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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Over the course of the last year or so all EU 

Member States, Norway, Iceland and the 

UK have designed new regional aid maps 

and secured their approval under the 2022-

27 Regional Aid Guidelines (RAG). The 

adoption of the RAG and map approvals 

have taken place in a period of almost 

unprecedented upheaval, including the 

impact of COVID-19, the implications of 

UK’s withdrawal from the EU, the war in 

Ukraine and the energy supply crisis.  

The guidelines were adopted too early to 

factor in either the COVID-19 crisis or the 

impact of the war in Ukraine. Nevertheless, 

flexibility in State aid discipline has been an 

important part of the Commission’s 

response, with the use of ‘temporary 

frameworks’ to allow comparatively 

generous levels of support, but for a limited 

time.  

Against this backdrop, recent 

developments in regional aid control are 

reasonably straightforward, with only 

modest technical changes introduced by 

the 2021-27 RAG, involving more continuity 

than change.  

For some countries, the process of drawing 

up a new regional aid map was wholly 

determined by the RAG, while for others, 

particularly those countries where 

coverage was reduced post-2021, the 

process was both technically challenging 

and politically sensitive. Many maps did not 

receive approval until well into 2022.   

Beyond regional aid per se a number of 

wider developments either set regional aid 

policy in a wider context or indirectly 

influence the relevance or value of 

regional aid. The Commission’s recent 

scoreboard on State aid offers some 

important insights into the relative value of 

regional aid, especially set against the 

substantial sums allocated to COVID-19 

support. In addition, the Commission has 

adopted or proposed changes in a 

number of relevant areas, including a new 

temporary framework in the context of the 

war on Ukraine, State aid guidelines for 

environmental protection and energy, a 

consultation on de minimis reviewing the 

threshold and transparency requirement, 

political agreement on the Foreign 

Subsidies Regulation and new rules for risk 

finance on SMEs.  

This paper begins with a brief recap of the 

changes in spatial coverage introduced in 

the new regional guidelines, before setting 

out the area designation criteria. It goes on 

to provide a stocktake of progress on 

approval of the new maps in the EoRPA 

Member countries concerned by the 

guidelines, and offers brief review of other 

recent State aid developments. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Over the course of the last year or so all EU Member States, Norway, Iceland and the United 

Kingdom have designed new regional aid maps,1 submitted them to the European 

Commission or ESA and had them approved under the 2022-27 Regional Aid Guidelines (RAG). 

The adoption of the RAG and map approvals have taken place in a period of almost 

unprecedented turmoil: COVID-19 has had a profound, but differentiated, impact on the 

economic and social fabric of European regions, the effects of which will continue to emerge 

for years to come; the implications of United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the EU have varied 

regional and sectoral ramifications both for the UK and the EU; and the war in Ukraine has not 

only reshaped the geopolitics of the wider European continent, creating a humanitarian crisis 

within Ukraine and beyond, but has also triggered an energy supply crisis with as yet unknown 

consequences for European households and businesses, and for the Green Deal.  

Flexibility in State aid discipline has been an important component of the Commission response 

to this instability. As in the global economic and financial crisis of 2007-8, the Commission has 

made use of so-called ‘temporary frameworks’ to allow comparatively generous levels of 

support but for a limited time. Thus, in March 2020 the Commission introduced a temporary 

COVID-19 State aid framework.2 This mostly expired in June 2022 but enabled State aid of some 

€228 billion in 2020 alone to businesses affected by the pandemic.3 Similarly, in March 2022, 

the Commission adopted the Temporary Crisis Framework4 to support the economy in the 

context of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This allows Member States to provide aid to firms 

affected by the crisis and by sanctions and counter sanctions, to ensure sufficient liquidity is 

available to businesses and to compensate firms for the additional costs associated with 

exceptionally high gas and electricity costs. The use of temporary frameworks which are 

adopted swiftly and adapted as required has enabled the Commission to maintain State aid 

discipline in circumstances where there would otherwise be a high risk of unilateral intervention 

by Member States. Their temporary nature also means that the horizontal and sectoral State 

aid frameworks can remain unchanged and are the ‘default’ when the exceptional provisions 

expire.  

Against this backdrop, recent developments in regional aid control could be viewed as 

somewhat routine. At a technical level, the changes introduced by the 2021-27 Regional Aid 

Guidelines are very modest. They further embed the mechanism for disciplining regional aid 

maps and ceilings with some small adjustments, partly to accommodate the impact of Brexit. 

In addition, they reinforce the constraints on support for large enterprises in ‘c’ areas while 

acknowledging the Just Transition Fund, wider Green Deal and Digital Strategy. In short, the 

new guidelines involve far more continuity than change.  

Notwithstanding the absence of major new developments, the 2021-27 Regional Aid 

Guidelines entail significant activity for the Member States. The expiry of the existing maps 



 

3 

approved under the previous guidelines necessitated the drawing up of proposals for new 

assisted areas in every country concerned and their approval by the Commission or ESA. 

For some, this is a simple process since the maps and award rates are wholly determined by 

the guidelines themselves; the notification of the maps is therefore largely a formality. Thus, the 

maps for Czechia, Hungary and Slovakia which comprised only ‘a’ regions or former ‘a’ regions 

were all notified and approved in summer 2021. 

For others – those where the coverage includes non-predefined ‘c’ areas, and perhaps 

especially those where coverage was to be reduced post-2021 - the process was often both 

technically challenging and politically sensitive, with many maps not receiving approval until 

well into 2022.  

For all countries, the notification of a regional aid map is an essential prerequisite to offering 

investment aid to large firms or using the higher aid intensities available to SMEs in regional aid 

areas under General Block Exemption Regulation (GBER) schemes.  

This paper begins with a brief recap of the changes in spatial coverage introduced in the new 

regional guidelines, before setting out the area designation criteria. It goes on to provide a 

stocktake of progress on approval of the new maps in the EoRPA Member countries 

concerned by the guidelines,5 and offers brief review of other recent State aid developments.  

2 SPATIAL COVERAGE & AREA DESIGNATION 

2.1 Spatial coverage methodology 

There were no major changes to the approach to spatial coverage in RAG 2022-27 (see Box 

1). For the EU27 as a whole, the initial ceiling results in a reduction in coverage, due to a ‘Brexit 

effect’ resulting from the 48 percent EU27 population ceiling (compared to 47 percent of the 

EU population with the UK).6 This arises because the UK is a relatively populous country (about 

66 million inhabitants) but had limited designated regional aid areas (about 28 percent of the 

population). As a result, to achieve the final coverage of 48.26 percent (after adjustments), 

coverage in the EU27 is reduced by 3.29 percent or over 7.2 million inhabitants.  

At Member State level, the outcome of applying the spatial coverage methodology varies 

widely, due to shifts in regional disparities in GDP and unemployment rates, as well as migration 

patterns and/or changes in the NUTS boundaries in some countries (see Figure 1). Within the 

overall downward trend, there are four broad groupings: 
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1. Countries with increased coverage, i.e. Finland, Hungary, France, Italy, Netherlands 

and Sweden.  

2. Countries where total coverage remains at 100 percent – Bulgaria, Estonia, Croatia, 

Lithuania, Latvia. In all apart from Latvia there is however, a shift from ‘a’ area 

coverage to ‘c’ area coverage within the unchanged total. 

3. Countries experiencing a relatively small reduction in coverage, ranging from cuts of 

17.7 percent (Greece) to 0.39 percent (Czechia).7 

4. Countries where the maximum reduction in coverage of 30 percent applies i.e. 

Germany, Ireland, Malta and Slovenia.  

