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1. INTRODUCTION

Cohesion, which seeks to reduce the economic and social disparities between European 
regions, is a fundamental goal of the European Union.

For more than 20 years regional policy has been directed towards the balanced and 
sustainable development of the whole of EU territory: more than 20 years of programmes and 
structural adjustments to bring about the convergence of increasingly diverse regions and 
improve the living conditions of all Europeans.

Following the most recent enlargement, which profoundly changed the territorial dimension 
of the European Union, there is an urgent need to revive the goal of territorial cohesion, not 
only to achieve successful integration but also to respond to the crisis of mood which is 
sweeping Europe, and restore public support for the European project.

Parliament therefore welcomes this first report on cohesion since the 2004 and 2007 
enlargements.

2. THE STATE OF CONVERGENCE IN THE EU-27 – A MIXED PICTURE

According to the information in the fourth report, the period 2000-2006 reveals definite 
success with regard to convergence at national level. The biggest beneficiaries of cohesion 
policy – Greece, Spain, Ireland and Portugal – have actually achieved an impressive growth 
performance.

Since 2000 the highest growth has been seen in those countries where GDP per capita was the 
lowest in terms of purchasing power, as in Greece or Portugal, with GDP growth of 2.8% and 
2%, respectively, between 2000 and 2006. In addition, the number of regions with a GDP per 
capita of less than 75% of the EU average fell from 78 to 70.

However, owing to very low starting points for GDP per capita, and despite dynamic growth 
rates, greater difficulties can be seen in the new Member States than in the old ones. 
Assuming current growth rates, it seems likely that it will take more than 15 years before 
Poland and, most especially, Bulgaria and Romania will reach a GDP per capita of 75% of the 
EU-27 average.

While there has undoubtedly been progress with convergence between Member States in 
recent years, the development gaps within Member States have widened. The increase in 
regional and intra-regional disparities takes several forms, whether reflected in employment, 
productivity, earnings, education levels or innovative capacity.

Even some of the most developed regions are starting to experience very low or even negative 
economic growth rates. Productivity was actually recorded as having declined between 1995 
and 2004 in 29 regions in Italy, France, Spain and Germany, while employment fell in 
16 regions, essentially in the eastern part of Germany, north-eastern France and northern 
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England. These regions will have to adapt to the pressures of international trade by 
developing economies based on innovation and high technology.

These regions are often those most affected by demographic change and, in particular, by the 
ageing of their population. Depopulation compounds economic problems, because regional 
purchasing power declines and it is primarily skilled labour which emigrates from these 
regions. Cohesion policy must respond to this major challenge, so as to maintain the European 
Union's demographic and territorial balance.

The report also makes an interesting comparison with our main global competitors. It seems 
that regional disparities, measured by GDP per capita, are far more marked in the EU-27 than 
in the United States or Japan: all the states in the United States and 40 of Japan's 47 regions 
have a GDP per capita which is higher than the EU average. This is partly explained by the 
specific nature of the territory occupied by the European Union, where huge geographical and 
cultural diversity and specific historical features associated with the division of the continent 
following two world wars are concentrated within a limited area. In China, by contrast, GDP 
per capita is barely one-fifth of the Community average, and the figure is one-eighth for India.

3. TARGETING THE LISBON STRATEGY  WITH THE 2007-2013 FUNDS

The new 2007-2013 programming for the structural funds was officially launched on 
1 January 2007 in a Europe enlarged to 27 members. While the funding is still substantial 
(€ 308 billion for the whole European Union), the needs of the new Member States call for 
large-scale investment, and this entails refocusing funding priorities, with reduced budgets, in 
the old Member States.

In addition to the integration objectives, the 2007-2013 programming clearly reflects the 
promotion of the policies on innovation and competitiveness: the European Union has 
signalled its aim of catching up the other major powers (United States and Japan) and of
spending 3% of GDP on research and development.

The fourth report on cohesion shows that there are huge disparities with regard to investment 
in research and development: while 27 regions are above the Barcelona target of spending 
more than 3% of their GDP on research and development, in more than 100 regions such 
expenditure is not even as much as 1%. It should also be noted that research and development 
activities are concentrated primarily in big cities, but that some high-performing regions 
without major conurbations demonstrate that a high rate of investment and employment in 
research and development is not necessarily associated with high urban population density.

