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ANSWERS TO EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

QUESTIONNAIRE FOR COMMISSIONER -DESIGNATE

Johannes HAHN

(Regional Policy)

General competence, European commitment and personal independence

1. What aspects of your personal qualifications and experience are particularly 
relevant for becoming Commissioner and promoting the European general 
interest, particularly in the area you would be responsible for? What motivates 
you? What guarantees of independence are you able to give the European 
Parliament, and how would you make sure that any past, current or future 
activities you carry out could not cast doubt on the performance of your duties 
within the Commission?

During my whole professional and political career, Europe and the European Union have 
always formed the broader framework of my work. I have been committed to the idea of a 
united Europe without borders, from the very beginning of my political activities. I was
among a group of young politicians in the Austrian People's Party that were the first to argue 
in favour of Austria’s accession to the European Communities in the early 1980ies. We 
organised discussions all over Austria and were able to convince the party of the advantages 
of EC accession and to engage in a determined pro-European course.

I have a long-standing experience as a politician at the regional level. During many years, I 
have been a member first of the regional Parliament in Vienna and then of the regional 
Government of Vienna. In my work, I focussed in particular on health issues and culture.

As Federal Minister for science and research in the Austrian government, I have built up 
strong regional and cross-border partnerships in the fields of science and research. I founded 
the "Salzburg group", an informal group of ministers from several countries in central and 
southern Europe (PL, CZ, SK, HU, SI, RO, BG, CY, MT and Switzerland), which addresses 
the need for a better regional coordination in the allocation of research infrastructure of 
excellence.

Europe's citizens identify themselves very much with their respective regions. I am convinced 
that Europe's regions have an important "bridging" function between the activities in the 
European institutions and the everyday life of the citizens. I intend to work together with the 
regions, for their people and in the name of European solidarity, a solidarity that works 
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through development.

I am fully aware of the obligations foreseen in the Treaties to ensure the independence of the 
Members of the European Commission and deeply committed to comply with the highest 
ethical standards. I have therefore ceased all activities as party leader of the Viennese branch 
of the Austrian's People's Party and in any party committees in November. An acting party 
leader has been installed, pending the election of a new party leader. I have completed my 
Declaration of Interests and will refrain from any actions which might cause doubt about my 
personal independence. I am also aware of the provisions of the Treaties and the Code of 
Conduct for Commissioners which I will respect in full, and I guarantee to have the President 
of the Commission informed about any personal and political situation which could cause a 
conflict of interest in respect to my work as Member of the European Commission.

Management of the portfolio and cooperation with the European Parliament and its 
committees

2. How would you assess your role as a Member of the College of Commissioners? In 
what respect would you consider yourself responsible and accountable to the 
Parliament for your actions and for those of your departments?

As a prospective Member of the Commission, I fully subscribe to collegiality as the key 
principle for the Commission's functioning. Collegiality constitutes the basis for balanced 
decisions that take into account the different facets in the decision-making process and 
ensures coherence in our policies and proposals.

Within the overall competence of the Commission as college, I see myself politically 
responsible and accountable for the activities of DG Regional Policy. A good relation 
between DG Regional Policy, my cabinet and me is based on loyalty, mutual respect and 
trust, transparency and an open information flow between the service and the political level. 
This is a necessary condition for exercising my responsibility.

I want to assure the European Parliament of my willingness to have an open and constructive 
political dialogue on any matters of my portfolio. This corresponds to a principle of good 
governance and fully respects the high importance of the democratic control exercised by the 
European Parliament.

3. What specific commitments are you prepared to make in terms of enhanced 
transparency, increased cooperation and effective follow-up to Parliament's 
positions and requests for legislative initiatives, also in the light of the entry into 
force of the Treaty of Lisbon? In relation to planned initiatives or ongoing 
procedures, are you ready to provide Parliament with information and documents 
on an equal footing with the Council?

The relationship between the European Commission and the European Parliament must be 
based on transparency, mutual trust and respect and the willingness to cooperate in the interest 
of the people. I fully commit myself to a transparent flow of information towards the 
European Parliament, as foreseen in the Framework Agreement between the institutions. 
Good governance requires a broad integration of different views into the process of policy 
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making: Therefore I fully support all the efforts made by the Commission to enhance the 
transparency also for the general public.