Box 1: Spatial coverage 2022-27 

 An overall population ceiling was set for the EU (48 percent of EU27).8 

 Eligible ‘a’ areas by Member State are set out in Annex I of RAG 2022-27. Coverage was 

determined by: 

1. The population of NUTS 2 regions with GDP(PPS) per capita at or below 75 percent 

of the EU average using data for 2016-18.9  

2. The population of the Outermost regions (OMR), with GDP(PPS) per capita over 75 

percent of the EU average. 

 There are two categories of ‘c’ area. 

1. Predefined ‘c’ areas, which comprise:10 

 Former ‘a’ regions in 2017-20 which are now over the threshold. 

 Sparsely-populated areas (NUTS 2 regions with fewer than 8 inhabitants per km2 

or NUTS 3 regions with fewer than 12.5 inhabitants per km2 in 2018). 

Eligible predefined ‘c’ areas are set out in Annex I of RAG 2022-27.  

2. Non-predefined ‘c’ areas, coverage of which was calculated by subtracting the ‘a’ 

areas and predefined ‘c’ areas from the initial ceiling and allocating the result 

among countries based on national and EU disparities in GDP per head and 

unemployment rates.11 

 Adjustments12 were made to provide a safety net and minimum population coverage, 

so that: 

 total ‘a’ and ‘c’ area coverage is not reduced by more than 30 percent in any 

Member State; and 

 each country has coverage of at least 7.5 percent of the national population. 

 Northern Ireland is designated a ‘c’ area in its entirety.13 This reflects the application of 

the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland in the Withdrawal Agreement14 whereby the 

State aid rules continue to apply in respect of measures which affect trade in goods and 

electricity between Northern Ireland and the EU.  

Source: RAG 2022-27 



 

5 

Figure 1: Changes in population coverage 2017-21 and 2022-27 (% of total), ranked by percentage change 

 
Source: Communication from the Commission amending Annex I to the Guidelines on regional aid for 2014-20, OJEU C231/ 1 of 25 June 2016 and RAG 2022-2
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2.2 Area designation 

Area designation is the responsibility of the Member States, subject to the parameters of the 

Regional Aid Guidelines and Commission approval. There is no flexibility in the designation of 

‘a’ areas/ former ‘a’ areas, i.e. the population quota is not ‘portable’ for use in other regions.  

For sparsely-populated regions there is flexibility to designate areas adjacent to qualifying NUTS 

2 and 3 regions that meet the population density criterion, subject to the population ceiling.15 

Sparsely and very-sparsely-populated areas may be designated for operating aid where 

national authorities can show that there is a risk of depopulation in the absence of aid.16 This 

means that for operating aid additional justification is required, beyond population density 

alone. Areas eligible for operating aid are accordingly defined in separate maps from regional 

investment aid. 

For non-predefined ‘c’ areas, the criteria are summarised in Table 1. 

Table 1: Non-predefined ‘c’ area designation criteria 

Criterion Conditions Minimum population 

1. Contiguous areas Within NUTS 2 or NUTS 3 regions with 

either: 

 GDP(PPS) per head ≤ EU27; or 

 Unemployment rate ≥ 115% 

of national average 

 General case: 100,000 

 For MS with non-predefined ‘c’ 

coverage < 1 million: 50,000 

 For MS with national pop 

˂ 1 million: 10,000 

2. NUTS 3 regions with 

pop < 100,000 

 GDP(PPS) per head ≤ EU27; or 

 Unemployment rate ≥ 115% 

of national average 

Not applicable 

3. Islands & 

contiguous areas 

characterised by 

geographical 

isolation 

 GDP(PPS) per head ≤ EU27; or 

 Unemployment rate ≥ 115% 

of national average; or 

 < 5,000 population 

None 

4. Border areas   Contiguous areas 

 NUTS 3 or parts of 

 Adjacent to ‘a’ area, or 

 share a land border with non-

EEA or non-EFTA country 

None 

5. Structural change 

or serious decline 

 Must not be within areas that 

fulfil Criteria 1-4 above 

 Contiguous areas of whole or 

adjoining LAU 

 General case: 50,000 

 For MS with non-predefined ‘c’ 

coverage ˂ 1 million: 25,000 

 For MS with national population 

˂ 1 million: 10,000 

 Islands and contiguous isolated 

areas: 5,000  

Notes: With reference to Criterion 5, (i) Member States with national population less than 1 million are 

Cyprus, Luxembourg and Malta; (ii) with non-predefined ‘c’ coverage of less than 1 million are: Denmark, 

Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia and Finland. 

Source: Assembled from RAG 2022-27, para 175-176. 

There is a general requirement for non-predefined ‘c’ areas to be ‘contiguous’, i.e. relating to 

whole local administrative units (LAU) or to a group of LAU sharing an administrative border. 

The number and size of LAU in Member States with non-predefined ‘c’ areas varies 
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considerably (see Table 2). In principle, whole LAUs should be designated, but parts of LAU 

may be used, provided that the population is at least 50 percent of the minimum population 

required under Criterion 1 or 5.17  

The main change in the five area designation criteria compared to RAG 2014-21 concerns the 

Just Transition Areas. These do not require any specific justification to be included in the 

regional aid map under Criterion 5 (areas undergoing major structural change or those in 

serious decline). Areas designated under Criterion 5 are otherwise subject to quite stringent 

criteria and evidence put forward by the Member State. According to paragraph 187 of the 

RAG, the regional aid maps can be updated once a Territorial Just Transition Plan has been 

approved by the Commission. Eleven Member States have indicated their intention to do this 

within their regional aid map notifications: Bulgaria, Czechia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, 

Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia all plan to notify Just Transition Areas within 

their ‘a’ areas, and plan to use the potential which has been given to increase maximum aid 

intensities within these regions.   

Table 2: Local administrative units in Member States with non-predefined ‘c’ areas 

 Local administrative units Population 

   Name No. Maximum Minimum Average Median Total 

BE Gemeenten/ 

Communes 

581 530,944 79 19,879 12,528 11,549,888 

DK Kommuner 99 632,340 84 58,816 42,989 5,822,763 

DE Gemeinden 11,008 3,669,491 0 7,555 1737 83,166,711 

IE Local Electoral 

Areas 

166 63,612 9,862 28,686 26,936 4,761,865 

EL Dimotikes / Topikes 

Koinotites 

6,135 664,046 0 1,763 336 10,816,286 

ES Municipios 8,131 3,334,730 3 5,836 518 47,450,795 

FR Communes 34,948 2,175,601 0 1,909 456 60,745,403 

IT Comuni 7,914 2,837,332 30 7,612 2,457 60,244,639 

CY Dimoi, koinotites 615 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 

LU Communes 102 122,273 857 6,138 3,063 626,108 

MT Kunsilli 68 32,204 249 7,567 4,535 514,564 

NL Gemeenten 355 872,779 947 49,038 30,725 17,408,573 

AT Gemeinden 2,095 1,911,191 41 4,249 1,818 8,901,064 

PL Gminy 2,477 1,790,658 1,286 15,496 7,492 38,382,576 

PT Freguesias 3,092 66,250 43 3,416 1,179 10,562,178 

RO Comuni, Municipii, 

Orase 

3,181 2,151,665 121 6,971 3,061 22,174,693 

SI Občine 212 295,504 353 9,886 4,713 2,095,861 

FI Kunnat / Kommuner 310 653,835 88 17,824 6,065 5,525,292 

SE Kommuner 290 974,073 2,408 35,612 15,978 10,327,589 

Note: In Ireland the LAUs are named as Counties or County Boroughs in Regulation 2019/1955, but not in 

Eurostat data; counties are significantly larger than LEAs.  

