
 
 

  

INFORMAL MEETING OF MINISTERS FOR COHESION POLICY, 
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ISSUES PAPER 

“IMPROVING THE EFFECTIVENESS AND ADDED VALUE OF COHESION POLICY” 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The Informal Meeting of Ministers responsible for Cohesion Policy takes place at a difficult time for 

all European citizens, still suffering from the effects of an unprecedented economic crisis, and at a 

crucial point in the parallel negotiations of the Multiannual Financial Framework 2014-20 and of the 

regulatory framework for Cohesion Policy. The quality of public expenditure is at the centre of these 

discussions. At a time when Member States are under pressure to consolidate their budgetary 

positions, and when resources for public investment are scarce, it is essential - more than ever - to 

ensure the effective and efficient use of available resources and to maximise the added value of 

Cohesion Policy. 

In this context, the revised rules for governing Cohesion Policy 2014-20 are under close scrutiny. 

Those responsible for the policy in the Member States and in the European institutions need to gain 

two assurances. First, they need to be assured that the revised rules, working in conjunction with 

national arrangements, will deliver the highest EU added value for Cohesion Policy expenditure. 

Second, they need to see that Cohesion Policy programmes are coordinated with other EU policies, 

and especially the goals of Europe 2020 Strategy and the European Semester, as well as meeting the 

development needs of individual Member States and regions. The discussions at the Informal 

Ministerial Meeting are part of the effort to gain these assurances1.  

2. MAXIMISING THE ADDED VALUE OF COHESION POLICY EXPENDITURE 

The value-for-money of expenditure under Cohesion Policy is reflected in, among other things, its 

contribution to the reduction of economic, social and territorial disparities and to the EU’s broader 

growth and jobs goals; its adaptability to different territorial needs; its encouragement to Member 

States, regions and cities to cooperate through joint programmes and initiatives; its multi-annual 

programming based on integrated strategies that offer a stable investment framework and attract 

additional funding; and its unique multi-level governance model that brings together public, private 

and civil society actors in the design and delivery of development strategies and projects.  

The reform of Cohesion Policy for 2014-20 aims to improve the performance of these assets and to 

enhance the policy’s added value. In this direction, the strategic approach as mainly reflected in 

                                                           
1
 This paper draws on responses to a questionnaire of the Cyprus Presidency on how the proposed new elements for 

Cohesion Policy relating to strategic coherence and programming, thematic concentration, performance, and the integrated 
approach to territorial development contribute to the effectiveness of the policy and are likely to be translated into 
practice. 

 



thematic concentration and the Common Strategic Framework (CSF) aims at maximising support on 

Europe 2020 and European Semester objectives and priorities for smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth. The performance framework envisages the setting of rigorous objectives and targets in 

Partnership Agreements and Operational Programmes; a clearer specification of intervention logics; 

a stronger focus on results indicators; and the use of conditionalities to ensure that the conditions 

for effective Cohesion Policy investments are in place. Furthermore, in line with the territorial 

cohesion objective, an integrated approach to territorial development will have a stronger presence, 

including through Community-led Local Development, Integrated Territorial Investments (ITIs) and 

sustainable urban development.  

It is necessary to ensure that these new elements are effectively combined with national policy 

practice to maximise the added value of Cohesion Policy, while keeping to a minimum the 

administrative burden for public bodies and beneficiaries.  

With respect to thematic concentration, the initial indications from programming in the Member 

States are that a greater proportion of funding will be spent on energy-related themes (energy 

efficiency, renewables and low-carbon economy), RTDI, ICT, education and the development of 

human capital, social inclusion, the reduction of poverty and health Decisions on future priorities will 

also be shaped by the challenging financial and economic context. Member States consider it 

important, though, to balance the requirements of thematic concentration with national and 

regional development challenges and needs.  

Many Member States recognise that conditionalities have the potential to enhance the quality of 

spending by encouraging more rigorous, timely and coordinated programming and by supporting a 

more result-oriented approach. They stress the importance of implementing conditionalities in ways 

which link the selected conditionalities to programme objectives, negotiated consensually and that 

the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality are respected in the setting of targets and in 

evaluation.  

