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Foreword

Your Rapporteur considers necessary in view of enriching the debate and providing for a 
more complete overview of the subject, to supplement the presentation of the draft opinion on 
GDP and beyond - Measuring progress in a changing world, with this working document.

Although this does not correspond to the usual proceeding in non-legislative opinion 
procedures, this working document is deemed relevant to provide the Committee with 
supplementary data and explanation justifying the draft opinion.

Relevance of indicators in Cohesion Policy

Measuring well-being is of particular relevance for Cohesion Policy as the whole mechanism 
to allocate cohesion money is based on that. However, the concept for well-being currently 
applied in the context of Cohesion Policy is defined by one single criterion, which is GDP per 
capita. A broad debate on alternative, complementary or corrected indicators as presented in 
the Commission communication "GDP and beyond" is helpful to reflect on the use of GDP as 
allocation key for structural funds and may make valuable contributions to the discussion 
about the future of Cohesion Policy.

GDP in the current programme period

Having in mind that the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union promotes 
economic, social and territorial cohesion to achieve an overall harmonious development, 
Cohesion Policy has to be aimed at reducing disparities among regions. GDP per capita serves 
as a useful indicator to describe the economic situation of a region and to identify 
discontinuities of economic development. But there are a number of shortcomings relating to 
the use of GDP in the context of regional development:
- Investment originating from structural funds is included into the calculation of GDP and 
thus leads to distortion of the real amount of products and services generated in a determined 
area.
- Increasing GDP pretends to represent increasing well-being of society. However, the 
increase of GDP is often due to higher labour productivity which is accompanied by rising 
unemployment and more precarious employment conditions. Consequently, economic 
development can be disconnected from social development, particularly relating to labour 
market and poverty. Social trends and inequalities are not covered but rather hidden by GDP.
- Pollution and contamination of the environment are not considered in the current concept of 
GDP. The fact that e.g. a leaking barrel of oil, which devastates water and soil, contributes to 
an increase of GDP totally ignores the damage it causes to the environment and to regional 
development opportunities.

EU Cohesion Policy is based on a comprehensive understanding of regional development that 
goes beyond the economic pillar. It is committed to sustainable development which is defined 
as horizontal objective and which takes into account the interdependencies between 
economic, social and environmental aspects. Basing Cohesion Policy only on the economic 
dimension bears the risk to reduce the potential to achieve the global objectives linked to 
Cohesion Policy and to leave aside parts of the population which are disconnected from 
economic growth. 
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Beyond GDP

The Commission promotes and participates in a programme on data analysis and gathering for 
monitoring territorial development (ESPON), and findings of numerous ESPON studies 
suggest that indicators and data additional to GDP should be produced to better reflect 
regional state and trends. Particular attention was paid to the Gini coefficient on household 
income which provides information about social segregation and income inequalities within a 
region. GDP statistics are often criticized as they do not represent changes for the whole 
population; the Gini coefficient demonstrates how income has changed for poor and for rich. 
If the Gini coefficient is rising as well as GDP, poverty may not be improving for the majority 
of the population. 

For a targeted use of cohesion money, current and future challenges have to be identified and 
integrated in the mechanism of Cohesion Policy to avoid relatively higher costs in case of 
non-action. The Commission responded to this requirement and published a staff working 
document on "Regions 2020, An Assessment of Future Challenges for EU Regions 
(SEC(2008)2868)", which detected the following challenges: EU regions will be faced with 
globalisation, climate change, demographic change and energy challenge. Particular attention 
should be given to climate and demographic change as both phenomena display a significant 
asymmetry with different regions being differently vulnerable and differently capable to 
adapt. To enable Cohesion Policy to tackle the most vulnerable regions, the choice of 
indicators which define eligibility of regions should consider and build on the findings of this 
document. 

GDP and beyond

In its communication "GDP and beyond", the Commission clearly states that "GDP is not 
meant to be an accurate gauge of longer term economic and social progress and notably the 
ability of a society to tackle issues such as climate change, resource efficiency or social 
inclusion" (p. 10) all of which are relevant objectives of Cohesion Policy. The need to 
complement GDP is acknowledged by the Commission, and it proposes 5 actions to better 
measure well-being which can all be supported. Latest activities of Eurostat show that 
implementation of these actions has started.

In the framework of Cohesion Policy, indicators and more recent data which better represent 
state and trends of European regions are necessary, and the Commission and Eurostat can be 
encouraged to step up its efforts to make them available. GDP as allocation key for cohesion 
money should be complemented by aspects relating to societal inequalities not covered, but 
rather hidden by GDP. The applicability of the Gini coefficient could be examined in this 
context. 

Whereas additional indicators should complement GDP for the next programme period 2014-
2020, GDP could be replaced in the long run by a more comprehensive concept of well-being.