Source: Wishlade F (2021) Regional Aid Maps: A Work in Progress. EoRPA Report 21/2 to the 42nd annual 

meeting of the EoRPA Regional Policy Research Consortium, 8 October 2021; Eurostat: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/local-administrative-units, except for France, INSEE: 

https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/5395878?sommaire=5395927 and Spain, INE: 

https://www.ine.es/dynt3/inebase/en/index.htm?padre=517&capsel=525. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/local-administrative-units
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/5395878?sommaire=5395927
https://www.ine.es/dynt3/inebase/en/index.htm?padre=517&capsel=525
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2.3 Mid-term review 

RAG 2022-27 provides for a mid-term review of regional aid maps to take place in 2023, by 

which time regional GDP data for 2020 will be available, allowing at least the early impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic to be included.18 Details of the review will be communicated by the 

Commission by June 2023.  

3 AREA DESIGNATION IN PRACTICE 

The new assisted area maps for 2022-17 have all been approved, the process concluding with 

the approval of the map for Denmark in August 2022 (see Table 3). The map notification, 

negotiation and approval process started in earnest in June 2021 with the submission of the 

first notification by Czechia, whose map was also first to be approved, in July 2021. The quickest 

approval process was experienced by Norway, with a six-day turnaround by the EFTA 

Surveillance Authority (ESA) in December 2021. The lengthiest process was seen in Germany 

(160 days between submission in July 2021 and approval in December 2021). The length of the 

approval process can be misleading, however, as levels of engagement between Member 

States and the Commission (or the ESA in the case of Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein) were 

high in the run up to formal notification. In some countries this was informal with exchanges 

over technical issues (e.g. Italy), in others, pre-notification was used to explore specific solutions 

as part of the map preparation (e.g. Austria, Norway).  

The spatial coverage methodology described in Section 2.1 results in population ceilings within 

which countries must manage their area designation processes. The ceilings for ‘a’ areas and 

predefined ‘c’ areas (for which lists of eligible regions are published in an Annex to RAG 2022-

27) as well as for non-predefined ‘c’ areas, along with the overall ceilings, are shown in Table 

4.  Some countries have chosen not to designate areas up to the available ceiling, and have 

opted to keep some in reserve (a population reserve) to provide some flexibility to deal with 

changing circumstances, or to deploy when more up to date data becomes available 

showing the regional impact of COVID-10. Use of a population reserve is discussed further in 

Section 3.3.  
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Table 3: Map submission and approval 

 Country Notification Approval Duration Case number 

Norway 2 December 2021 8 December 2021 6 87798 

Greece (JTF amendment) 24 June 2022 14 July 2022 20 SA.103501 

Iceland 27 January 2022 16 February 2022 20 88048 

Luxembourg 01 February 2022 7 March 2022 34 SA.101785 

Latvia 9 November 2021 15 December 2021 36 SA.100587 

France ‘a areas 15 December 2021 21 January 2022 37 SA.100838 

Romania 9 November 2021 20 December 2021 41 SA.100199 

Estonia 7 October 2021 19 November 2021 43 SA.100251 

Italy ‘a’ areas 19 October 2021 02 December 2021 44 SA.100380 

France ‘c’ areas 29 March 2022 16 May 2022 48 SA.101498 

Czech Republic 10 June 2021 29 July 2021 49 SA.63452 

Sweden 27 October 2021 15 December 2021 49 SA.100245 

Netherlands 2 December 2021 27 January 2022 56 SA.100273 

Slovakia 16 July 2021 16 September 2021 62 SA.64151 

Poland 27 July 2021 28 September 2021 63 SA.64284 

Finland 24 March 2022 02 June 2022 70 SA.102379 

Slovenia 16 November 2021 27 January 2022 72 SA.100677 

Hungary 2 July 2021 16 September 2021 76 SA.63934 

Portugal 22 November 2021 8 February 2022 78 SA.100752 

Ireland 5 January 2022 24 March 2022 78 SA.101399 

Greece 19 October 2021 6 January 2022 79 SA.100372 

Denmark 16 May 2022 04 August 2022 80 SA.102201 

Italy ‘c’ areas 20 December 2021 18 March 2022 88 SA.101134 

Croatia 26 August 2021 23 November 2021 89 SA.64581 

Cyprus 19 November 2021 21 February 2022 94 SA.100726 

Malta 29 November 2021 3 March 2022 94 SA.100839 

Bulgaria 9 September 2021 15 December 2021 97 SA.64724 

Lithuania 14 August 2021 25 November 2021 103 SA.64485 

Austria 6 October 2021 20 January 2022 106 SA.64462 

Spain 1 December 2021 17 March 2022 106 SA.100859 

United Kingdom (NI) 14 December 2021 17 May 2022 154 SA.101066 

Belgium 14 February 2022 18 July 2022 154 SA.101923 

Germany 8 July 2021 15 December 2021 160 SA.64020 

Source: Compiled from Commission and ESA decisions. 

https://www.eftasurv.int/state-aid/state-aid-register/norwegian-regional-aid-map-2022-2027-norway
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_103501
https://www.eftasurv.int/state-aid/state-aid-register/icelandic-regional-aid-map-2022-2027-iceland
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_101785
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100587
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100838
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100199
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100251
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100380
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_101498
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_63452
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100245
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100273
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_64151
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_64284
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_102379
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100677
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_63934
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100752
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_101399
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100372
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_102201
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_101134
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_64581
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100726
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100839
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_64724
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_64485
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_64462
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_100859
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_101066
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_101923
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/case_details.cfm?proc_code=3_SA_64020
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Table 4: Population coverage (%) of approved maps 

Country ‘a’ 

ceiling 

 

Proposed 

‘a’ areas 

Predefined 

‘c’ ceiling 

Proposed 

‘c’ areas 

Non- 

predefined 

‘c’ ceiling 

Proposed 

non-

predefined 

‘c’ areas 

Total 

proposed 

Pop’n 

reserve 

Overall 

Ceiling 

AT - - - - 22.42 20.59 20.59 1.83 22.42 

BE 2.5 2.5 - - 23.33 23.33 25.83 - 25.83 

BG 70.03 70.03 29.97 29.97 - - 100 - 100 

CY - - - - 49.46 49.17 49.17 (0.29) 49.46 

CZ 47.48 47.48 40.27 40.27 - - 87.76 - 87.76 

DE - - - - 18.10 18.10 18.10 - 18.10 

DK - - - - 7.5 7.31 7.31 0.19 7.50 

EE - - 100 100 - - 100 - 100 

EL 65.06 65.06 - - 17.28 16.12 81.18 1.16 82.34 

ES 29.65 29.65 3.65 3.65 32.99 32.99 66.29 - 66.29 

FI - - 23.34 23.34 3.52 3.37 26.71 0.15 26.86 

FR 3.27 3.27 - - 28.68 28.12 31.39 0.55 31.95 

HR 80.54 80.54 19.46 19.46 - - 100 - 100 

HU 82.09 82.09 - - - - 82.09 - 82.09 

IE - - - - 35.9 35.65 35.65 0.25 35.90 

IS - - 100 100 - - 100 - 100 

IT 32.00 32.00 - - 9.99 9.98 41.98 0.01 41.99 

LT 71.16 71.16 28.84 28.84 - - 100 - 100 

LU - - - - 7.5 6.87 6.87 (0.72) 7.50 

LV 100 100 - - - - 100 - 100 

MT - - - - 70 69.96 69.96 (0.04) 70.00 

NL - - - - 8.98 7.6 7.6 1.37 8.98 

NO - - 25.14 25.12 6.87 0.08 25.2 (6.82) 32.02 

PL 75.44 75.44 16.64 16.64 0.82 0.78 92.86 (0.04) 92.90 

PT 68.12 68.12 - - 2.11 2.11 70.23 - 70.23 

RO 88.15 88.15 - - 1.19 1.18 89.33 (0.01) 89.34 

SE - - 11.61 10.34 9.98 9.46 19.8 1.8 21.60 

SI 52.71 52.71 - - 17.29 17.10 69.81 0.19 70.00 

SK 87.97 87.97 - - - - 87.97 - 87.97 

UK (NI) - - - - 100 100 100 - 100 

Note: Figures are shown in (brackets) where there is a difference between the overall ceiling and the 

