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Introduction
The financial crisis of the recent past swept away years of economic and social progress, and
revealed openly the structural weaknesses of Europe’s economy.
In 2009, Europe’s GDP fell by at least 4 points (its worst performance in 30 years), industrial
production dropped by 20% (a return to 1990s’ levels), at least 23 millions are unemployed
(of which 7 millions in the last 20 months), unemployment rate foreseen for 2010 is up to
10,3%, while young unemployment is more than 20%. Public budgets registered considerable
repercussions, while worldwide competition rages on, namely from China and India.
The present historical phase should be an opportunity for all to amend and, if necessary, to
strengthen the European Union’s structure, so paving the way for the future of European
economy.
Bearing this in mind, the Commission launched the Europe 2020 Strategy, which sets out
measures that should be adopted rapidly in order to overcome the crisis.
This “strategy” identifies three growth pillars that should be implemented through concrete
actions at the European and national levels: smart growth (promoting knowledge,
innovation, education and the digital society), sustainable growth (more resource-efficient
productions and upgrading of our competitiveness), inclusive development (encouraging
participation to the labour market, skills upgrading, and fight against poverty).
The Commission identified five main objectives that the EU should attain within 2020: 75%
of the people between 20 and 64 years of age must have a job; 3% of the EU’s GNP should
be invested in R&D; “20/20/20” goals for climate and energy must be reached; early school
leaving rate (“dropouts”) should go below 10% and at least 40% of the young population
should have a tertiary degree (degree or diploma); 20 millions people less should be at risk of
poverty.
To this aim, the Commission tabled a range of flagship initiatives (Innovation Union, Youth
on the move, a Digital Strategy for Europe, a resource-efficient Europe, an industrial policy
for green growth, an Agenda for new skills and jobs, a European platform against poverty) for
whose implementation European institutions, Member States, local and regional authorities
have to be involved.
Post-2013 European Cohesion policy will have to match this framework. The present debate
on the future of Cohesion policy concerns aspects, such as the simplification of procedures
and new priorities for next planning, and grafts in the wider and complex debate on EU
budget’s review, and on the future agenda of the European Union.
The Cohesion policy is one of the essential instruments that promote growth, competitiveness
and employment in the European Union and that is why it plays a crucial role in achieving the
objectives set out by Europe 2020 Strategy.
The European Social Fund, together with other financial instruments of the Cohesion policy
will have to keep playing an active role, in order to foster a smart, sustainable and inclusive
growth, but it will also have to renew itself in order to satisfy in a more efficient and effective
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way the needs generated by the crisis, by fostering full employment, job quality and social
inclusion. Never before was the ESF as all-important as it is today.
Earlall member Regional Governments, want to pursue these objectives by producing
actions directed towards human capital qualification and employment support, but do also
want to give their contribution to defining the Cohesion policy’s future and particularly the
ESF, by expressing their own opinion and stand on key issues.
•

EU budget and the financial resources devoted to cohesion
The necessary review of UE’s financing system should contemplate an appropriate
amount of financial resources put at use for the economic, social and territorial Cohesion
policy, now being contemplated by the Treaty.
Given the complexity of the debate, particularly in the present economic and social downturn,
it is appropriate to maintain European Union’s budget and policies with sufficient
resources that will allow developing strategic lines and achieving the objectives shared at the
1
European level .
To such aim, Member States should ensure, on the one hand, to maintain a contribution
level adapted to next decade’s challenges, and on the other, a decisive move towards
modernization and redefinition of headings should be promoted, facing key issues and
conferring resources to policies in accordance with the objectives agreed upon.
The new budget and the multiannual financial framework 2014 + must combine the
principles of fairness, transparency, effectiveness, solidarity and proportionality.
In this framework, for the Cohesion policy to be effective, it must maintain an appropriate
financial envelope that should be evaluated considering territorial needs and underpinning
the achievement of EU’s political objectives, by defining priorities and by steering a clear
direction towards growth objectives.

