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Summary

Rural areas presented 83% of EU territory in 2018 and some of these areas face particular 
challenges such as depopulation, unemployment, lower quality of basic services and a higher 
risk of poverty or social exclusion.

EU rural development policy includes long-term objectives such as diversifying the rural 
economy (by making both rural areas and individual households less dependent on agriculture 
and forestry), maintaining and creating jobs and improving infrastructure in rural areas. To 
support these objectives, EU funded projects in these areas should be durable.

Since 2007, the EU has spent approximately EUR 10 billion to diversify its rural economy 
and EUR 15 billion to improve infrastructure in rural areas through the rural development 
programmes. Between 2007 and 2020, diversification and infrastructure investments 
supported through those programmes were, in general, required to remain operational for five 
years.

Main findings presented in the Special Report

1. Most infrastructure investments and diversification projects were operational throughout 
the legal durability period, but diversification projects frequently ended soon after

The durability period is a legal requirement that does not aim to reflect the operational life of 
the investment, as it is to be expected that projects have an operational life significantly 
longer than the durability requirements (15-25 years for energy plant projects, 25-30 years for 
roads and 30 years for water and wastewater infrastructure).

The Court found that the durability of diversification projects stood out, as one third of those 
projects audited had ceased operations by the time of the audit. One of the elements assessed 
by the Court in relation to this was whether national and regional authorities analysed the 
expected economic viability of diversification projects when selecting projects for funding 
and which type of projects were less durable.

The Court found that the overall quality of selection procedures improved for 2014-2020 
compared to 2007-2013, in particular by the use of selection criteria by all Member States. In 
connection to this however, the Court found that the selection procedures did not have a 
significant impact on the overall quality of projects. As beyond the application of selection 
criteria, Member States have to assess the project. The Court provides (in box 5 in the report) 
an example of projects in Poland, which it considered should not have been supported if 
properly assessed.

2. Limited economic viability of projects

The Court extended its analysis of tourist accommodation projects and identified problems of 
economic viability in three Member States (Poland, Greece and Bulgaria). Private residential 
use of accommodation affects the economic performance of such projects. The Court noted 
examples of Member States launching investigations into the private use of building financed 
as tourist accommodation and/or restricting access to grants for tourist accommodation 
projects. The Court found that loans are a relevant alternative to support viable projects 
(including projects to support tourist accommodation or services to agriculture).
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The Court found a potential fraudulent private use of a guest house during the durability 
period in one Member State, and referred the case to OLAF. The case is currently under 
investigation.

3. There is limited evidence that EU funding brings long term diversification in rural areas

The Court further found that some types of projects, such as services to agriculture or 
forestry, have a low diversification potential. Tourist accommodation can diversify 
beneficiaries’ activities but additional accommodation capacity does not diversify the 
economies’ touristic areas.

Recommendations of the ECA

The Court made three recommendations that were all accepted by the Commission:

Recommendation 1 – Target spending better on viable projects 

In its advisory capacity, the Commission should share best practices to promote the 
application of selection procedures in a way that limits the risk of selecting non-viable 
projects. 

Timeframe: from 2023

Recommendation 2 – Mitigate the risks of diversion of funded assets for personal use 

To promote long-lasting project benefits and value for money from EU support, the 
Commission should: 

(a) Facilitate the sharing of best practices to promote safeguards on project durability and 
against the diversion of EU funded assets for personal use. These exchanges should 
include the appropriate use of:

(i) national durability conditions, taking account of the different types of investments 
supported;

(ii) loans to finance long-term assets; 

(iii) evidence of the continued operation of funded activities; and

(iv) provisions in grant agreements on the use of the investments for their intended 
purpose.

Timeframe: 2023 

(b) Analyse the use of these best practices by Member States and disseminate the results. 

Timeframe: 2027

Overall, ex post evaluations of the 2007-2013 period concluded to a limited to medium 
contribution to diversification. Monitoring provided limited insights on projects’ benefits over 
time, in particular after the end of the legal durability period, despite the potential of big data 
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to provide additional insight on the durability of funded projects in a cost effective way.

Recommendation 3 – Harness the potential of large databases for evaluation

For evaluation purposes, the Commission, in consultation with Member States, should: 

(a) identify relevant sources of information on the continued operation of EU funded projects 
and share best practices with Member States;

Timeframe: 2024 

(b) use this information to draw up a list of risk factors based on examples of projects which 
are less durable. 

Timeframe: from 2026

Commission replies

The Commission provides nuancing responses to the Court’s findings, does not contest them 
and accepts its recommendations. 

In its reply to the Special Report the Commission considers it necessary to outline the 
difference between the legally required durability period and the assessment of the longer 
term impact of supported projects that remain operational beyond the legally required period. 
This distinction can be made in the programming periods 2007-2013 and 2014-2020. 

The Commission points out however that under the new Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) 
2023- 2027, which has as a general objective to strengthen the socio-economic fabric of rural 
areas, the “New Delivery Model” (Regulation (EU) 2021/2115 and Regulation (EU) 
2021/2116) aims at higher performance and results. To achieve this, EU legal framework is 
less prescriptive on rules directly applicable to beneficiaries, which leaves more flexibility for 
the Member States to plan support and establish relevant aid conditions based on the needs 
and national contexts. The Members States, in their CAP Strategic Plans, should propose 
relevant durability requirements appropriate to the different types of intervention.

Recommendations of the Rapporteur

– Calls on the Commission to encourage Member States with all available means to favour 
loans over grants for projects as it incentivises the applicants to propose viable projects that 
have a long term durability perspective;

– Regrets the legalistic focus of the Commission on the durability requirement of 5 years as 
regards the Court’s observation of the durability of diversification projects; calls on the 
Commission make sure Member States duly take account of the operational life span of the 
assets for the durability requirements of projects to select;

– Notes the increased responsibility of Member States under the new CAP; calls on the 
Commission to fast-track the implementation of recommendation 2 a) of the Court on the 
exchange of best practices; considers that just sharing best practices is not enough to foster 
the required changes; calls therefore on the Commission to meticulously monitor the 
Member States’ commitments in this regard and to report for each Member State on their 
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ambitions and realisations as regards improved durability of projects;

– Welcomes the recommendations made by the Court and encourages the Commission to 
implement them in accordance with the agreed timeframe.

Relevant EP resolutions and questions

Selected EP resolutions (9th term)

European Parliament resolution of 24 March 2022 on MFF 2021-2027: fight against oligarch 
structures, protection of EU funds from fraud and conflict of interest, incl. noting “with great concern of reports 
on the structural misuse of the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) budget line to 
build private villas for political decision-makers disguised as guesthouses, which has occurred in several 
Member States” (paragraph 21). (2020/2126(INI)).

*******
European Parliament resolution of 7 July 2021 on protection of the EU’s financial interests - 
combatting fraud - annual report 2019, incl. on “the legal minimum durability requirement” (paragraph 34), and 
a call “on the Commission to conduct a thorough analysis on the different national rules on the durability of 
appropriation requirements of co-financed investments and premature repurposing, both for infrastructure and 
equipment” (paragraph 35). (2020/2246(INI)).

Selected parliamentary questions (9th term)

Evaluating the success of rural development programmes, E-003649/2019, Question for written 
answer to the Commission, Rule 138, Izaskun Bilbao Barandica (Renew).
European Commission answer

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0100_EN.html
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2020/2126(INI)
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0337_EN.html
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2020/2246(INI)&l=en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2019-003649_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2019-003649-ASW_EN.html