total coverage proposed, but where this has not officially been notified as a population reserve.  

Source: Compiled from RAG 2022-27 Annex I, ESA RAG 2022-27, Commission and ESA decisions. 

As mentioned in Section 2.1, total coverage of Bulgaria, Estonia, Croatia, Lithuania and Latvia 

remains at 100 percent. However, in all of these countries apart from Latvia there has been a 

shift from ‘a’ area coverage to ‘c’ area coverage within the unchanged total. Estonia and 

Iceland both have 100 percent of their populations covered by predefined ‘c’ areas. 

Austria, Cyprus, Germany, Denmark, Ireland, Luxembourg, Malta and Netherlands have non-

predefined ‘c’ areas only. The five criteria under which non-predefined ‘c’ areas can be 

designated were outlined above in . How countries have chosen to use these different criteria 

for selecting their non-predefined ‘c’ areas is shown in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Population distribution under Criteria 1-5 for non-predefined ‘c’ areas (%) 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 

AT 17.05 - 0.10 - 3.43 20.59 

BE 22.53 - - 0.24 0.55 23.33 

CY 49.17 - - - - 49.17 

DE 16.06 1.48 0.002 0.41 0.16 18.10 

DK 2.5 0.68 0.50 - 3.63 7.31 

EL 4.52 - - 11.6 - 16.12 

ES 27.73 - - 1.21 4.05 32.99 

FI 2.59 - - 0.77 - 26.71 

FR 26.27 - 0.58 - 1.26 28.12 

IE 28.14 - 0.02 - 7.49 35.65 

IT 7.55 - 0.01 0.13 2.29 9.98 

LU - - - - 6.87 6.87 

MT 63.26 6.70 - - - 69.96 

NL 7.6 - - - - 7.6 

PL - - - 0.78 - 0.78 

PT - - - 2.11 - 2.11 

RO - - - 1.18 - 1.18 

SE 7.24 0.58 - - 1.64 9.46 

SI 14.18 - - 2.92 - 17.10 

Source: Compiled from Commission decisions. 

Overall, most non-predefined ‘c’ areas have been designated on the basis of Criterion 1 – 

contiguous areas meeting the relevant population thresholds where GDP per head is below 

the EU average or unemployment exceeds 15 percent of the national average. However, in 

countries with extensive ‘a’ regions, or with areas bordering ‘a’ regions in neighbouring 

countries, the option to use Criterion 4 (border areas) is important. Criterion 4 has been used 

to designate the entire non-predefined ‘c’ allocation in Poland, Portugal and Romania, for 

instance.  

Criterion 5 can provide opportunities to support areas facing severe structural changes and 

the population threshold is lowered, enabling more ‘fine-tuning’ (see Table 5); however, 

Criterion 5 can only be used in areas that do not qualify under the other criteria and, except 

for Just Transition Areas, domestic authorities must demonstrate that the area proposed is 

undergoing major structural change or is in serious relative decline. The use of Criterion 5 is 

discussed further in Section 3.2.  

3.1 Approaches to assisted area maps 

Approaches to area designation and the preparation of assisted areas maps are shaped by 

a range of factors in addition to the EU regulatory framework. These factors include 

perceptions of the regional problem, data availability, policy and political traditions, and 

institutional arrangements and responsibilities.  In some countries (Germany, Sweden, Norway), 

nationwide methodologies and rankings are used as the starting point for maps, even though 

qualitative adjustments may be made in the final analysis. In other countries, the existing maps 

and/or the limited options available promote a more targeted approach as in Portugal, 
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Poland and the Netherlands. Alternatively, as in Italy and Austria, the map may be formed by 

the summation of subnational preferences. 

In terms of the outcomes of the process, and within an overall trend of reduced coverage, the 

EoRPA Member countries can be divided into two broad groups: 

1. Countries with increased coverage: Italy and the Netherlands both see an increase in 

coverage compared to 2014-21, potentially providing new opportunities and greater 

flexibility than previously. Most assisted areas in Finland, Sweden and Norway are 

predefined sparsely-populated areas. However, Sweden and Norway both now have 

non-predefined ‘c’ areas (which was not the case in 2014-21), and coverage of non-

predefined areas in Finland is increased. 

2. Countries with declining coverage: in Poland and Portugal, ‘a’ regions continue to 

account for most spatial coverage and cover most of the national population and 

territory. However, ‘a’ coverage has declined, and as ‘pre-defined’ former ‘a’ region 

coverage expires, ‘c’ area coverage becomes more relevant, but is marginal in the 

context of overall coverage. Germany and Austria both see significant reductions in 

coverage of their non-predefined ‘c’ areas in 2022-27 and need to address those 

reductions in the context of federal structures where the subnational level is a key 

player in economic development.  

The following section briefly revisits the process of map preparation in the EoRPA Member 

countries, and provides the new map, where available.19  

3.1.1 Optimising outcomes with increased coverage 

Finland, Sweden, Italy and Netherlands and Norway are dealing with increased levels of 

coverage in their regional aid maps in 2022-27. The Finnish, Swedish and Norwegian maps are 

still mainly concerned with sparsely populated (and very sparsely populated) areas, but non-

predefined ‘c’ areas play a growing role.  

In Finland the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment led the process of defining the new 

regional aid areas. The Finnish map was approved on 2 June 2022. Seven Finnish NUTS 3 regions 

qualify as sparsely populated areas and are therefore eligible as predefined ‘c’ areas. 

Coverage of non-predefined ‘c’ areas in Finland saw a modest increase of 3.2 percent/ 0.8 

percentage points. For the non-predefined ‘c’ areas, parts of two NUTS 3 regions were 

submitted under Criterion 1 (GDP), and two NUTS 3 regions under Criterion 4 (border areas). A 

population reserve of 0.15 percent (covering 8,074 inhabitants) was held back. 
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Figure 2: Regional aid maps Finland 2014-21 and 2022-27 

         

Source: Statistics Finland 
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For Sweden, the Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation (Division for Regional Development and 

Rural Development) led the area designation process with support from the Agency for 

Economic and Regional Growth (Tillväxtverket). The new regional aid map for Sweden was 

approved on 15 December 2021. Sweden has had a major increase in population coverage 

of 9.3 percentage points/76.2 percent, and the total regional aid ceiling has increased from 

12.26 percent (in 2014-21) to 21.6 percent of the population.  

