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Introduction 

The EU aims to reduce disparities in wealth and development between its regions. In this 
context, one specific point of focus is cross-border regions. Border regions often perform 
worse economically than regions within a Member State and many of them face similar 
challenges, such as poor accessibility, declining local industries, inappropriate business 
environment, low levels of research and innovation, or environmental pollution. The EU 
wants to address these common challenges by supporting European Territorial 
Cooperation (ETC) programmes, known as ‘Interreg’ programmes. It does so by 
providing funding from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) through its 
cohesion policy. 

ETC programmes are implemented under shared management. The Commission approves the 
programmes prepared by Member States and facilitates their implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation. 

Interreg programmes have been supporting joint actions between Member States or between 
Member States and countries outside the EU for 30 years. The 2014-2020 Interreg programme 
period had a budget of EUR 10.1 billion and comprised three strands of cooperation: 
Interreg V-A (focusing on cross-border cooperation between adjacent regions), Interreg V-B 
(programmes covering larger areas of cooperation and focusing on transnational issues), and 
Interreg V-C (focusing on four exchange programmes between all Member States). The 
biggest strand in terms of budget was Interreg V-A, which received EUR 7.4 billion. Within 
Interreg V-A, the majority of funding (EUR 6.3 billion) went to programmes focusing on 
cross-border cooperation for internal borders. The relevant area for this strand of funding 
covers 59% of EU territory and 48% of its population, and during the 2014-2020 period, 53 
cooperation programmes financed some 24 000 projects. 

For the 2021-2027 period, the total Interreg budget has decreased to EUR 8 billion. This 
period will include an additional fourth strand dedicated to outermost regions. Interreg V-A 
(cross-border cooperation between adjacent regions) will continue to be the biggest part of 
Interreg funding, with EUR 5.8 billion for the period.

The Court assessed whether the Commission and the Member States had effectively 
addressed the challenges of cross-border regions in the internal borders cooperation 
programmes funded through Interreg V-A in the 2014-2020 programme period. In 
particular, the ECA examined whether:

1) the programme authorities analysed and prioritised cross-border challenges to 
concentrate the programmes where they would have the most impact;

2) the cooperation programmes were designed with a coherent intervention logic and in 
synergy with mainstream ERDF programmes of adjacent regions, including an 
evaluation system able to measure cross-border effects;

3) the Commission’s guidance was helpful to address cross-border challenges, especially 
in the context of Covid-19 and the start of the 2021-2027 programme period.

The ECA examined 23 cooperation programmes through desk reviews and on the spot visits. 
For each cooperation programme, the ECA selected two mainstream programmes from 
adjacent regions in order to assess their focus and level of synergy in addressing cross-border 
challenges. It also examined 16 projects implemented through cooperation programmes. At 
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EU level, the ECA assessed the work of DG REGIO. Finally, the ECA examined the reaction 
of all 53 cooperation programmes to the Covid-19 crisis.

The ECA stated that the report’s findings can be useful in the implementation of the 2021-
2027 programme period. They can furthermore support the co-legislators’ discussion about a 
potential mechanism to tackle legal and administrative obstacles in cross-border regions.

Court’s findings

1. The Court examined whether the 23 cooperation programmes based their strategic planning 
for the 2014-2020 programming period on a needs analysis of the covered cross-border 
regions. This was the case, as all examined cooperation programmes had conducted 
either a SWOT or a socioeconomic analysis to assess the challenges faced by the cross-
border regions. The analyses were sufficient to support strategic decisions in all but one 
case.

2. The available Interreg funding is limited and does not allow addressing challenges 
through cooperation programmes alone. The average budget for each of the 53 cooperation 
programmes for internal borders amounted to EUR 162 million, but many challenges – such 
as big rail or road infrastructure projects – require several billions of euros. The scarcity of 
Interreg funding means that funds have to be directed to where they likely add the most value. 
The SR, however, states that most of the programme authorities did not prioritise the 
identified needs, and thus risked not selecting the investment priorities likely to have the 
most impact.

3. The Court assessed the most important strategic elements of the cooperation programmes 
and how these were translated into action through calls for proposals and in the selection of 
projects. The examined programmes generally had clear links between the needs 
analysis, the selection of priority axes, proposed objectives and investment priorities. 
Programme authorities also complied with the requirement to focus projects on up to four 
thematic objectives and sometimes focused them even further. In some cases, though, 
cooperation programmes supported the funding of projects in areas not previously 
identified by a needs analysis.

