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The paradox in the course of EU Cohesion Policy

 A striking paradox has been noted during the historical course of EU Cohesion Policy.

 This Policy, along with its funding mechanisms (ERDF, ESF, Cohesion Fund, JTF), has played an

instrumental role in the delivery of some of the main political priorities set at EU level, such priorities

being either of a more structural and long-term nature (e.g. EU Digital Transition, EU Green Deal, EU

Pillar of Social Rights, or Europe 2020, Lisbon Strategy in previous periods), or of a short-term nature in

order to provide immediate responses to crises such the COVID-19 pandemic or the migration crisis.

 It is, therefore, no surprise that the Member States and the EU Institutions have devoted extensive hours

on negotiating the size of the Cohesion Policy’s budget within the MFF context, or on examining the

financial absorption of the relevant funds and the irregularities identified during the implementation of

the relevant programmes.

 However, other aspects of EU Cohesion Policy, and especially the Policy’s rational and its transformation

to objectives, as well as the corresponding use of the Policy’s funding instruments, have been kept outside

of the substantive workings of the mainstream EU political debate. Thus, such issues have been seen as

being of marginal concern to the EU and national policy makers, and their discussion has remained

confined mainly to expert groups comprising small numbers of decision-makers, stakeholders,

academics, etc, and this has deprived the EU Cohesion Policy of a more advanced conceptual foundation.



A new “Challenge” 

The Resilience and Recovery Facility
 July 2020: the European Council adopts the NextGenerationEU (NGEU) instrument, a temporary

instrument intended to mitigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on citizens and businesses and

enhance the resilience of the EU and its Member States against future shocks. Most of NGEU spending is

made through the RRF, a mechanism under which Member States can apply for grants and loans.

 The RRF is a tool with similarities to but also significant differentiations from the EU Cohesion Policy tools.

 For instance, the main tool of providing financial support under the RRF are grants (there is also the

possibility for loans to be repaid by the MS), just like in the vast majority of EU Cohesion Policy

programmes.

 On the other hand, while cohesion policy funding is allocated to Member States using a method which takes

account of regional disparities, the RRF financial support does not take into account such disparities.

Furthermore, the RRF is implemented under direct management, while cohesion policy funds are

implemented under shared management, so the EU and MS authorities have different responsibilities in

connection with each source of funding. The partnership principle applicable to cohesion policy funds do not

apply to the RRF and the involvement of local and regional authorities, economic and social partners and

civil society organisations is not required for the RRF to the same extent as for the cohesion policy funds.

 It is interesting to note that the RRF runs concurrently with EU cohesion policy funding mechanisms, thus

providing the MS with the possibility to choose to finance investments using either the RRF or the EU

cohesion policy funds.



Selective Comparison 

between RRF and EU Cohesion Policy

 Cohesion policy objectives and RRF pillars

Conclusion: Similar priorities presented differently



 Eligibility Periods of EU Cohesion Policy and RRF 

Conclusion: Shorter 

eligibility period for the 

RRF



 Programming of Spending Process

Conclusion: RRF 

Programming is 

more centralised



 Assessment of Programming Documents

Conclusion:

Different 

approaches of 

assessment



 Conditions for making payments

Conclusion: RRF 

allows for faster 

disbursement of 

funds



 Monitoring, reporting and evaluation requirements

Conclusion: RRF 

monitoring is linked to 

milestones and targets while 

in cohesion policy 

performance is disconnected 

from financial reporting and 

payments



 Control and Audit

Conclusion: In cohesion 

policy, control and audit focus 

mainly on the eligibility of 

expenditure (compliance i.e. 

legality and regularity), while 

RRF checks focus on the 

satisfactory fulfilment of 

milestones and targets



Considerations for EU Cohesion Policy

 For many stakeholders, at EU and/or national level, the RRF model of providing support seems more

preferable than the EU Cohesion Policy. As a new tool, the RRF has attracted significant attention and the

debate on it refers not only to its resources but also to its rationale and logic, and the possibility of making

the RRF a permanent instrument.