Pre-defined ‘c’ areas (sparsely populated) are largely unchanged from the 2014-20 aid map 

and cover 11.61 percent of the population. Priority was given to LAUs facing depopulation 

and/or located at a distance from major markets.20   

There is a new allocation of 9.98 percent in non- predefined ‘c’ areas, which were designated 

under Criterion 1 (GDP) and Criterion 5 (structural change). This resulted in the map’s coverage 

being widened to include selected rural municipalities from the southern parts of the country. 

To identify LAUs with challenging structural conditions eligible under Criterion 5, Tillväxtverket 

used an existing classification of six LAUs typologies. To be eligible for proposal under Criterion 

5, areas had to fall into one of four types, and further conditions were applied to determine 

whether the areas faced major structural changes or were in serious decline; the Just Transition 

Areas were not used in Sweden for Criterion 5. A population reserve of 1.8 percent (131,678 

inhabitants) was held back.  

The new assisted areas map for Italy’s ‘a’ areas was approved on 2 December 2021. Italy was 

allocated total population coverage of 41.99 percent for 2022-27 (an increase from 34.07 

percent in 2014-20), with 32 percent of the population covered by ‘a’ regions (Apulia, 

Basilicata, Calabria, Campania, Molise, Sicily and Sardinia). A further 9.99 percent of the 

population was assigned for the designation of non-predefined ‘c’ areas. This represents an 

18.3 percent/6.5 percentage point increase in coverage, equating to a population of 3.9 

million people. The initial map held back the non-predefined ‘c’ areas as a population reserve.  

For the ‘c’ areas, the overall mapping task was led by the Department for Cohesion Policy 

(DPC) in the Prime Minister’s office (Presidente del Consiglio dei Ministri), but the area 

designation process was led by the regions. On 20 December 2021, the Italian authorities 

notified an amendment to the initial map to designate the ‘c’ areas.  Population coverage of 

9.98 percent was proposed, just under the ceiling of 9.99 percent. Areas were designated 

under Criteria 1, 3, 4 and 5. A small population reserve of 2,775 inhabitants was kept for future 

use. 
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Figure 3: Regional aid maps Sweden 2014-21 and 2022-27 
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The new regional aid map for Netherlands was approved on 27 January 2022. Netherlands 

also had an increase in population coverage, of 1.5 percentage points/ 19.7 percent. The 

area designation process was managed centrally by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Climate. The entire allocation of 8.98 percent is as non-predefined ‘c’ areas. 

Netherlands has decided to use 7.6 percent (all designated under Criterion 1 (GDP)), with the 

same areas continuing to qualify as in 2014-21. In the north, the map has remained largely 

unchanged in comparison to the 2014-2020 aid map, except that the Northern part of the 

province of North Holland (the Kop van Noord-Holland region) is now designated. Other areas 

selected on the basis of expected future investments include Achterhoek, Flevoland and 

Greater Rijnmond (the Rotterdam region). A population reserve of 1.37 percent was held back, 

potentially to accommodate Just Transition Fund regions.  

In Norway, two separate assisted area maps apply. The map for regional investment aid is 

determined by the population ceilings and methodology set out in the ESA regional aid 

guidelines.21 The new assisted area aid map was approved by the EFTA Surveillance Authority 

(ESA) on 8 December 2021.22 The Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation led the 

process of area designation.  The population ceiling for the 2022-27 assisted area map is 32.02 

percent, (25.15 percent as predefined ‘c’ areas and 6.87 percent as non-predefined ‘c’ 

areas). This involves a small increase in pre-defined ‘c’ areas from 25.51 in 2014-20, and a new 

allocation for non-predefined ‘c’ areas. The additional population coverage has meant that 

not all of the non-predefined ‘c’ area coverage has been needed. Compared to the 2014-20 

map, eleven new municipalities and parts of municipalities have been included and only three 

small islands have had their designation reduced. Non-predefined ‘c’ areas include Utsira, 

Kvitsøy and Aukra (areas and islands with fewer than 5,000 inhabitants, comprising 0.08 

percent of the total population).  
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Figure 4a: Regional aid maps Norway 2014-21 
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Figure 4b: Regional aid maps Norway 2022-27 (regional investment aid and regionally differentiated social security contribution) 

         

Source: Ministry of Trade, Industry and Fisheries 
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A separate map applies for operating aid in the form of the regionally differentiated social 

security contribution (RDSSC) scheme, the main regional aid in Norway; unlike the regional 

investment aid map, the RDSCC map is not subject to the population ceiling. In principle, 

operating aid can be authorised in sparsely and very sparsely populated areas if it prevents or 

reduces depopulation. Sparsely-populated areas are NUTS 3 areas with fewer than 12 

inhabitants per km2; very sparsely populated areas are NUTS 2 regions with fewer than 8 

inhabitants per km2. The ESA RAG 2022-27 contains a new specification that sparsely 

populated and very sparsely populated areas should be identified in the regional aid map; 

the rationale for this new requirement is unclear as the practical differences between the two 

categories have until now been limited. Nevertheless, the Norwegian notification for the 

RDSCC comprised only very sparsely-populated areas.  

In terms of changes to the map from 2014-20, a number of municipalities have swapped 

between zones for the first time, based on needs identified by the peripherality index. The 

island municipalities of Utsira and Kvitsoy are no longer eligible, while the five areas of Indre 

Fosen, Modalen, Sykkylven, Midsund and Aseral, have been included.23  

3.1.2 Dealing with reductions in coverage  

Austria, Germany Poland and Portugal have dealt with reductions in assisted area coverage 

compared to 2014-21. Austria and Germany faced significant reductions in coverage of their 

non-predefined ‘c’ areas, while Poland and Portugal also experienced declining coverage, 

but ‘a’ regions dominate their maps and they have only marginal ‘c’ area quotas.  

The new map for Austria was approved on 20 January 2022. The overall process of agreeing 

regional aid coverage was coordinated by ÖROK, with a working group for the assisted area 

map led by the Ministry of Economy and Digitalisation, which is responsible for State aid 

relations with the Commission.  The starting point was the existing map and where to cut 

coverage, given that the overall requirement was to reduce coverage from 25.87 percent to 

22.42 percent. Reflecting Austria’s federal context, the process was similar to that in previous 

periods. Political agreement oversaw the division of the national quota, with each Land having 

its own population quota and the existing map as the starting point, so that each Land bears 

a similar reduction in coverage. The map includes regions in all Austrian Länder except Tyrol 

and Vienna. 

The approved map for Austria covers 20.59 percent of the population in non-predefined ‘c’ 

areas, along with a population reserve of 1.83 percent of the population (163, 891 inhabitants). 

The ‘c’ areas were mostly categorised under Criterion 1, with smaller proportions categorised 

under Criterion 3 (covering five isolated mountain areas) and 5 (several areas undergoing 

major structural change) (see Table 4 and Section 3.2). A population reserve of around 164,000 

(8 percent of the total) has been be retained to notify potential JTF areas in Steiermark and 

Oberösterreich once these have been agreed with the Commission. 
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Figure 5: Regional aid maps Austria 2014-21 and 2022-27 

 

      

Source: ŐROK 
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Germany faced an even larger reduction in assisted area coverage from 25.85 to 18.1 percent 

in non-predefined ‘c’ areas. This represents a drop of 30 percent/7.8 percentage points, and 

involving a reduction in population coverage of 6.4 million inhabitants. The duration of the 

negotiation and approval process was lengthy at 160 days, with several requests for 

clarification and additional information, culminating in map approval on 15 December 2021.  

