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1. Background

When it was set up in 1975 following the first enlargement of the European Union, the 
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) marked the inauguration of a European 
regional policy. The financial amounts allocated to the Fund remained modest for some ten 
years until the adoption of the Delors I Package in 1988, which doubled the amount of 
Structural Fund appropriations for the period 1988-1993. From that date, the amounts 
allocated to regional policy and, in particular, to the ERDF, have steadily increased to meet 
the challenges posed by economic and monetary union, successive enlargements and, above 
all, in order to contribute towards achieving the objective of economic and social cohesion of 
the European Community.

Article 158 of the Treaty sets the Community the objective of promoting ‘its overall 
harmonious development’ by strengthening economic and social cohesion. According to 
Article 160 of the EC Treaty, the ERDF was set up ‘to help to redress the main regional 
imbalances’ and therefore constitutes the main instrument of Community regional policy.

2. Presentation of the proposal for a regulation on the European Regional 
Development Fund, COM(2004) 495

The Commission has submitted its proposal for reforming the cohesion policy in the form of 
one general regulation and four specific regulations. The regulation laying down general 
provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund and the 
Cohesion Fund1 is the main proposal. The regulation on the European Regional Development 
Fund is therefore a specific regulation which will supplement the provisions of the general 
regulation on the ERDF and refers to the articles of that general regulation. Measures under 
the ERDF now focuses on the Union’s priorities as defined at Lisbon and Gothenburg. 
Additionally, in order to simplify regional policy, each programme will henceforth be 
financed solely by one Fund.

The ERDF contributes to the funding of three new objectives.

The ERDF contributes to the funding of the convergence objective (Art. 4)2 together with the 
Cohesion Fund and the European Social Fund. It is to focus its aid on supporting sustainable 
economic development concentrating on infrastructure and on new aspects such as research, 
innovation and prevention of natural and technological risks3.

The regional competitiveness and employment objective (Art. 5) is funded by the ERDF and 
the ESF. The Commission proposes a dual approach in this context; on the one hand, regional 
development programmes funded exclusively by the ERDF designed to strengthen the 
competitiveness and attractiveness of the regions. These regional programmes are structured 
around three priorities, these being support for innovation and the knowledge economy; 
environmental protection and the prevention of natural and technological risks; the promotion 
of access, outside major urban centres, to transport and telecommunications services of 

  
1 COM(2004) 492.
2 The amount allocated for the convergence objective is € 264 billion, 201 billion of which are allocated to the 
ERDF and the ESF (i.e. 76% of the total for the convergence objective) and the remainder (€ 63 billion) is 
allocated to the Cohesion Fund.
3 Article 4, (COM(2004) 495.
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general economic interest. On the other hand, the ESF will fund national programmes 
designed to promote the adaptability of workers and businesses on the basis of the European 
employment strategy. The regions eligible under the regional competitiveness and 
employment objective are all areas not covered by Objective 1 and regions which will no 
longer be eligible under the convergence objective because of their economic progress and 
which will receive transitional, degressive support until 2013 under the regional 
competitiveness and employment objective (phasing-in). The amount allocated to the regional 
competitiveness and employment objective is apportioned as follows: 83.44% for funding the 
regions not covered by the convergence objective and 16.56% for the phasing-in regions. The 
general regulation1 specifies the apportionment of the financial amounts between the ERDF 
and the ESF as follows: 

• the appropriations funding the regions not covered by the convergence objective are 
divided equally between the ERDF and the ESF;

• the appropriations for funding the phasing-in are also divided between the ERDF and 
the ESF and, in the case of the ESF, may amount to 50% of the available 
appropriations.

The European territorial cooperation objective (Art. 6), inspired by the success of the 
Community INTERREG III initiative, will be organised around transnational, cross-border 
and interregional factors and will be entirely funded by the ERDF to the amount of €13.2 
billion, i.e. 3.94% of the total allocated to the three objectives.2

Finally, the regulation lays down specific provisions on territorial features (Art. 8-9-10-11):

As regards the urban dimension (Art. 8), the ERDF is to ‘support the development of 
participative, integrated strategies to tackle the high concentration of economic, 
environmental and social problems affecting urban agglomerations’3. Measures in the urban 
sector are thus integrated into the operational programmes financed by the ERDF4 and there is 
no longer any specific programme such as the Community’s URBAN initiative.5

Art. 8(2) provides that, by way of derogation from Article 33(2) of the general regulation, the 
ERDF funding of measures concerning the urban dimension, falling within the scope of the 
regulation on the European Social Fund under the regional competitiveness and employment 
objective, is to be raised to 10%.

The ERDF also intervenes in rural areas and areas dependent on fisheries (Art. 9). Its 
operations aim to promote the economic diversification of these regions6. Member States and 
the regions must ensure complementarity and coherence between the actions cofinanced by 
the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and the European Fisheries 
Fund (EFF) on the one hand, and the actions cofinanced by the ERDF on the other.  

  
1 Article 17, COM(2004) 492.
2 During the planning period 2000-2006, INTERREG III is entirely funded by the ERDF with a total allocation 
of € 4,875 billion.
3 Article 8, COM(2004) 495.
4 Article 36(4b), COM (2004) 492 final.
5 URBAN has  total funding of EUR 739 million for the period 2000-2006.
6 Article 9, COM(2004) 495.
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In other respects, regional programmes cofinanced by the ERDF covering areas facing natural 
handicaps (Art. 10), under the competitiveness objective, are to contribute ‘towards the 
financing of investments aimed at improving accessibility, promoting and developing 
economic activities related to the cultural heritage, promoting the sustainable use of natural 
resources, and stimulating the tourism sector'1.

