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Why talking now about the territorial dimension of the ESF?
The territorial dimension of the ESF has been recently receiving more and more political attention at EU level. The European Parliament resolution of 7 October 2010 stated that: "efficacy of the ESF depends on its ability to adapt to the various problems emerging from local and territorial specificities and therefore encourages a bottom-up approach in the identification of its aims".
The rationale for a territorial dimension in the ESF comes from its dual treaty base as a tool for the employment policy and a part of the Cohesion Policy, but several factors explain why this question is now under scrutiny:

- The Treaty of Lisbon introduced "territorial cohesion", in addition to economic and social cohesion in the goals of the European Union (article 3 TEU);

- The increased importance of social inclusion in the Europe 2020 Strategy will put more focus on the role of place-based policy interventions at regional and local level;

- Development challenges in a globalized economy are more and more dependent on the competitiveness of regions and local places rather than countries.

- The choice to keep the ESF as part of "cohesion policy" leads to the question the synergies between the funds and notably the ERDF. Currently, regional and local stakeholders point out the difficulties to adapt ESF investments to territorial needs and to achieve synergies between the funds to support a local development strategy. In this respect, two options are possible: a better coordination mechanism or an increasing cross-financing provision.
What is the added value of territorial/local interventions?
One part of the Ex-post evaluation for the ESF 2000-2006 analysed in which instances the level of intervention (national, regional, local) has made a difference in achieving the intended impacts (annex 1).
This evaluation concluded that local interventions yield results that other levels of intervention (regional and national) are not able to obtain to the same degree, such as in-depth knowledge of the context where the intervention is designed and implemented, better capacity to adapt to evolving needs, greater civil society involvement and community empowerment and generation of innovative ideas. Local approaches have also some important limitations: often a lack of strategic vision, more inequality and competitions among territories, some difficulties of systematisation and standardisation in a mainstreaming process and limited positive quantitative results.
The ESF has currently an important territorial dimension, but without real visibility.
Territorial cohesion has been at the core of EU cohesion policy since its inception, notably through the concentration of financial resources on the poorest regions. This classic mechanism has often been supplemented with a more qualitative approach which tailors strategies and interventions to the regional needs. In the current programming period, more than two-thirds of the ESF Operational Programmes (OPs) are regional ones. Besides, in most of the cases, national ESF programmes have specific regional or sub-regional parts identified in their programming documents and regional partnerships put in place. 

Beyond the regional level, there has also been growing awareness of the need to frame local approaches around the particular assets of sub-regional territories, their physical, human and social capital as well as their natural resources. Since 1997, the European Social Fund has regularly supported the development of local approaches in the field of employment and social inclusion, through specific schemes and its mainstream operational programmes (territorial employment pacts, local social capital, Article 6 of the old ESF regulation, Equal).

However, questions have been raised about the lack of continuity from local initiatives supported in the previous period, in particular by Equal. There is a significant difficulty to identify these initiatives since they are often encapsulated within many other ESF interventions, hidden behind cascading priority axes, "measures" and "sub-measures" in the OPs. There are some notable exceptions, such as in Austria (specific priority axis for Territorial Employment Pacts) or in few other countries with some parts of a priority axis dedicated to local employment initiatives. This difficulty has underpinned the perception that the ESF does not address sufficiently the needs of the different territories at regional and sub regional level. 
Strengthening the territorial dimension through the local approach
On the basis of the subsidiarity principle, Member States determine their own programming structures and the number of operational programmes, in accordance with their territorial specificities and institutional arrangements. Beyond the simple reminder that the design and the implementation of the programmes should be made at the most appropriate level, the reinforcement of the territorial dimension in the ESF programmes could go through a particular focus on local approaches. 

In line with the conclusions of the 5th Cohesion Report, future regulations could allow the ESF to take better into account cities, functional geographies and areas facing specific geographical or demographic problems
. This particular focus should be used as an effective way to ensure the local and regional ownership of the Europe 2020 priorities. The ESF could thus specifically support local strategies and local partnerships which pursue the Europe 2020 Strategy objectives and thus develop tailored approaches in terms of interventions. 

These Local Strategies for Europe 2020 could be defined by the following features. 
(i) Area based strategy, with a bottom-up approach in terms of design and implementation, 
(ii) Integrated approach linking different policy strands and possibly different funding, 
(iii) Partnership with different stakeholders and initiators, notably from the private sector and the civil society, 
(iv) Outputs linked to the headline targets of the Europe 2020 strategy related to the ESF, 

(v) Social innovation either by testing completely new approaches or by transferring innovative elements from elsewhere, 

(vi) Networking and cooperation of the partnerships with the view to disseminate and facilitate the mainstreaming of the successful innovations.
The coordination between the funds at local level
The above approaches could be delivered by allowing the use of different EU funds (EAFRD, ERDF, ESF or EFF) by local partnerships in pursuing local integrated strategies in specific geographic areas (coastal areas, rural areas and urban areas). In case of multi funds strategy, the selection of strategies would be done jointly by the authorities dealing with the respective funds. 

Following the 5th Cohesion Report's conclusions and to ensure "an ambitious Urban Agenda", a particular emphasis could be made on a limited number of urban integrated projects with a specific financial allocation. The decision of the target areas would remain with Member States and regions.
The financial and control rules of the funds, as well as the monitoring, evaluation and reporting requirements would be harmonised and simplified as far as possible in order to ensure a smooth implementation of the local strategies. To simplify further the management of these multi-funds strategies, one fund could be identified to cover the non-project related costs (running costs for the partnership, animation costs, acquisition of skills, capacity building), if deemed appropriate by the MS and the local partnership.
The structures of the operational programmes should be designed accordingly to facilitate this coordination. Several options could be considered to give more weight to the local approach in the programmes.