The area designation exercise was led by the Federal Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate 

Action in the context of the Joint (Federal and Land) Task for the Improvement of the Regional 

Economic Structure (GRW). The starting point was a nationwide ranking, based on a new 

domestic regional indicator model and selecting areas up to the population threshold. The 

Länder were still closely involved in the process, with some adjustments made to exchange 

areas above and below the threshold to address specific situations. 

Most ‘c’ areas were designated under Criterion 1. The scale of the cutback made this a 

challenging exercise and an important aspect of the regional policy response has been to 

expand the domestic “D areas” where all GRW instruments under the GBER other than regional 

aid can be used, except those related commercial investments and energy infrastructure. 
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Figure 6: Regional aid maps Germany 2014-21 and 2022-27 
 

          

Source: BBSR Bonn 2022 
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The new assisted areas map for Poland was approved on 28 September 2021. The area 

designation process was led by the State aid monitoring office UOKIK, and the map was 

agreed with other ministries and administrative bodies, and with the relevant local authorities 

as part of the Joint Government and Local Government Commission. 

While still retaining overall population coverage of 92.9 percent, in either ‘a’ regions (75.43 

percent) or predefined ‘c’ areas (16.64 percent), Poland now has for the first time non-

predefined ‘c’ coverage of 0.82 percent of the population. Criterion 4 (border areas) was used 

to designate the municipalities in the Warsaw capital region which border the surrounding 'a' 

regions, effectively creating a ring around the Warsaw capital region. 
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Figure 7: Regional aid maps Poland 2014-21 and 2022-27 

           

Source: Office of Competition and Consumer Protection 



 

25 

The map for Portugal was approved on 8 February 2022. The process was led by the Agency 

for Development and Cohesion Policy, together with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 

Ministry of Planning. The ‘a’ regions remain as before (Alentejo, Azores, Centro, Madeira, Norte) 

and cover just over 68 percent of the population. The ‘c’ areas fell from 15.77 percent in 2014-

21 to just 2.11 percent in 2022-27. Part of the Algarve region are no longer designated, along 

with almost all the territory of the Lisbon Metropolitan Area (apart from for some parishes on 

the southern bank of the Tejo (Setúbal Peninsula)). Those parts of Algarve and Lisbon 

Metropolitan Area which have designated as ‘c’ areas were approved under Criterion 4 

(border areas). 

Figure 8: Regional aid map Portugal 2014-21 

 

3.2 Use of Criterion 5 for ‘c’ areas undergoing major structural 

change  

According to paragraph 175(5) of the Regional Aid Guidelines, a Member State may 

designate as ‘c’ areas, under Criterion 5, contiguous areas of at least 50,000 inhabitants that 

are undergoing major structural change or are in serious relative decline, provided that such 

areas are not located in NUTS 3 regions or other contiguous areas that fulfil the condition to be 

designated as ‘c’ areas under Criteria 1 to 4. There is a reasonably heavy burden of justification 
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required from domestic authorities wishing to apply Criterion 5. Member States must 

demonstrate that the area is undergoing major structural change or is in serious relative decline 

by comparing the areas concerned with the situation of other areas in the same Member State 

or in other Member States on the basis of socioeconomic indicators concerning structural 

business statistics, labour markets, household accounts, education, or other similar indicators. 

For territories eligible for support from the Just Transition Fund, this justification is not needed, as 

the structural change is considered to be demonstrated as part of the just transition plan. 

Ten Member States used Criterion 5 to designate territories within their non-predefined ‘c’ 

areas (Austria, Belgium, Germany, Denmark, Spain, France, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg and 

Sweden) (see Table 6 and Table 7).   

Table 6: Use of Criterion 5 for non-predefined ‘c’ areas 

 Criterion 5 (%) Total non-predefined 

‘c’ areas (%) 

Population 

AT 3.43 20.59 306,322 

BE 0.55 23.33 63,391 

DE 0.16 18.10 133,193 

DK 3.63 7.31 212,081 

ES 4.05 32.99 1,920,040 

FR 1.26 28.12 846,772 

IE 7.49 35.65 356,746 

IT 2.29 9.98 1,365,092 

LU 6.87 6.87 43,032 

SE 1.64 9.46 170,235 

Source: Compiled from Commission decisions. 

The need for decarbonisation /emissions reduction was a major factor for designating areas 

undergoing structural change in Austria, Germany, Italy and Spain. In Austria, economic 

indicators for parts of Liezen, south Mostviertel-Eisenwurzen and Östliche Obersteiermark 

showed output below the national average and average for other Austrian regional aid areas, 

an economic structure based on economically sensitive, export-oriented sectors or old 

industrial sectors (metal processing, CO2-intensive and raw materials) under pressure to adapt 

to green and digitalisation efforts. In Germany, the NUTS 3 district of Dithmarschen, located 

within the Land Schleswig-Holstein, has been designated under Criterion 5 due to industry in 

the area undergoing structural change towards decarbonisation. At the same time the district 

is structurally weak, with an ageing, declining population, sparsity of population, a 

predominantly rural economy with a high share of employment in the construction sector, high 

unemployment and high youth unemployment, low wages and low rates of qualifications.  

In Italy, designated municipalities in Lombardia are undergoing structural change linked to 

transport and logistics concerning energy transition policies for environmental sustainability. 

The areas concerned are close to the river ports of Mantova and Cremona, both connected 

to the only Italian navigable inland waterway, which needs to be strengthened to enhance 

low carbon transport networks .In Spain, the need for decarbonisation in the petrochemical 

industry in Tarragona, and the automotive industry in Baix Llobregat were important in the 
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designation of parts of Cataluña under Criterion 5, as was the transition of the automotive 

sector to electric vehicles in the designation of parts of Navarra.  

Brexit was an important factor for the use of Criterion 5 in Ireland. County Louth, for example, 

is viewed as being particularly vulnerable due to its location bordering Northern Ireland, and 

being the site of main road and rail routes into and out of Northern Ireland, including routes to 

Dublin Airport and Dublin Port. Risks and uncertainties include exchange rate risks, uncertainty 

about border arrangements, and implications for transport and logistics sectors. In addition, a 

high proportion of employment in the county is in the three sectors most exposed to the impact 

of Brexit (agriculture, manufacturing and financial services). In spite of the border issues 

mentioned, Ireland did not have option of using Criterion 4, presumably reflecting the inclusion 

of Northern Ireland in the Regional Aid Guidelines. 

A further important factor was COVID-19 pandemic, which severely affected the LAU of Ennis 

and Shannon in Mid-West region, due to the impact on air travel and the air transport industry. 

The largest aerospace and aviation cluster in Ireland is located in Shannon, spanning the 

industry value chain, and employing the second highest proportion of the population working 

in the sector after areas surrounding Dublin airport. The region is also heavily reliant on three 

sectors which are facing a higher insolvency and default risk following the pandemic 

(machinery and transport equipment, transportation and hotel, restaurant, art and 

recreation). Further, some of the largest employers in the LAU have shut down in recent years 

with the loss of over 1,000 jobs, along with closure of a coal burning station with job losses that 

cannot be easily replaced. In France, COVID-19 had a severe impact on the municipality of 

Ugine (Savoie) with the closure of three ski resorts in the winter of 2021.  