 Taking into account the reluctance demonstrated by many EU countries with regard to increasing the

resources spent on policies such as Cohesion or CAP and their persistence on linking such expenditure with

conditionalities related to the standards and recommendations adopted with the European Semester

context, it is certain that the existence of two separate but parallel and expensive schemes (EU Cohesion

Policy and RRF) with similar priorities, competing for resources within the same MFF context, would not

be welcome.

 Such an eventuality could threaten even the overall existence of the EU Cohesion Policy, as it would mean

that the permanent establishment of the RRF would probably come at the expense of EU Cohesion Policy.

The centralized governance scheme (including the concentration of decision-making authority to the central

government) of the RRF is a quite popular feature among the governments of the EU MS. Opting for this

approach would weaken the territorial dimension of EU Policies, putting into question the necessity of

specific funding tools for the EU Cohesion Policy.



 Therefore, it is imperative to revive the public debate on EU Cohesion Policy not only with regard to its

redistributing effects, but primarily on this Policy’s identity and values. EU Cohesion Policy should

not be treated as just another spending programme, like the RRF, but as an integral part of the EU’s

core policy aspects, reflecting the principles on which the EU is built.

 In order to achieve that, it is suggested to employ the so called “swiss army knife scrutiny” approach:

This would call for 

• A reality check on the current EU 

Cohesion Policy status and effect, 

• public consultation procedures to 

register the people’s perceptions 

and expectations of this policy, 

• Community research and 

intelligence tools to understand 

what is actually required

• Policy development mechanism 

to transform the requirements 

into policy objectives

• Performance monitoring and 

scrutiny tools focus in the 

achievement of the objectives

• Service improvement scheme to 

address shortcomings and 

increase performance.  



 Some of the elements needed for a restart of EU Cohesion Policy (a EU Cohesion Policy 2.0) have already

been put forward, as demonstrated in the relevant EESC Preliminary Draft Opinion on “The Recovery and

Resilience Facility and cohesion policy: towards cohesion policy 2.0”

 In order to further support this effort, some more considerations are suggested:

 The EU Cohesion Policy’s purpose needs to be reviewed. A realistic account of the EU convergence

stagnation, as demonstrated by the reduced resilience demonstrated by many EU regions since 2008, and the

constant conflict among states for securing additional financial aid, expressing a “me-first” national approach,

are indications that the EU Cohesion Policy needs to upgrade its impact on securing the proper functioning of

the Single Market and to provide to EU regions corrective support in order to help them benefit from the

new economic landscape that is being formulated.

 The EU Cohesion Policy’s strong point has always been the reflection of the economic, social and territorial

realities of the EU regions. Providing security, in terms of protection and understanding of the people’s

needs, needs to be added to the core concepts of Cohesion Policy in order to meet the risks which have been

developed in these realities since 2008 (economic crisis, migration crisis, covid-19 crisis). Nonetheless, the

EU Cohesion Policy must keep its autonomy as a policy field of structural nature and importance for the EU,

and should not be reduced to a mere funding tool of experimental approaches towards a new EU future

strategy.



 As for the EU Cohesion Policy’s interaction with the RRF, it would be beneficial to adopt a policy
sequencing approach. That would be lead not to a policy alignment between the RRF and the EU Cohesion
Policy, but to an updated purpose for the EU Cohesion Policy to continue the support to the reforming
efforts initiated within the RRF context, focusing on the delivery of the reforms to the regions that need
them the most. This is an point of advantage for the EU Cohesion Policy, as it has the capacity to
consolidate efforts, focusing on economic, social and territorial characteristics of regions, through its
place-based orientation.

 In the same vein, the adjustment of some of the RRF’s managerial simplifications mentioned above in the
context of the EU Cohesion Policy, while maintaining its territorial scope of decision making and action,
could be beneficial for the implementation of the EU Cohesion Policy.

 Such efforts will be instrumental for developing a new EU Cohesion Policy, which can be charecterised as:

 Specific: with well-defined content and clear scope of achievement

 Measurable: with specific, quantified, goals, verified by proper indicators

 Achievable: with realistic objectives, avoiding excessiveness.

 Relevant: with a context reflecting the values and objectives of the EU

 Timely: with a time-based approach that will allow both for measuring progress and for providing results
on time.

 OVERALL A SMART EU COHESION POLICY



Thank you for your attention!!!