1

Given the present economic and financial crisis, from many sides there is talk of the necessity to reduce the
burden of the expenses for the Cohesion policy (33% of the overall EU’s budget), or, alternatively, to move towards a
re-nationalisation of the Structural Funds.
The possible cut in the overall EU’s budget is obviously being considered. However it is not the issue of the
Cohesion policy that should possibly be put into discussion, but the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). In the past,
the CAP of the European Union pursued some essential goals, particularly the one of guaranteeing the self-sufficiency
for the most important foodstuff with a view to avert new situations of food shortage, such as the one experienced in
the post-war period. From this, a tight and production-focused subsidies’ policy originated, that lasted till the 1990s.
The trend towards production of agricultural assets involved an accumulation of food surplus and also trade distortions
in the world market, with particularly harmful effects on underdeveloped countries. Thus, there took place a shift from
a policy of production support to a market-oriented, environment-friendly PAC, aimed at an efficient and sustainable
agriculture. In 2003, as a result of the reforms of Agenda 2000, a radical reform of the PAC was launched that went
towards a policy aimed at supporting agricultural activity, but most of all the long-term subsistence of European rural
areas as a whole. PAC’s scope continues to improve as a result of the introduction of a wide-ranging rural development
policy that aims to support diversification, restructuring and evolution of economies and rural areas throughout the
territory of the EU. In the past, the PAC has absorbed approximately two-thirds of the total Community budget; today
it absorbs less than half of it (43%). Now a further, notable reduction seems appropriate.
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•

Purposes of the cohesion and link to the Europe 2020 Strategy
The Cohesion policy must contribute to reducing gaps, while at the same time to
promoting unleashed or underused development potential of the territories in order to
be more competitive.
Thus, in the debate on the nature of the policy, a stand should be taken in favour of
economic and social development.
There surely is a need for a consistent and adequate strategic analysis on the policy, to allow
it to unfold legitimately and effectively its effects on the economy and the European society at
large.
In addition, a thorough reflection should take place on its aims, ambitions and the most
appropriate instruments for achieving them.
Finally, there should be more links to other policies and the role in the general framework
of economic government in the European Union should be identified.
The cohesion also carries the effect of upgrading administrative quality, and has serious
institutional implications, on top of spill-over consequences that tend towards more
homogeneous administrative behaviours from the territories of the Union.
By acknowledging the incomplete achievement of the objectives set out by the Lisbon’s
Strategy, and by launching the new Europe 2020 Strategy, the Commission and the Council
emphasized the importance of cohesion policies:
“Economic, social and territorial cohesion will remain at the heart of the Europe 2020
strategy, to ensure that all energies and capacities are mobilised and focused on the pursuit
of the strategy’s priorities. Cohesion policy and Structural Funds, while important in their own
right, are key delivery mechanisms to achieve the priorities of smart, sustainable and
inclusive growth in the Member States and regions“.
“The objective of Europe 2020 is to turn the European economy into a leading economy,
competitive and prosper, knowledge-focused, interconnected, greener and more participative,
a sustainable economy that grows more rapidly and for the long-term, while delivering high
levels of employment and social cohesion.”
The system of Europe 2020 Strategy is concorded and it is considered essential that it should
be proportionate to priority and measurable objectives. The Cohesion policy and the
Europe 2020 Strategy should be coordinated and coherent, there is the need to identify direct
support and the functional contexts and synergies, and safeguard the autonomy of a policy
acknowledged by the Treaty while, simultaneously, promoting profiles through which it can
contribute to the success of Europe 2020. In order to achieve these objectives, the strategic
role of regional governments, that represent the ideal level at which to define and implement
the Community policies, is key.
In this setting, the case for renationalisation of cohesion policies (on the basis of which
countries that are the greatest contributors -“net contributors”- to the EU could decide to
withhold their own resources and put into effect directly cohesion policies) as well as sector
concentration, do not seem appropriate in terms of delivering a consistent and functional
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support to Europe 2020 Strategy, while at the same time contrasting with a spatial and
multilevel dimension that represents the positive values of subsidiarity unfolded up to the
present time by the cohesion and that find their own foundation laid in the Treaty. Clearly,
such cases are to be rejected.
•