4. The ECA assessed whether there was a clear demarcation between cooperation 
programmes and mainstream programmes co-financing EU projects in the same geographical 
area. It found that in 14 cases, there was no clear demarcation between the areas of 
support and the types of operations to be co-financed. This means that mainstream 
programmes could finance the same kind of operations as Interreg programmes, with the 
important difference that mainstream programmes do not require a cross-border identity nor 
the participation of partners from different countries. 

In light of the reduction of the Interreg budget in the 2021-2027 period, a clear 
demarcation between mainstream and cooperation programmes becomes even more 
important. Such a clear demarcation could increase synergies, reduce the likelihood of 
double funding, and increase the added value of projects. 

5. The ECA examined 16 implemented projects. All but one project addressed cross-border 
challenges and all projects were implemented in at least two participating Member States. In 8 
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of the examined projects, however, partners cooperated only insofar as presenting a common 
project to secure financing and the projects had no common cross-border identity. This was 
the case for all four projects examined in the area of tourism.

6. The project selection procedures did not always lead to the best projects being 
selected. Three of the thirteen cooperation programmes the ECA examined did not use a point 
system for project selection but based their selection on a qualitative assessment, thus not 
allowing for a clear prioritisation of projects. The other ten programmes used a point system, 
thereby making the selection process more transparent and the subsequent work of the 
monitoring committee easier. 

Nevertheless, only three programmes provided the monitoring committee with a list of 
projects ranked by merit. In the other ten cases, programme authorities did not rank projects 
when sending them to the monitoring committee, even where a points system had been used 
for selection.

7. The ECA found that for the 23 cooperation programmes examined, the specific objectives 
used to address the region’s needs were based on SMART criteria, i.e. specific, 
measurable, attainable, relevant and timely. They followed the intervention logic, were related 
to priority axes and linked the strategy with supported actions and operations. Furthermore, 
all examined programmes used common and programme-specific output and results 
indicators. These were generally measurable and set baseline and target values in all cases. 

Still, there were issues in terms of relevance of the indicators, as many could not capture 
cross-border effects of Interreg operations or measure the effect of supported operations on a 
specific objective. Further issues concerned the achievability of targets: In some cases, 
targets were not realistic and therefore likely not achievable, while in other cases, targets had 
been achieved in the early years of the programming period and were therefore not ambitious 
enough. 

Finally, regional data was only available to a limited degree. In one case, the programme 
authority had no available data to calculate the effect of a specific objective. The Commission 
confirmed that there were limitations in the availability of cross-border regional statistics, 
caused by differences in data collection methods between Member States and insufficient 
cross-border statistical coordination.

8. The Commission took a more active role for the preparation of the 2021-2027 
programming period than in the previous one and led initiatives to help Member States 
identify cross-border challenges. In this context, the Commission presented border orientation 
papers, which the Court judged to be especially useful, as they set out key characteristics of 
the cross-border regions and outlined options for programming. 

9. The Commission proposed measures to ease the legal requirements for ESI funds in the 
context of the Covid-19 pandemic. For Interreg programmes, 33 programme authorities used 
the possibility to amend programmes. The measures used most were the possibility to 
extend the completion deadlines for projects and use the flexibility and simplification 
measures offered by the EU. Only very few cross-border projects had to be suspended 
or cancelled due to the pandemic.

10. The adoption of the 2021-2027 legal basis for Interreg was delayed as the co-
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legislators did not adopt the Commission’s legislative proposal until after the start of the 
programme period. This delay seriously affected the preparation of cooperation programmes 
and prevented a smooth start for the new programme period.

Court’s conclusions

• The examined Interreg programmes generally had clear strategies for addressing the 
needs of cross-border regions. Still, weaknesses in the implementation and 
inefficiencies in monitoring limited the potential benefits of programmes. 

• The intervention logic of the cooperation programmes was strong and there was a 
clear link between the needs, priority axes, objectives and calls for project proposals. 

• However, in 14 of 23 cooperation programmes there was no clear demarcation in the 
areas of support and the types of operations to be co-financed between Interreg 
programmes and mainstream ones. This creates a situation where both sources of 
funding could finance the same kind of operations and where the added value of 
Interreg programmes is weakened. These issues are especially important as the budget 
for Interreg has decreased in the 2021-2027 period.

• Project selection was not always based on a points system. This hampers transparency 
in project selection and may prevent the best project from being chosen.

• Project objectives were based on SMART criteria and output and result indicators 
were generally measurable. However, there were weaknesses in relevance and 
achievability of some indicators, and often indicators did not capture cross-border 
effects.