A central element of the performance framework is setting the right targets and the identification of 

appropriate indicators to ensure the effective monitoring, reporting and evaluation of Cohesion 

Policy’s performance. This will require the development of guidance, expert support, evaluations of 

current arrangements and consultations. Member States recognise that indicators will need to be 

relevant, coherent and streamlined, and there is considerable work underway on their use in 2014-

20, as well as on the necessary adaptation of monitoring and evaluation systems to provide regular 

review against milestones and targets. Assessing causal impact requires a broad range of tools - such 

as impact evaluation, case studies, benchmarking, surveys and robust statistical techniques.  

The territorial dimension is widely supported by Member States as an asset of Cohesion Policy 

compared to a sectoral approach, ensuring a policy response to territorial specificities and a bottom-

up approach to development. The new regulatory framework provides Member States with 

opportunities to promote a more integrated approach to territorial development in line with regional 

needs. However, there are several important issues that will need to be resolved during the 

preparation of Partnership Agreements and OPs, including the appropriate use and design of 

available tools for territorial development, the relationship with thematic concentration, the role of 

different Funds, strategic coherence in the treatment of territory at different scales and the level of 

administrative capacity at sub-regional level.  
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3. COORDINATING COHESION POLICY’S EFFORTS WITH THOSE OF OTHER POLICIES AND 

INTEGRATING THE RESULTS   

To achieve its optimum impact and added-value, Cohesion Policy must coordinate its efforts with 

those of other policies, as well as the efforts and policies at all levels of governance - EU, national, 

regional, local and civil society. Its system of implementation at all levels of governance must also 

allow, in an on-going way, the incorporation of good practice and modifications of objectives and 

priorities to take account of Europe 2020 and the European Semester. 

The strategic approach for 2014-20 will involve a more coordinated approach across EU Funds and 

policies and a strong focus on the Europe 2020 and European Semester objectives for smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth. One of the main aims of the Common Strategic Framework (CSF) is 

to increase coherence between policy commitments made in the context of Europe 2020 and 

investment on the ground. It intends to encourage integration, by setting out how the Funds can 

work together, and to provide a source of strategic direction which Member States and regions can 

translate into the programming of the five CSF Funds in order to meet their specific needs.  

The CSF should, in association with national administrative practices, encourage a better national-

level coordination of the five Funds and their application to territorial challenges. Across the EU, the 

development of Partnership Agreements (PAs) is underway, and several Member States expect to 

have a draft PA at the end of 2012 or in the first quarter of 2013. It is evident that a much stronger 

focus will be placed on strategic coordination in 2014-20, including the possible use of coordinating 

committees for all Funds, joint managing authorities for different Operational Programmes and (in 

some Member States) a greater use of national programmes. Although most Member States are 

planning to continue implementing the Funds through a mix of national and regional OPs, with many 

continuing the current system of one OP per Fund, some Member States are planning to use a single 

OP for three of the Cohesion Policy Funds (ERDF, ESF, Cohesion Fund). There are clearly challenges 

for Member States in: ensuring that coordination arrangements do not become too formalised, 

bureaucratic and complex than in the 2007-13 period; finding an appropriate balance between high-

level strategic direction and scope for fine-tuning at OP level; and creating effective coordination 

arrangements between national and sub-national levels, especially where integrated local 

development initiatives are likely to be used.  

4.  QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

Ministers are invited to address the following key questions on how to improve the effectiveness of 

Cohesion Policy:  

• Are the new elements being introduced in the EU Cohesion Policy, sufficient to improve its 

effectiveness and the quality of spending? Could more be done on the ground in order to improve 

the EU added value of the policy? 

• Does the new legislative framework of Cohesion Policy sufficiently ensure effective coordination 

between policies at EU and national level? What actions are necessary at the different level to 

ensure effectiveness of this coordination in practice?  

• How will you ensure at national level the appropriate articulation between the preparation and 

implementation of Cohesion Policy funds and the European semester? 