A system of earmarking has thus been introduced, as part of the revised Lisbon strategy, so as 
to channel funding towards the spending linked to this approach. On the basis of the 
operational programmes already received, the report indicates that, on average, 64% of the 
resources for the convergence objective and 80% of those for competitiveness will be 
earmarked for investment geared to Lisbon expenditure; this amounts to around € 210 bn, i.e. 
€ 55 bn more than for the previous period.
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There is no doubt that cohesion policy exercises real leverage on the competitiveness and 
growth of an area, resulting in particular in the development of public-private partnerships, 
territorial synergies for employment, innovation and research, where SMEs can easily 
cooperate with universities and local development structures.

However, if cohesion policy is to play its part in financing innovation and research as part of 
the Lisbon strategy, a flexible approach to channelling funding is needed to ensure balanced 
territorial development, because treating cohesion policy as a financial instrument of the 
Lisbon strategy would not make it possible to attain either the objectives of cohesion policy or 
the Lisbon objectives. Cohesion policy cannot be regarded merely as a tool for achieving the 
objectives of other sectoral policies; it is a Community policy with a high European added 
value, and one with its own raison d'être, namely cohesion.

Given the limited results revealed by the mid-term review, but also because cohesion policy is 
heavily constrained by the European budget in a 27-member Europe, its primary objective is 
not to enable the European Union to have the most competitive knowledge-based economy in 
the world.

This is one of the reasons why the structural policies must not be based on a 
compartmentalised, thematic view, but form part of an approach which is integrated with 
other Union policies and with the public policies pursued by the Member States.

The adoption of the Territorial Agenda and the Leipzig Charter at the ministerial meeting in 
Leipzig on 24 and 25 May 2007 is a major step towards an integrated approach. It is desirable 
for their objectives to be expressed through the adoption of a practical action programme to 
ensure that the territorial dimension is integrated with all public policies, both Community 
and national, to a greater extent.

4. KEEPING ON COURSE FOR TERRITORIAL COHESION

Cohesion policy must concentrate on the fundamental goal of territorial cohesion, and may 
not (as a strict channelling of funding implies) focus on regions with the greatest potential for 
increasing productivity and employment, thereby running the risk of marginalising regions 
which have limited growth potential but which are not eligible for the convergence objective, 
either.

The fourth report reviews territorial cohesion in the EU-27, and notes that economic activity 
is heavily concentrated in capital cities. In 2004, for instance, capital city regions generated 
32% of their countries' GDP, on average, while accounting for 22% of the population. This 
situation is most marked, and is showing the strongest trend, in the new Member States.

The report analyses territorial changes at local level, where accelerating urbanisation is 
upsetting the demographic balance, with a strong trend towards suburbanisation in European 
cities and the depopulation of rural areas. If public policies remain unchanged these territorial 
disparities can only grow further in future.
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The ESPON study 'Territorial futures'1 is very relevant in this connection. It makes it possible 
to compare two long-term territorial development scenarios. A scenario geared solely to 
competitiveness alone would be likely to bring about stronger economic growth and the 
emergence of new technologies, but it would engender higher environmental and social costs, 
and in the long term these would probably result in negative economic and social outcomes.

By contrast, a cohesion-oriented scenario reveals a more diffuse pattern as far as the attraction 
and polarisation potential of metropolitan areas is concerned. Several high-performing 
integration areas may emerge, both in the heart of Europe and in more peripheral areas. 
Admittedly, this model of multi-centre development is accompanied by lower economic 
growth than the first scenario, but there is a more even geographical distribution, thereby 
avoiding polarisation of population conflicts and social and environmental pressure within a 
restricted area.

This is why it is important to steer expenditure even more effectively towards projects which 
foster the attractiveness of all territorial areas. We should not forget that one great advantage 
that Europe has, with regard to competitiveness, is its diversity.

Balanced, sustainable development which takes duly identified territorial needs into account
cannot ignore this. The Union's regional policy must therefore be pursued in close partnership
with regional players and be coordinated with other national and European policies. In this 
connection, it is important to examine whether the architecture set up by the Commission 
(Community Strategic Guidelines/national strategic reference framework/operational 
programmes) is the best approach for achieving genuine multi-level governance and 
satisfactory identification of territorial needs.