Governance and the political strategic approach

It is of primary importance that the Cohesion policy be planned and put into effect at the
most adequate territorial level, in harmony with the institutional context and consistently
with the subsidiarity principle, and it is therefore very important that the regions’ role in
managing the cohesion instruments be extended, promoted and strengthened.
A new legitimacy and a stronger credibility of the Cohesion policy can be carried out only by
reshaping the set-up of actions towards delivering a stronger focus on results and
facing, technically and politically, the key issue of the timing of the actions that should
replace, together with the focus on results, the attention on the rapidity of the expense.
However, such an important reform cannot do without a strong strategic approach that
involves politics at all levels that reinforce the responsibility and the sharing of
engagements, that takes on values and principles of cohesion.
It is appropriate to strengthen cooperation with all possible stakeholders: institutional,
territorial and social ones. In such a participative process, the role of the private sector will
have to be of particular importance, possibly also through patterns of financial co-participation
for implementing the actions.
•

Priority objectives, geographic eligibility and participation of the funds
For what concerns the geographic scope of intervention of the Cohesion policy, it should be
oriented to all territories of the Union, as a policy that favours the convergence of regions,
and that in terms of coordination with the sector policies allows to speed up competitiveness
and stimulate underused growth potential.
Knowing that it is difficult to review today the parameters of allocation to priority objectives
(GNP), a political reflection is due to avoid that a transitory objective comes to shape,
which would incorporate a high number of regions for which tight constraints in the expense
profiles and abrupt interruptions in the distribution of policies and interventions would be
determined.
Thus, in the resources allocation between objectives and regions, every possible effort
should be made to consider factors that would pick and explain the complexity of the
territorial situations. A strong call is due for the principle of concentration, both territorial
and thematic, and adequate technical solutions should be employed in order to have
more effective control mechanisms on the concentration.
Moreover, in consideration of the unavoidability of pursuing a rationale of integration and
synergy of the Structural Funds, allocation modes of the resources between ERDF and
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ESF should be devised that do not alter the balances reached up to now, and reflect
territorial needs.
Finally, with specific reference to the contingent economic downturn of the regions and the
MS, an appropriate and necessary reflection is due on the intensity of the participation
rates, in the light of national budgetary difficulties and the constraints of public finance that
could impose limitations on cofinancing. Nevertheless, the real additionality of the Community
intervention is to be firmly confirmed and it is deemed necessary that national
governments accomplish every effort in adequately cofinancing the programs of the
new period.
•

The European Social Fund

The European Social Fund (ESF) is one of the main EU’s Structural Funds that have been
created to reduce the gaps in the quality of life and prosperity among the Member States and
European regions. It is of primary importance in encouraging social and economic cohesion.
The Fund contributes to achieve the priorities of Europe, improving employability and
occupation, fostering a high level of employment and new and better jobs. To this aim, it
underpins the policies of the Member States aimed at achieving the full employment and
quality and productivity on the job, promoting social inclusion, and also access to
employment by disadvantaged people, and reducing employment disparities, at the national,
regional and local level.
In the course of 2007-13 EU programming, the ESF has also been a pillar of the Employment
Strategy, giving support to actions in line with measures adopted by the Member States
under the strategic Guidelines for Employment approved by the Council.
Thus, the idea must be supported that the ESF should continue being one of the main
instruments to achieve the objectives of the Union’s strategy.
Along these lines, there is full agreement with the position expressed by the Committee of
2
the Regions in the plenary session of the 14th and 15th April 2010 , according to which the
Structural Funds must continue to be used in all the regions of Europe also after 2013, in
order to promote the economic and social cohesion and limit interregional and sub-regional
territorial disparities.
In particular, the ESF must remain in the future a funding instrument at the service of
the objective of social cohesion in the framework of the Cohesion policy.
It is further necessary to maintain an integrated approach with regard to the application
of the Europeans Structural Funds in the European regions.
The ESF must receive a sufficient financial envelope in order to be able to effectively
achieve EU objectives in matters such as the labour market, employment and social
inclusion.