Finally, the outermost regions (Art. 11), whether they fall under the convergence objective or 
not, will receive specific ERDF funding to promote their integration into the internal market 
and to take account of their specific constraints2. 0.42 % of the budget allocated to the 
convergence objective is therefore earmarked for the outermost regions.

At the same time as there are ceilings on ERDF participation, provision is also made for 
additional increases to the ERDF contribution3, these being an increase of 10% for 
interregional cooperation under the convergence and competitiveness objectives; and an 
increase of 5% under the competitiveness objective for areas with natural handicaps, sparse or 
very sparse population density and areas which were external borders until 30 April 2004.  
The increases for the various areas are cumulative up to a limit on total community 
participation of 60%.

Art.7 excludes ERDF participation in the funding of VAT, interest on debt, the purchase of 
land for an amount exceeding 10% of the eligible expenditure for the operation concerned, 
housing, and decommissioning of nuclear power stations.

• Allocation of ERDF resources

Allocation of ERDF resources for the period 2007-2013

Amount in billions 
of euros

% of the 
objective

Convergence objective:
- Regions with a GDP lower than 75% of the Community average: 

ERDF and ESF
- Statistical effect: ERDF and ESF
- Cohesion fund

264

178.9
22.1

62.99

67.8%
8.4%
23.8%

Regional competitiveness and employment objective:
- Regions not covered by the convergence objective: ERDF and ESF

- Phasing-in: ERDF and ESF 

57.9
48.3

i.e.24.15 for the 
ERDF

9.5

83.4%

16.6%

European territorial cooperation: 

- ERDF 13.2

  
1 Article 10, COM(2004) 495.
2 Article 11, COM(2004) 495.
3 Article 52-1, COM(2004) 492 .
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Comments and proposals

The Commission’s proposal succeeds in an effective and balanced manner, in linking the 
cohesion policy with the Lisbon and Gothenburg priorities (i.e. competitiveness, accessibility, 
employment and social integration, environmental protection and risk prevention).
Articles 4, 5 and 6 provide for a range of topics and areas for ERDF intervention which 
appear to be consistent with its objectives. It is useful to have recalled and consolidated a 
number of fundamental principles such as the concentration of interventions, additionality and 
partnership.

However, the following questions should be examined in greater depth.

• Urban dimension

Although the resources available for the urban dimension are far greater than those allocated 
to the URBAN initiative (URBAN had total funding of € 739 million for the period 2000-
2006), the urban dimension should be taken into account to a greater extent given that the new 
project will affect numerous citizens living in towns and cities. Your rapporteur calls for a 
major strengthening of urban policy by means of:

• the introduction of a minimum compulsory amount of resources which each Member 
State should allocate to the urban dimension within the operational programmes; 

• an increase of the limit of the ERDF intervention in ESF-funded measures in urban 
areas, currently capped at 10 % in the Commission's proposal (Art. 8(2)). This would 
allow cities to define in a more flexible way the appropriate measures to tackle local 
changes;

• greater involvement of local authorities in the preparation of national strategic 
reference frameworks to ensure respect for the partnership principle;

• the inclusion of large cities in all the priorities for ERDF funding. In the current 
proposal, Art. 5(3) on the priorities for ERDF intervention excludes large cities from 
projects focused on access to telecommunication and transport services of general
economic interest. Taking into consideration their key contribution to regional 
development, your rapporteur believes that it is essential that large cities too should be 
included in the ERDF priorities.

• Disabled people

Your rapporteur agrees that the ERDF should be an essential tool for reducing and alleviating 
social exclusion of disabled persons in all areas of life. In order to ensure that Structural 
Funds do not lead to the creation of further access barriers for disabled people, we put forward 
the following suggestions :

• an explicit reference to link accessibility requirements for disabled persons to 
the allocation of resources. In particular, the inclusion of accessibility criteria 
for urban development projects funded by the ERDF should be considered.

• the inclusion of a specific commitment to removing the barriers faced by 
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disabled people in accessing goods and services and the built environment, in 
art. 2, which states the purpose of the ERDF. 

• Environment

The draft ERDF regulation offers some funding possibilities under its three objectives, such 
as the promotion of biodiversity and nature protection (under the Convergence objective) and 
development of infrastructure linked to Natura 2000 (under the Regional Competitiveness 
objective). These explicit references to biodiversity and Natura 2000 are to be welcomed. 

In order to reinforce the environmental aspects of cohesion policy, explicit references to 
protection and improvement of the environment should be made in all related articles.

The referral to "sustainable economic development" in art. 5(2) is questionable, as your 
rapporteur believes that Natura 2000 investment should not only produce direct economic 
benefits, but wider public benefits, such as health and education. In order to reflect this 
principle, it would be more appropriate to use the term "sustainable development" rather than 
"sustainable economic development". 

• Territorial cooperation objective

This new objective has total funding of € 13.2 billion. The Commission proposes to divide 
this amount equally between cross-border and transnational cooperation. Certain Member 
States would like to increase the amount allocated to cross-border cooperation at the expense 
of trans-national cooperation. Your rapporteur endorses the Commission's position and 
believes that equal division of the resources between cross-border cooperation and 
transnational cooperation must be maintained. Furthermore, it should be noted, that if a 
comparison is made between the financial resources for INTERREG (€4,875 billion) and 
those to be allocated to cross-border cooperation, the latter have already been increased 
considerably.

• Discussion of the financial perspective

As regards the discussion surrounding the financial perspective, on which the future of the 
Cohesion Policy depends, your rapporteur stresses the importance of endorsing the rate of 
1.24% of the Union's GDP as proposed by the Commission. In the light of the objectives of 
Article 158 of the Treaty, this point is essential in order to ensure that we have a strong 
European regional policy with adequate financial resources.