Introducing the local dimension in the programmes structures (3 options)
(1) A multi-funds programme

In this option, Member States will support local strategies in the framework of a multi-funds programme focused on local development with possibly specific priority axes financed from the ESF. This option will provide a high visibility of "local development" in terms of programming, funding and monitoring at MS and EU level and ensure an easier correspondence and coordination with the ERDF. On the other hand, based on the previous experience, it will probably weaken the visibility of the ESF policy priorities (employment and social inclusion) in comparison with ERDF physical investment and will not solve completely the issue of coordination, since many instruments will be left aside (such as the EARDF or the EFF).

(2) A dedicated priority axis

In this option, Member States could support territorial approaches as a specific priority axis in their OPs. The idea of a compulsory priority axis was discussed in the meeting of the ad hoc group on the future of the ESF on 2 February 2011 and was widely seen as too intrusive and constraining for the Member States. Therefore, one could envisage an optional priority axis for which the regulation would give a financial incentive to Member States to establish a specific priority axis within their OPs, following the current model for transnational and interregional actions. The contribution from the ESF may be increased by 10% at the priority axis level which is not included in the ceiling at the level of OP.
Where this option is chosen, this would give a high visibility in terms of programming, funding and monitoring at MS level (see the Austrian case). It would also allow a clear identification of ESF funding dedicated to territorial approaches with an easier correspondence with the other OPs (ERDF, EARDF, EFF). Last, it maintains the current flexibility offered to MS. On the other hand, the optional character will maintain an important differentiation among MS and thus lead to a very heterogeneous picture at EU level.
(3) A horizontal principle

In this option, the regulation will call MS and MA to pay particular attention to the promotion of "territorial approaches" without obligation or particular financial incentive. This option will give a political signal stressing the importance of the territorial dimension. However, in the absence of real incentive, it is likely to lead to a quasi status quo, with persisting difficulties to monitor, evaluate, report and communicate on the ESF territorial dimension at EU level. This option could be refined with the introduction of an earmarking mechanism (specific percentage to be allocated to territorial approaches).

Questions for discussion

The following questions could guide the discussion:

(4) Should the territorial dimension be strengthened in the ESF programmes through the promotion of local approaches? Do you see other practical ways to ensure that the territorial dimension is better taken into account in the future?
(5) Should the Local Strategies for Europe 2020 have the possibility to pursue all the priorities listed under the Europe 2020 Strategy, its headline targets and the Integrated Guidelines or should their scope be restricted to a few ones? In this case, what should be these limited priorities?
(6) In terms of practical provisions, to which extent financial, control, monitoring and evaluation provisions for the ESF should be harmonised with the other funds? What specific provisions should remain?

(7) Which programme structure, listed above, seems for you the most appropriate in the ESF context?
Annex 1: Main results of the ex post evaluation 2000-2006 on local approaches

The main advantages are four-fold:

1 - In-depth knowledge of the context where the intervention is designed and implemented. Local actors are better placed to measure and perceive the problems that are relevant to their territory. Specialised literature stresses the fact that the local level pays special attention to detect the needs of specific targeted publics while other administrative levels could sometimes underestimate them. In this sense, actions targeted to including groups of people are generally expected to improve if they are designed and implemented through local services.

2 - Capacity to adapt to evolving needs. Local actors have more possibilities to detect changes when they are happening in their local labour market and to redirect their activities in order to respond to the changes.

3 - Promotion of civil society involvement and community empowerment. The implementation of actions and activities at the local level of intervention favours the promotion of effective civil society stakeholders. These agents identify more easily than the public administration the action needed, due to their closeness to the local intervention level.
4- Generation of innovative ideas. Relevant ESF measures have particularly underpinned grass root innovations and partnerships between local actors, helped to enhanced capacity building of local stakeholders and generate new ideas in terms of labour market and social inclusion policies.
However, local approaches have some limitations which should not be underestimated:

1- The lack of strategic vision. Local actors’ proximity to the needs and the daily reality may lead to a certain lack of strategic overview. They often focus on short and intermediate term situations. Besides, the local level of intervention is more sensitive to the needs and interest of local stakeholders than the regional or national level. Nevertheless, in most cases analysed for the ex post evaluation, local initiatives for employment have succeeded in reducing this limitation through the promotion of a more long-term approach to the local labour market;

2 - Inequality and competition across territories. The territories with better management skills or stronger political power can obtain more funds to carry employment policies out while others that have not been successful in presenting good projects could be left out from receiving this support.

3 – Their small size, the rather slow development cycle of the bottom-up approach and the difficulty of systematisation or standardisation in a mainstreaming process.

4. The limited though generally positive quantitative results have underlined the difficulty to demonstrate the "performance" of local approaches. The mainly qualitative nature of its outputs is clearly a major obstacle for the recognition of its value added insofar, as the traditional evaluation techniques do not take fully this aspect into account.
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� The 5th Cohesion Report also includes "macro-regional strategies" in the territorial dimension. This last point will not be dealt with in this note, as it refers to the transnational dimension, a specific subject in itself.
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