2

European Union, Committee of the Regions - 84th plenary session “Perspective opinion, the
future of cohesion policies”. Coter-V-001.
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For what concerns the future geographic coverage of the ESF, it should be emphasised that
it is necessary that the policies co-funded by the Fund are achievable in all the territories
of the Union, although with different intensity, considering the option to develop the
resources envelope of the ESF in favour of those industrialized countries that have more
intensely suffered the impact of the crisis, in order to support actions of training and
requalification of the human capital.
Adequate consideration should be given to the persistent difficulties of the labour markets
in a situation of competitiveness decline, and the need to upgrade innovation in the areas that
up to now have nevertheless been more reactive and responsive to the crisis.
It is therefore of primary importance to maintain the Cohesion policy among the main areas of
activity of the European Union, whose downsizing would mean to fail to achieve one of the
founding principles and foundations of the Union, i.e. the reduction of economic and social
disparities among Member States.
Moreover, an increase in the importance of the Cohesion policy could be necessary, given
that it is during a downturn that opportunities can and should be picked to achieve
restructuring processes of the production sector towards productions with greater
technological content and low-carbon emissions, coherently with the strategic points set out
in Europe 2020. In this context, the ESF’s role as a proactive factor in the adaptation of the
economic systems is considered crucial, from which derives the need for reinforcement.
6.

Concentration, additionality and scope

In order to have a more effective and binding engagement to pursue the objectives, it should
be required to focus on some priority themes for growth, on one hand, avoiding the
scattering of financial resources on too many objectives, and, at the same time, setting out
innovative themes that would not overlap with ordinary regional policy.
The principles of concentration and additionality combine by way of a strategic set-up of
the growth policies aimed at opposing the so-called “cascade funds”. However, a reflection
should be engaged on how such important elements should be taken on board by the future
ESF programming and translated in effective working modes.
The future ESF’s programming must foresee effective, priority measures in favour of socalled “weak populations”: young, women, people linked in some way to endangered
companies,
elderly
workers.
To this end, protection and revenue support instruments, to certain conditions, could be a
possible good instrument of intervention of the ESF, that is to say when they relate to the
achievement of actions planned by active job policies.
While sharing an inclusive approach, by the way supported by the Europe 2020 Strategy also
for the ESF, the option must be excluded to use the ESF for allocating “social shockabsorbers”, that should remain responsibility of the Member States: the eligibility of such
actions would risk making the ESF go astray from its aims, and limit its effectiveness, solely
focusing on emergency issues rather than on long-term interventions.
It is necessary to unfold the contexts of employability and adaptability placing particular
attention on the links with EU’s objectives in terms of sustainable growth, by identifying
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innovation areas, reconversion potentials, intervention guidelines, including the green jobs,
due to careful, punctual and structured analyses of the requirements and a renewed
forecasting capability of administrative contexts.
In the 2007-13 programming, as set out in art.3 of EC Regulation nb. 1081/06, the scope
contemplated some important differences between what was foreseen for the Convergence
Objective and the Regional Competitiveness and Employment Objective, that were reinforced
by the remarkable difference in the financial envelope of the two objectives.
If it seems comprehensible, in a way, to reserve exclusively to the Convergence Objective
interventions related to the support and development of education and training systems
(given the need to upgrade the “system” of the behind-schedule regions included in the
Objective), nevertheless the concentration of other themes towards the very same Objective
does not seem clear and consistent with the aims of the Fund and the need to pursue the
objectives of the European Employment Strategy. (EES).
And that is why the Convergence objective - therefore excluded from the CRO Objective also features issues such as direct support to research and high university education.
In the light of the experience, and thanks to the very territorial promotion of the unexpressed
development potential, the scope of the future ESF has to be structured so as to leave
room for more flexibility compared with the past, in order to better pursue the same aims
of the ESF under the Europe 2020 Strategy.
In particular, the shift to a low-carbon emission economy, fostered by Europe 2020, can only
happen through regular actions aimed at disseminating innovation in the economy, and
inducing dissemination of research and innovation results to companies and territories, by
multiplying the channels for the technological transfer from the Universities and research
centres to companies, that would contemplate post-degree education initiatives for
researchers, in order to reinforce the competitiveness of local production systems.
The notion of flexibility should also be understood as leaving room for choice to every
Member State or Management Authority in order to design and pursue their own strategic
priorities, in limited amount, and in full coherence with the territorial requirements.
The upgrading of the institutional capacity and the modernization of public action in all the
territories has shown to be important in the present crisis. The adequacy of administrative
action in the framework of a multilevel governance, in order to be able to face the more
critical stages of territorial competitiveness and of the labour markets, must remain a focal
point. Updating the skills of the public, and the possibility to adapt with more flexibility
administrative structures, are key factors of success in policy implementation.
7.

