
requirements and inconsistency in EC guidance as EU institutions changed their interpretation 
of the regulations during the financial perspective.

4.4. Organisational requirements

Member States' difficulties with the organisational requirements have been caused by the need 
to establish new institutions, insufficient separation between the authorities, hierarchy 
problems between the institutions and difficulties over the allocation of tasks and 
responsibilities. In some cases too many organisations were created and functions were 
duplicated.

4.5. Human resources

The general regulation does not establish any specific requirements as to the quality and 
quantity of staff necessary to comply with management and control requirements. In the light 
of more demanding control requirements, limited staff numbers and insufficient staff 
qualifications at national and regional level are an important concern. Difficulties were 
experienced as regards staff retention. Crisis-motivated restrictions on public sector 
employment imply that there is an increase in outsourced controls. Staff rotation in the 
Commission might cause changes in the interpretation of certain rules during OP 
implementation.

4.6. Information technology systems

Important delays could be observed due to difficulties over the establishment of information 
technology systems, insufficiently clear or late Commission guidance on communication and
information systems, the quality and timeliness of national guidance on communication and 
information systems.
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4.7. Control requirements

Strengthened control requirements provided for improved clarity, however, there is a lack of 
equilibrium between control and content. The 2007-2013 regulatory requirements are inclined 
towards control issues, and thus deflect attention from content. Beneficiaries are deterred by 
control requirements, and managers dedicate more time to assessing compliance with control 
requirements than to the achievement of OP objectives. In addition national control 
requirements often go beyond the EU regulation.

5. Best practices, proposals for improving absorption capacity

The rules relating to Structural and Cohesion Funds are complex and therefore difficult to 
comply with, what causes errors. Member States therefore spend a disproportionate amount of 
time trying to manage and control these errors. If we wish to reduce errors and increase 
efficiency, we should focus on simplifying the process. Emphasis should be put on payments 
for delivery of results rather than checking inputs. It could be considered whether a stronger 
focus could be possible on fraud rather than on formal irregularities and on a more 
differentiated treatment of irregularities, allowing for flexibility depending on the seriousness 
of the identified irregularity. A reflection on the margin of error in project expenditures may 
be necessary. The proportionality between the volume of support and control requirements 
should be strengthened. The coordination of audit activity should be enhanced.

A better balance should be found, on the one hand, between the rules and procedures required 
for ensuring the legality and regularity of EU expenditure and on the other hand making 
cohesion policy more performance oriented and cost-efficient. The Commission should 
propose how to better focus on the achievement of objectives without derogating from the key 
rule as regards sound financial management.

The timely adoption of EU budget and of clear and definitive rules and guidance to the 
Member States is of utmost importance.

There is considerable scope for closer alignment of programming and implementation 
systems. Harmonisation of rules and procedures may lead to simplified delivery systems and 
may encourage participation of potential beneficiaries in EU co-funded programmes. The 
possibility of increasing the flexibility to support ESF-type of actions in ERDF programmes 
and vice versa could be considered.

Other possibilities to improving efficiency and absorption could be:
 Networking between implementation structures of Member States
 Incentives to attract and maintain staff in the Member States
 Exploring the introduction of harmonised information and communication systems 

taking into account the differences in the management and control systems of the 
Member States

 Addressing more demanding control requirements via support to beneficiaries
 Cohesion policy should be decentralized through local development approaches
 Increase the regions' involvement during the different stages of the whole process



DT\861336EN.doc 9/9 PE460.928v01-00

EN

 Establishment of an international cooperation program "INTERREG 
ENLARGEMENT" in order to improve the cooperation between regions with high 
absorption and regions with low absorption 

 Increase "public-private partnerships" projects
 Constant application of sanctions in negligence management of resources

6. Working methodology and procedure

This working document should serve the purpose of initiating a fruitful debate with Members 
of the Committee on Regional Development. Thus, the working document only includes the 
initial position of the Rapporteur, which will be further elaborated in the draft report. 

The Rapporteur intends to work in close cooperation with the Shadow Rapporteurs as well as 
with the Draftsperson of the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs that will draw up 
an opinion under rule 50: procedure with associated committees. Furthermore, all Members of 
the Committee on Regional Development are invited to present their views during the 
discussion so that the draft report can be enriched with constructive ideas.