The cooperation with the REGI Committee will be of utmost importance for my work as a 
prospective Member of the European Commission. I will seek a constructive dialogue with 
this committee and look forward to open and fruitful discussions with its members. 
Furthermore, it is my wish to build up a relation of mutual trust with the members of the 
committee and I shall of course be available also for bilateral meetings and other forms of 
direct communication. I see the hearing as a first important opportunity to start building such 
a good working relationship with the REGI Committee.

I consider the European Parliament in general and the REGI Committee in particular as a 
strong and appreciated partner for further developing the regional policy. As agreed in the 
Framework Agreement, I shall regularly inform the European Parliament about the actions 
taken in response to its resolutions. Furthermore, I shall ensure that in my area of 
responsibilities the European Parliament is given all the information, and documentation as 
stipulated in the Framework Agreement.

Policy-related questions

4. What are the three main priorities you intend to pursue as part of your proposed 
portfolio, taking into account, where relevant, the financial, economic and social 
crisis and concerns related to sustainable development?

My first priority is to prepare the future cohesion policy post 2013 for the regions of Europe 
as they tackle new challenges and move into tomorrow's economy. I consider that cohesion 
policy should concern the entire EU and its regions and benefit its citizens. This is a core 
policy for the EU as a whole, central for reaching our common ambitions. In a period of 
uncertainty owing to the economic and financial crisis, re-creating confidence is essential. 
Cohesion policy brings the European project closer to the daily life of EU citizens. I intend to 
strengthen the overall coherence of the EU intervention by establishing closer coordination 
with other EU policies and clearer alignment of cohesion policy with the main strategic 
agenda of the Union, delivering our EU 2020 vision. I intend to reinforce the multilevel 
governance system of cohesion policy by making it simpler, more oriented toward results, and 
more effective. I do not think that the task will be easy. But I consider that cohesion policy 
should continue to play a major role in supporting sustainable development throughout the 
Union while promoting European integration. I look forward to a very intense dialogue with 
the European Parliament, and with the REGI Committee in particular, to design the new 
policy.

My second priority will be to help Member States and regions to successfully exit from the 
crisis. That is why cohesion policy played a prominent role in the European Economic 
Recovery Plan. To this end and with the support of the European Parliament, a number of 
legislative and financial measures have been or are on the verge of being adopted. Cohesion 
policy is of course not the prime instrument to fight a crisis. Rather the contrary, its "raison 
d'être" and its objectives are clearly of a long-term nature. But it is exactly this long-term 
nature which can help to fight the shorter term recession. First of all, cohesion policy is a 
stable source of financing. With funds for the current period being disbursed until 2015, 
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Member States and regions have less need to worry about access to finance despite facing 
otherwise serious fiscal constraints. Second, cohesion policy also boosts short term demand 
when other sources of financing risk drying up, while not losing sight of the principles of 
sustainable use of funds. Third and most importantly, while helping to exit from the crisis, 
cohesion policy contributes to the European Union's long-term objectives heading for more 
sustainable, greener, and strong knowledge-based economies. I will actively work with the 
Member States and the regions to ensure the best possible use of our resources and report 
back to the European Parliament on the progress achieved.

My third priority is to increase the transparency and to improve the control environment in 
cohesion policy in order to ensure the legality and regularity of EU co-funded expenditure. I 
consider that the error rate reported by the European Court of Auditors is still high and the 
efforts to reduce it have to continue, with a particular focus on areas that represent the highest 
risk. Implementing the stringent approach established with the Action Plan to strengthen the 
Commission's supervisory role for structural actions is the right way to go. In parallel, I will 
make every effort to ensure that the enhanced control arrangements and the recently adopted 
measures on simplification for the period 2007-2013 take full effect and their impact on the 
error rate is visible as soon as possible. In this respect, annual summaries are an important 
tool for improving Member States' accountability in shared management. In the framework of 
the triennial revision of the Financial Regulation in 2010, I hope for the active assistance of 
the European Parliament, with a view to increasing the added value of annual summaries.