Transnational

dimension

Cohesion policies must flank the globalisation processes of our societies, economies and
labour markets, by strengthening the transnational dimension of the various actions.
The experience of the 2007-2013 programming period indicates that the ESF can be used to
stimulate demand, and extend the possibilities for education, work and business abroad.
The new Regulation must maintain the transnational cooperation as a component of the ESF.
It should be mainly devoted to the concrete development of cooperation measures for the
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final beneficiaries of the planned actions, and only later on to mutual learning measures and
exchange of good practices. Past experience shows that the ESF can play an important role
in encouraging policies that safeguard the citizens’ rights to live and work in other European
countries, and also policies that can underpin the globalisation processes, namely of SMEs.
8. Simplification of procedures
During the 2007-13 programming period, regulatory innovations have been introduced in
order to simplify procedures for expense certification and eligibility.
The rationale inherent the simplification set out in art. 11.3 (b) of Reg. (EC) nb. 1081/2006
(amended by Reg. (EC) 396/09) consists in using lump-sums or payments on the basis of
cost standards instead of a refund of “real costs”. Therefore, applying simplification options
does not concern the principle of “real costs” and determines, as a rule, an approximation of
3
really supported costs for implementing the operation .
It is very important news, and it aims at reducing ESF’s management “costs”, while
maintaining unchanged the principles of a sound and good financial management.
It is therefore useful to keep following the path of simplification of all aspects related to the
Fund’s management, in order to better focus on the production and on results of the
interventions.
At the start of the 2007-13 programming, a downsizing of checks was assumed. In
agreement with the Committee of the Regions, it should be observed that “the rules
concerning the implementation system and financial control are now tighter during the
present programming period”4.
This is why the implementation of a control system must be pursued, that does not
excessively “sacrifice” the indispensable need of the control activity to the effective actions,
5
starting by broadening the proportionality principle .
10. Flexibility for State aids
The 2007-2013 programming has been accompanied by a first meaningful tendency to
simplify procedures concerning State aids, and to apply more flexibility to the EU legislation.

3

Reg. (EC) 396/09, 5th recital: “In order to ensure the necessary simplification of the management,
the administration and the control of operations that get a subsidy from the ESF, in particular operations
linked to a reimbursement method that is based on results, and it is advisable to add two other kinds of
eligible costs, notably the lump-sums and the fixed costs based on standard tables of unit costs”.
4

See footnote 1.

5

The Principle of proportionality (art. 13 and 74 of Reg. (EC) 1083/06 and smi), consist in a minor
relevance of the fulfilments in matter of controls “for the operating Programs for which the total public
expenditure allowed does not exceed 750 million Euro and for which the Community co-funding does not
exceed 40% of the total public expenditure”.
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Thanks to Regulation nb. 800/2008, the European Commission has broadened the different
aids exempted from notification, while the implementation of the legislation more closely
related to ESF’ scope is now applied automatically.
As a result of the global economic and financial crisis, the European Commission has again
dealt with the issue, by introducing even more flexibility that, in this case, concern what could
be considered (even if formally otherwise defined) the broadening of the financial scope of
intervention of the de minimis regime.
Although aids of limited amount are considered to be transitory measures, and the EU
legislation on State aids is not explicitly included within the “package” Europe 2020, the
arguments that encouraged the Commission to draft a temporary reference Framework for
State aids6, and the possibility to have such aids confirmed also after the deadline of 31
December 2010, witness of the importance that the issue may take up after the end of the
2007-2013 programming period and the possible links to the future cohesion strategy.
The access of companies to funding and the development of adequate investments (mainly
from SMEs) can find a good support instrument in the confirmed flexibility that the European
Commission gave to the State aids legislation in the recent past.
Accordingly, aids of limited amounts should be assessed, in view of their confirmation after
31 December 2010, in the light of its today use as an anti-crisis means, but also and above
all as an instrument, of particular interest for the scope of the ESF, meant for a generalized
implementation aimed at achieving the objectives of the future Cohesion policy.

6

Communication of Commission 2009/C 16/01. Points 1, 3, 3 and 4.2.2 in particular.
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