In Italy, Covid-19 had a profound impact on the port of Venezia, as well as the Italian 

municipalities in Udine and Pordenone (Friuli-Venezia-Giulia). The pandemic exacerbated the 

continued negative effects of the 2008 financial crisis, the severe impact of which reduced 

the number of manufacturing companies in Udine by nearly one-third, and the number of 

employees by nearly 15 percent. Seven out of the twelve municipalities concerned have lost 

more than one-third of their manufacturing workforce since the financial crisis.  



 

28 

Table 7: Indicators used to designate non-predefined ‘c’ areas under Criterion 5 

MS Regions Demo-

graphic 

Employment Economic Geographic 

AT Parts of Liezen, 

south Mostviertel-

Eisenwurzen and 

Östliche 

Obersteiermark 

(A), Osttirol, parts 

of Oberpinzgau 

(B) 

very low 

pop. 

density, 

pop. 

stagnation 

limited 

employment 

opportunities 

below average output, 

economically sensitive, 

export-oriented or old 

industrial sectors (A), high 

share of primary sector (B) 

challenging 

topography/ poor 

inter-regional 

accessibility (A), 

poor accessibility, 

Alpine, peripheral 

& rural conditions 

(B) 

BE LAU in NUTS3 area 

Nivelles 

(Brabançon area) 

 high 

unemployment 

rate, incl. youth  

high business closure rate, 

restructuring of steel & paper 

sectors 

 

DE Dithmarschen 

(NUTS3) 

pop. 

decline, 

ageing 

pop.,  

pop. 

sparsity 

high 

unemployment 

incl. youth, low 

wages, low 

qualifications 

high share of workers in 

agriculture, forestry & 

construction 

rural 

DK LAU in the NUTS3 

regions of 

Sydjylland, 

Vestjylland, 

Østjylland and 

Nordjylland 

  low income per capita  

ES 15 areas in 

Navarra, 

Cataluña, 

Aragón, Madrid, 

País Vasco 

low/falling 

pop. 

density (A, 

N, PV), 

ageing 

populatio

n (A, C), 

high 

unemployment 

(C, PV, M) 

low income (N, C) low GVA 

(A), low growth (M), industrial 

crisis & infra deficit, decarb & 

structural change in textile & 

leather industries, metal & 

electrical equip. (C), 

structural change in 

automotive sector (C, N), 

deindustrialisation (PV), 

dependence on mining, 

industry, energy (M) 

Mediterranean 

corridor (C) 

FR Four contiguous 

areas in Ile-de-

France and 

Rhône-Alpes 

 high 

unemployment, 

low qualifications 

Decline in automotive, 

aviation, refining, chemicals 

and petrochemicals, 

metallurgy and metal 

processing industries, military 

restructuring, decarbonisation 

Impact of COVID-

19 on tourism in ski 

resorts 

IE Parts of NUTS3 

regions of Mid-

West, South-West 

and Mid-East 

 high 

unemployment, 

low skills 

low income, higher levels of 

deprivation (Louth, Tipperary), 

impact of UK withdrawal on 

tourism and hospitality (Kerry), 

impact of Covid on 

aerospace/aviation (Clare) 

Border with NI 

(UK), uncertainty, 

risk & employment 

loss (Louth, 

Tipperary:), rural, 

remote (Kerry), no 

city (Tipperary).  

IT 16 contiguous 

areas in 13 NUTS 3 

regions 

pop 

decline, 

ageing 

popnl 

Low/declining 

empl rates, 

declining 

working pop, 

high unemp 

Low growth & eco activity, 

manuf decline, COVID-19, 

financial crisis, decline in 

construction & automotive 

sectors, business closures 

Mountainous, 

sparsely pop 

(Liguria), impact 

of storm Vaia on 

Belluno forests 

LU Municipalities in 

cantons of Esch 

and Wiltz 

 high 

unemployment 

  

SE Municipalities in 

Örebro, 

Västmanlands, 

Jönköpings, 

Västra Götalands 

low popn 

density 

high 

unemployment, 

low wages 

 longer distances 

to markets/cities 

Source: Compiled from Commission decisions. 
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3.3 Use of the population reserve 

Member States (and EEA EFTA states) can establish a reserve of national population coverage, 

consisting of the difference between the population coverage ceiling for the Member State, 

as allocated by the Commission, and the coverage used for ‘a’ and ‘c’ areas in the regional 

aid map. The population reserve can be used to add new ‘c’ areas until the national coverage 

ceiling is reached, using the most recent socioeconomic data from Eurostat or national 

statistical offices. In addition, paragraph 187 of the RAG states that the regional aid maps can 

be updated once a Territorial Just Transition Plan has been approved by the Commission. 

Ten countries (AT, DK, EL, FI, FR, IE, IT, NL, SE, SI) held back a proportion of their population 

coverage, thus establishing a population reserve (see Table 8). (An additional five countries 

have chosen not to use the full extent of their population ceiling by varied, but generally small, 

amounts, but have not officially notified this as a population reserve.) The notified reserves are 

generally very small proportions averaging under one percent. The population coverage held 

in reserve ranges from 2,775 inhabitants in Italy to 367,155 in France. Sweden’s population 

reserve is divided between the predefined ‘c’ areas and the non-predefined ‘c’ areas. The 

1.8 percent of population coverage is split 1.27 percent in the predefined ‘c’ areas and 0.54 

percent in the non-predefined ‘c’ areas.  

Table 8: Population reserve 

 MS proposed 

coverage (%) 

Population 

reserve (%) 

Population (numbers) Ceiling (%) 

AT 20.59 1.83 163,891 22.42 

DK 7.31 0.19 11,157 7.50 

EL 81.18 1.16 124,867 82.34 

FI 26.71 0.15 8,074 26.86 

FR 31.39 0.55 367,155 31.95 

IE 35.65 0.25 11,844 35.90 

IT 41.98 0.01 2,775 41.99 

NL 7.6 1.37 239,771 8.98 

SE 19.8 1.8 131,678 (‘c’ areas) 

18,065 (non- predefined ‘c’ areas) 

21.6 

SI 69.81 0.19 4,007 70.00 

Source: Compiled from Commission decisions. 

3.4 Just Transition Fund 

According to paragraph 187 of the RAG, the regional aid maps can be updated once a 

territorial just transition plan has been approved by the Commission. Many countries plan to 

do this within their ‘a’ regions, allowing them to make use of the increase of maximum aid 

intensities for territories located in ‘a’ areas that have been identified for support from the Just 

Transition Fund (JTF) (BG, CZ, IT, HU, LV, SK, SI, RO, PL, PT). For instance, in Portugal, the four 

territories proposed for JTF coverage (Porto Metropolitan Area (Norte), Médio Tejo and Centro 

Litoral (Centro), and Alentejo Litoral (Alentejo)) are all located in the ‘a’ areas. The intention 

when reviewing the map in respect to JTF is therefore to revise aid intensities, rather than 
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geographic coverage. Greece submitted their notification to amend the regional aid map 

and increase aid intensities in JTF areas on 24 June 2022. The JTF territories were identified in 

Greece’s Territorial Just Transition Plans (TJTPs), approved as part of Greece’s ‘Just 

Development Transition’ programme to implement JTF support, approved on 16 June 2022. 

The JTF programme covers TJTPs for North & South Aegean Islands and Crete, Megalopolis and 

Western Macedonia. Greece proposes to increase the aid intensities for these territories by 10 

percentage points. 