5. What are the specific legislative and non-legislative initiatives you intend to put 
forward, and according to what timetable? What specific commitments can you 
make regarding in particular the committees' priorities and requests attached 
hereto which would fall within your portfolio? How would you personally ensure 
the good quality of legislative proposals?

The most important initiatives I intend to take forward are the following:

 Strategic report on the contribution of cohesion policy to the Lisbon strategy.
 An EU Strategy for the Danube Region.
 Assessment of the implementation of the Baltic Sea Strategy.
 Future cohesion policy: 5th Cohesion Report and the new regulatory framework for 

post 2013. To ensure the good quality of legislative proposals, I will put in place close 
coordination mechanisms both inside the Commission as well as with the European 
institutions, including Parliament, and other stakeholders.

 Proposal for a revision of the EU Solidarity Fund regulation: I am determined to 
revive negotiations in the Council, in close co-operation with the European 
Parliament.

 I also intend to organise regular high-level debates with the European Parliament and 
other institutions on the results and performance of cohesion policy on basis of 
evaluations and analytical reports.

I know that there are a number of issues which are very close to your priorities. Though there 
will be time to discuss them in more detail, starting with the hearing, I would like to provide 
you with some first, personal considerations on some of them.
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I am convinced that coordination between levels of governments and between policy areas is 
a key mechanism in delivering EU policy priorities. Cohesion policy offers a unique and 
modern multi-level governance system which values and exploits local and regional 
knowledge, combines it with strategic direction from the EU, and coordinates interventions 
between different levels of government. In the future, this system should be strengthened and 
we should explore how to increase the role of regional and local actors.

Cohesion policy should have significance for the entire territory of the Union. The Treaty 
recognises that the regional dimension of EU policies is central to achieving its core 
objectives and it does not limit the intervention of cohesion policy to the poorest areas. This 
principle is further reinforced by the introduction of the notion of territorial cohesion. It is 
evident that it is essential for the competitiveness of the Union to support the work of all 
regions in the face of the need to adjust to global challenges and the risks to lose 
competitiveness, employment and social cohesion. Finally, the Lisbon strategy has suffered 
from insufficient ownership and understanding of the EU vision at local and regional level. Its 
successor, the EU 2020 strategy, needs the mobilisation of all EU citizens if it is to be 
successful. In this sense, cohesion policy is for me a development policy.

The principle of additionality is crucial to maintain the structural function of cohesion policy. 
Without additionality cohesion policy would be transformed into a pure transfer where 
resources would disappear in the budget of Member States and be used for different purposes. 
This would hardly justify a structural, let alone regional policy, at the European level. 
Moreover, this would take away any European value added other than financial, and put 
enormous pressure on the budget allocated to cohesion policy.

I am aware that the policy is sometime criticized for its complexity. While I intend to tackle 
this issue seriously, the 2007-2013 regulations already introduced a considerable number of 
simplifications, such as a reduction of the number of Funds, partial closure and the possibility 
for Member States to determine the eligibility rules. The recent amendments which are now 
submitted to the attention of the Parliament will also help to assist the recovery process by 
releasing funds more quickly and by further simplifying implementation rules. With respect to 
simplification, we shall also examine how to better apply the principle of proportionality in 
the framework of cohesion policy.

Yet, it is important to keep in mind that sound financial management and simplification are 
not in contradiction. Simplification does not mean that rules ensuring the legality and 
regularity of EU expenditure should be relaxed. I intend to focus on rigorous actions to reduce 
the error rate.

I am convinced that development is better served by public policies which integrate rather 
than separate interventions on the ground. This allows creating synergy, avoiding over- or 
under- provision of key public goods, ensuring that public action moves in the same direction, 
and avoiding conflicting outcomes. I intend to ensure that integrated approaches are 
reinforced both in the way cohesion policy operates and in its relation with other EU policies.

Experience shows that the involvement of the regional and local authorities as well as all 
other relevant stakeholders is essential to ensure the success of the policy. However, it is also 
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true that there is still a lot to be done in order to have real and active partnership not only in 
the preparation and negotiation process, but also in the other phases of the life of the 
operational programmes: implementation, monitoring and evaluation. While I take very 
seriously this matter, I consider that partnership is not an area where solutions can easily be 
imposed top-down: good partnership is ultimately the result of mutual trust and confidence.