5. NEW TERRITORIAL CHALLENGES AND THE EU BUDGET

As the fourth report shows, regional and inter-regional disparities are substantially more 
marked in the European Union than they are in the United States or Japan. Although the 
virtually simultaneous arrival of 12 new Member States has thrown the statistics into a degree 
of turmoil, there are thus redoubtable territorial challenges to be addressed, whether they 
concern economic and technological development, accessibility or quality of life.

In addition to these, there are new issues which will come to the fore in the years ahead: urban 
concentration, resulting in congestion problems and questions of socio-cultural integration in 
cities; demographic change, manifested primarily in an ageing population; migratory 
movements; continuing globalisation and increasing demand for agricultural products; climate 
change, reflected in increased vulnerability to natural disasters in certain areas; and increased
energy prices.

These new challenges open up a new dimension for territorial development, and make it 
essential to continue structural policies beyond 2013. The focus must therefore not be solely 
on the new Member States, because these challenges are also very important for the EU-15, 
and they entail a wider approach than that of the Lisbon strategy.

  
1 'Territorial futures in 2030. Spatial scenarios for Europe', ESPON 2006
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Moreover, the fourth report's conclusions on future challenges for cohesion policy prove that 
it is vital to draw up new indicators, alongside GDP per capita, which will be able to provide a 
more accurate picture of territorial realities in each region and the existing degree of cohesion 
on the ground.

It is essential for structural policies to incorporate these new challenges and devote the 
necessary resources to them, because the level of territorial cohesion will increasingly depend 
on their territorial impact and on the way in which they are taken into account by public 
policies.

The logic of territorial development is, in fact, that of economic growth being based partly on 
spatial organisation, which is determined by policies at all levels of governance, as well as by 
social trends, technological progress and market imperatives. Centralised or sectoral policies 
may have an unintentional spatial impact which may compromise territorial development. 
Policies geared to the territorial dimension, by contrast, are capable not only of neutralising 
such effects, but also of adding value by incorporating the economic, social and 
environmental dimensions into horizontal policies.

Territorial development thus has a leading role in the response to these complex problems. 
One key aspect is broadening the Lisbon strategy to include the territorial dimension, thereby 
enabling specific regional characteristics to be taken into account in the development of 
public policies. From the Lisbon point of view, strengthening territorial cohesion requires 
enhancing the quality of the 'capital' and potential of all the regions, and promoting territorial 
integration. This could be done by encouraging trans-European synergies and the creation of
clusters of innovative activities.

In practice, implementing territorial cohesion would entail:

• concentrating regional and national development policies on the exploitation of regional 
potential and capital;

• repositioning of European regions by raising their profiles and trans-European 
cooperation so as to improve their integration and interconnectivity.

It is interesting to note the new and increasing attention being paid by countries such as China 
and Russia to EU cohesion policy as a means of fostering balanced regional development.

This policy currently accounts for around one-third of EU budget expenditure, and in 2008 it 
will become the largest item of budget expenditure.

And yet, despite enlargement and the new territorial challenges, the amount of funding is 
shrinking in relation to EU GDP. According to Commission estimates, in 2013 cohesion-
related expenditure will represent only 0.35% of GDP, which would be the same level as that 
seen in the early 1990s.

In this connection, the European Parliament reiterates once again its proposal to create a 
Community performance reserve for the structural funds, which would make it possible to 
redirect unused appropriations arising from the N+2 or N+3 rule to regions or programmes 
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making optimum use of such additional funding, and thus to maximise the impact on cohesion 
policy.

Cohesion policy is known to be exposed to the temptations of renationalisation, to which 
some Member States are particularly prone, on the basis of an essentially bean-counting 
approach to Community policies. As the fourth report on cohesion shows, the added value of 
structural programmes goes beyond mere figures.

When the health check on the EU budget takes place in 2008-2009, cohesion policy must be 
considered primarily in the light of the contribution that it makes to European integration, and 
not just as an instrument of redistribution, otherwise there is a major risk of European 
integration itself being jeopardised.

Accordingly, your rapporteur welcomes the adoption, in May, of the Territorial Agenda, 
which is an essential road map to ensure that territorial cohesion features as a political priority 
within the Council and for each EU Presidency.
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