• Statistical data limitations affected the evaluation of the co-funded projects. 

• Programme authorities extended deadlines for completing projects and used the 
flexibility and simplification measures offered by the EU to mitigate the effects of 
Covid-19. 

• The delay in adopting the 2021-2027 legal basis prevented a smooth start of the new 
programme period.

Court's recommendations 

1. The Court recommends to focus cooperation programmes better.
a. Programme authorities of cooperation programmes should ensure that the 

programme documents stipulate that cooperation programmes focus on different 
types of projects than mainstream programmes. Whenever they intervene in the 
same area, programme authorities should coordinate the support with mainstream 
programmes. 

b. The Commission should require that projects co-financed by Interreg and 
mainstream programmes are complementary when adopting them. 
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2. Programme authorities should select projects based on ranking them by merit to 
ensure that the projects that best address the challenges are selected. They should furthermore 
only propose projects for funding that have achieved a minimum threshold, including a 
minimum threshold for the cross-border character of the project.

3. The Commission should promote the selection of common output and results 
indicators that are relevant to the programme’s actions and thus capable of measuring the 
achievements of cross-border projects. Whenever common indicators cannot be used, it 
should assess the suitability of the specific output and results indicators in measuring the 
achievements of cross-border projects. 

For Recommendation 1a, 14 programme authorities accepted the recommendation, 5 
partially accepted it and 4 did not accept it. The main reasons for ‘no’ or ‘partial’ acceptance 
was that programme authorities considered the relevant Interreg programmes to already be 
well-focused and sufficiently coordinated with mainstream programmes.

For Recommendation 2, 14 programme authorities accepted the recommendation, 6 partially 
accepted it, and 3 did not accept it. The main reason for ‘no’ or ‘partial’ acceptance was that 
programme authorities considered the recommendation to already be implemented.

The Commission accepted all recommendations (1b and 3).

Rapporteur's recommendations

• Notes, that thanks to Interreg every year numerous projects deliver thousands of action 
plans for development in cross-border regions mobilising billions of euros of investments 
and boosting the regions;

• Welcomes the new Interreg regulation and the allocation of more resources on social 
programmes, public health and climate action and the increase of the support for small 
projects and people-to-people projects; 

• Notes, that the lack of statistical data is still a persisting issue for the programmes and 
calls for finding a suitable solution in the new period to enhance data collection and 
support data developments; 

• Notes, that it is essential for authorities to focus on better absorption of money, but in 
many cases red tape and legal and administrative obstacles are the cause of delays;

• Expects that monitoring and control authorities will continue the high quality cooperation 
with the Commission in order to ensure transparency, accountability and protection of the 
EU budget; 

• Calls therefore on the Commission to put extra effort in supporting Member States and 
limiting such administrative burdens and easing out procedures now that there is an 
agreement for the new period; 

• Welcomes the fact that many of the observed issues were addressed in the new Interreg 
regulation; notes that the better equipped Interreg will address the challenges from the 
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previous implementation period more effectively by simplifying some rules and 
procedures; 

• Appreciates in this regard the efforts of the Commission to create synergies and enhance 
cooperation between partners and between authorities;

• Calls on the co-legislators to adopt the European Cross-Border Mechanism in order to 
tackle red tape in the next implementation period; calls, in this regard, on the Council to 
unblock the file as soon as possible; underlines that analyses and studies clearly show the 
negative consequences of not adopting the ECBM regulation; 

• Applauds several important examples of successful projects from the 2014-2020 
implementing period enhancing cross-border cooperation between different regions: 

• Healthaccross for Future which ensures residents living on both sides of the 
Lower Austria – South Bohemian border have equal access to quality 
healthcare; 

• EMR-EYES offering cross-border police cooperation between safety and 
security actors in Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands;

• the Interreg V-A Czech Republic - Poland Programme Microproject Funds 
thanks to which partners can implement smaller-scale projects on the Polish-
Czech border in the areas of development of natural and cultural potential to 
support employment; education and qualifications and collaboration between 
institutions and communities;

• MATEGRA -Project between the Experimental Trauma Surgery Division at 
the University of Regensburg (Germany) and the University of West Bohemia 
in Pilsen (Czech Republic) that focuses on the development, optimisation and 
testing of new types of biocompatible surfaces of titanium implants for 
improved osteointegration and bone tissue adhesion;

• CrossBo Project aiming at improving cross-border infrastructure between 
Greece and Bulgaria while enhancing accessibility and mobility of the 
population through the construction of a new cross border transport link. 


