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Mid-term review of cohesion policy, with Raffaele Fitto, European Commission Executive Vice-President for Cohesion and Reforms; linked to opinion ECO/676 on the Cohesion policy mid-term review (2025)
 





The EESC president, Oliver Röpke asked the Committee to turn to agenda item 7, a debate on the mid-term review of cohesion policy. He opened the debate by noting its importance for tackling both major structural challenges and short-term needs. He emphasised that cohesion policy addressed significant structural changes such as demographic decline, twin transitions and the need for strategic autonomy, while also responding to immediate challenges such as pandemic recovery, the energy crisis and the war in Ukraine. He reaffirmed the EESC’s strong commitment to cohesion policy and its principles: place-based, people-based and the partnership principle. Mr Röpke said that in 2024 the EESC had adopted a clear resolution supporting cohesion policy and stressed that it now needed to tackle new challenges such as competition policy and housing.
The European Commission Executive Vice-President for Cohesion and Reforms, Raffaele Fitto acknowledged the EESC’s contribution to reflecting civil society views in EU policies and supported the partnership principle. He explained that the mid-term review responded to the change in conditions since cohesion programmes were developed (2019-2021) and launched (2022). The Member States now faced greater challenges in term of housing and water resilience, alongside new priorities regarding defence and competitiveness. He stressed the Commission’s commitment to preserving the essential principles of cohesion policy: the reduction of social, economic and territorial disparities across Europe, partnership, shared management, multilevel governance and a place-based approach. Mr Fitto stressed the need to safeguard cohesion policy’s central role in both the next MFF and EU projects, ensuring that it remained effective, adaptive and responsive to the situation on the ground.
The Commission proposed incentives and flexibility across five priorities: (1) Competitiveness: increasing investment in strategic technologies; (2) Defence: supporting defence capabilities and critical infrastructure, with incentives for eastern border regions; (3) Housing: enabling double the funding for affordable housing; (4) Water resilience: encouraging infrastructure investment and drought mitigation; (5) Energy transition: supporting interconnectors and recharging infrastructure.
The proposal included increased pre- and co-financing and greater implementation flexibility and extended the eligibility period until December 2030. Mr Fitto stressed that this was an opportunity for Member States to adapt programmes to their needs, not an imposed reallocation. Member States had two months to submit amendments, aiming to complete the process by the end of 2025.
David Sventek (CZ-I), rapporteur for the ECO/676 opinion on the Cohesion policy mid-term review (2025), outlined that the Commission’s amendments aimed to align funding with strategic priorities. He acknowledged the need to shift priorities within cohesion policy and described the review as a voluntary opportunity to adjust programmes based on progress and new challenges, with particular support for eastern regions.
The EESC viewed the review as indicative of post-2027 cohesion policy direction and supported shifts toward financial instruments combined with grants. Mr Sventek noted that Member States with high absorption rates did not have many financial resources to reallocate, making the 15% limit potentially too restrictive. The territorial dimensions of priorities needed to be defined in line with the subsidiarity principle and avoid artificial obstacles. Overall, the EESC considered that the selected strategic priorities were suitable.
During the ensuing debate, the following members took the floor: Stefano Palmieri (IT-I), Séamus Boland (IE-III), Konstantinos Diamantouros (EL-I), Tatjana Babrauskienė (LT-II), Ioannis Vardakastanis (EL-III), Pietro Francesco De Lotto (IT-I), Florian Marin (RO-II), Andris Gobiņš (LV-III), Katrīna Zariņa (LV-I), Corina Andrea Murafa Benga (RO-III), Alberto Marchiori (IT-I) and Luigi Ulgiati (IT-NON-AFILL).
A number of issues were raised by members. Several speakers stressed the importance of involving civil society, noting that cohesion policy must continue to play a role in ensuring that the advantages of the single market were felt by everyone across the EU. Some members voiced concerns that cohesion policy had become more centralised in these turbulent times, potentially reducing EU efforts in terms of local policies and increasing social and regional inequality. Members pointed out that the partnership principle and people- and place-based approach must continue and be reinforced.
The mid-term review was welcomed as timely and necessary given the current geopolitical situation and the resulting economic challenges. Regarding the European Social Fund (ESF), members highlighted the need to invest in skills development and strategic sectors without exacerbating social exclusion or social cohesion. It was pointed out that civil and social dialogue had a key role to play in shaping regulations, particularly in just transition processes.
Some members recognised the connection between competitiveness and cohesion, noting the role played by large companies in investments bolstering regional development, boosting competitiveness and producing high quality jobs. Concerns were raised that only 34% of ESF+ had been allocated so far, representing not just a technical delay but a social risk. Speakers emphasised that cohesion policy must build resilience and that the Just Transition Fund required strong social dialogue to ensure proper design.
It was also pointed out that cohesion policy should generate equality among regions and people, with specific mention of the importance of addressing the needs of islands and eastern border regions. Several speakers expressed concerns about using the model of the Recovery and Resilience Facility, which did not have a positive impact on civil society involvement in planning, monitoring and implementation. Some members questioned the use of cohesion funds for defence purposes, arguing that this weakened cohesion itself and undermined the EU project from within. The view was expressed that true security came from trust, cohesion and shared prosperity.
The positive impact of cohesion policy on economic growth was highlighted, with speakers noting that without these investments, many developments would not have been possible. However, it was pointed out that full convergence had yet to be achieved, underlining the need for a strong and financially stable cohesion policy that responded to investment needs. Several members addressed specific priorities such as climate adaptation (the EU was getting hotter twice as fast as the rest of the world) and the lack of affordable housing. Suggestions included dedicating more resources to public-private projects for urban development and looking at new experimental approaches to prevent residential desertification.
In response to the debate, David Sventek said that cohesion policy was designed to reduce economic, social and territorial disparities between EU regions and was a long-term policy. While convergence should remain the main goal, flexibility and adaptability were needed. He described the mid-term review as a good opportunity to react to geopolitical and economic events which were reshaping strategic priorities.
Mr Fitto responded that the debate came at a crucial moment for the future of cohesion policy, with the Commission working to reset and modernise it. He stressed the importance of overhauling the policy to address new priorities and consider changes in governance, though he said that it was not possible to simply transfer the Recovery and Resilience Facility governance model to cohesion policy. Mr Fitto highlighted the opportunity to build common solutions to different issues and stressed the fundamental importance of close cooperation with all actors to build a unified voice that gave more credibility to the policy.
Closing the debate, Mr Röpke called for the mid-term review to boost new political priorities: competitiveness, housing, water resilience and future EU enlargement. He stressed that without economic and social cohesion in candidate countries, enlargement would not be successful, particularly in terms of creating living and working conditions for young people which would avoid brain drain. He reiterated that cohesion policy should continue to focus on its main objective: to reduce social, economic and regional disparities between geographical areas.
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