4 REGIONAL AID & SUBSIDY CONTROL IN THE UK 

As agreed under the Northern Ireland Protocol (part of the Withdrawal Agreement), the UK 

must notify a regional aid map in respect of Northern Ireland. A map was notified on 14 

December 2021 and approved on 17 May 2022. The territory of Northern Ireland (which consists 

of one NUTS2 region) has been assigned 100 percent population coverage, and the entire 

territory has been designated as a non-predefined ‘c’ area.  Within the UK, EU State aid rules 

also continue to apply to EU funding programmes e.g. Structural Funds, which run to the end 

of 2023 (including in England, Scotland and Wales).  

Beyond these exceptions, the UK has moved to a new stage in its transition from EU State aid 

rules with the adoption of a new Subsidy Control Act in May 2022.24 The Subsidy Control Act 

2022 provides a new framework for the provision of subsidies within the UK which builds on the 

provisions in the Trade and Co-operation Agreement. The new subsidy control regime aims 

(inter alia): 

To “enable(...) public authorities to deliver strategic interventions to support 

the UK’s economic recovery and deliver UK Government priorities such as 

levelling up and achieving net zero.”25 

Although no area designation process or assisted areas map are foreseen under the new 

regime, the Act sets out seven ‘subsidy control principles’ against which public authorities must 

assess their proposed subsidies. The first of these (Principle A) states that ‘subsidies should 

pursue a specific policy objective in order to remedy an identified market failure or address 

an equity rationale (such as local or regional disadvantage, social difficulties or distributional 

concerns)’. Equity rationales could include, for instance, reducing disparities between different 

geographic areas/’levelling up’ disadvantaged areas.   

The Act also sets out: four tests that financial assistance must meet to be considered a subsidy; 

prohibitions and specific requirements for certain subsidies; and exemptions for certain 

subsidies from the requirements (e.g. for measures responding response to natural disasters, 

natural or economic emergencies, or for reasons of national security and financial stability). 

One general exemption is for subsidies under £315,000 over a three-year period (Minimal 

Financial Assistance (MFA)) – similar to the EU provisions for de minimis.  
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In terms of demonstrating compliance, there are two self-assessment routes:26 

 undertaking an assessment of compliance against the seven subsidy control principles: 

on this route, the subsidy may meet the criteria for the baseline route, or undergo more 

extensive analysis if it meets the criteria for Subsidies of Interest (SoI) or Subsidies of 

Particular Interest (SoPI)27;  

 a streamlined route where no assessment is needed.  

Streamlined routes are subsidy schemes that are pre-assessed by the government as 

compliant with the requirements of the subsidy control regime (potentially an ‘off the shelf’ 

model). Illustrative examples have so far been published for schemes for clean heat28 and 

RD&I.29 The Act also establishes a new Subsidy Advice Unit in the Competition and Markets 

Authority to monitor and report on the regime and report on certain subsidies and schemes. In 

addition, and reflecting the commitment in the TCA, transparency requirements include the 

obligation that certain subsidies must be published in the new Subsidy Transparency Database. 

30 The new regime is challenge-based; any ‘interested party’ can challenge the lawfulness of 

the award, although the window for challenge is within one month of the subsidy being placed 

on the transparency database.  

5 RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN STATE AID 

Beyond regional aid per se a number of wider developments either set regional aid policy in 

a wider context or indirectly influence the relevance or value of regional aid. Of particular 

note, the Commission’s recent scoreboard on State aid offers some important insights into the 

relative value of regional aid, especially set against the substantial sums allocated to COVID-

19 support. In addition, the Commission has adopted or proposed changes in a number of 

associated areas, including a new temporary framework in the context of the war on Ukraine, 

State aid guidelines for environmental protection and energy, a consultation on de minimis 

reviewing the threshold and transparency requirement, political agreement on the Foreign 

Subsidies Regulation and new rules for risk finance on SMEs.  

5.1 Expenditure on regional development in 2020 

The European Commission’s State aid Scoreboard 2021was published in September 2022, 

providing data on State aid expenditure across the EU for 2020.31 Emerging findings include: 

 Unprecedented levels of support were mobilised for COVID-19 responses in 2020 – 

amounting to €227.97 billion, covering around 59 percent of total spending on State 

aid measures. In terms of thematic policy areas, Member States spent the most on 

environmental protection and energy savings (€77 billion), followed by regional 

development (€18.30 billion) and RD&I (€16.40 billion).  
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 Direct grants are still the preferred State aid instrument, representing 46 percent of total 

expenditure in 2020, albeit with decreasing relative usage due to the wide use of 

alternative aid instruments to support businesses in the COVID-19 crisis. 

Figure 9: Total State aid expenditure by Member State, by policy objective, in percentage of 

the total 

 
Source: European Commission (2022) State aid Scoreboard 2021, DG Competition, 6 September 2022, 

https://competition-policy.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-09/state_aid_scoreboard_note_2021.pdf  

Regional development accounts for 5 percent of overall expenditure at EU level. Spain, 

Hungary, Croatia and Portugal are among the highest spending countries on regional 

development (regional development spending shown in yellow in Figure ), accounting for 37 

percent of expenditure in Spain, 21 percent in Croatia, 20 percent in Hungary and 14 percent 

in Portugal. This expenditure also represents a significant share of State aid expenditure in 

Hungary (0.79 percent of national GDP), Croatia (0.57 percent) and Spain (0.54 percent) (see 

Figure ). 

https://competition-policy.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-09/state_aid_scoreboard_note_2021.pdf
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Figure 10: State aid expenditure on regional development by Member State as a % of national 

GDP in 2020 

 
Source: European Commission (2022) State aid Scoreboard 2021, DG Competition, 6 September 2022, 

https://competition-policy.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-09/state_aid_scoreboard_note_2021.pdf  

5.2 State aid Temporary Frameworks 

The European Commission adopted a State aid Temporary Framework in March 2020 in 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Temporary Framework was based on Article 

107(3)(b) TFEU and was intended to help mitigate the social-economic impact of the 

pandemic in line with EU State aid rules, in particular, the possibility under Article 107(2)b TFEU 

to compensate specific companies or specific sectors for the damages directly caused by 

exceptional occurrences. 

The framework was amended six times, the final time on 18 November 2021 when it was 

extended to 30 June 2022.32 The phase-out and transition plan include the possibility for 

Member States to provide specific investment and solvency support measures for a longer 

period (until 31 December 2022 and 31 December 2023 respectively) as these are seen as 

crucial tools to support economic recovery and crowd-in private investment. The transition 

plan also allows options for the conversion and restructuring of debt instruments (e.g. 

guarantees, loans, repayable advances) into other forms of aid, such as direct grants, until 30 

June 2023.33 The framework was used by all 27 Member States, with over 1,350 decisions 

adopted and over 980 national measures approved.  

https://competition-policy.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-09/state_aid_scoreboard_note_2021.pdf
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Source: DG Competition 

A new Temporary Crisis Framework was adopted on 23 March 2022 in the context of Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine and subsequently amended on 20 July 2022.34 The July amendment is 

aimed at accelerating the rollout of renewable energy and decarbonisation, in line with 

REPowerEU objectives and complementing the ‘Winter Preparedness Package’.35 Under the 

amended framework, which increased aid levels and introduced two new types of measure, 

Member States can support companies until 31 December 2022 with:  

 Limited amounts of aid: grant schemes up to €62,000/€75,000 for companies affected 

by the crisis active in the agriculture, fisheries and aquaculture sectors and up to 

€500,000 per company affected by the crisis active in all other sectors.  

 Liquidity support in form of State guarantees and subsidised loans: loans can relate to 

investment needs and working capital, and there are limits for both kinds of support, 

based on turnover, energy costs or specific liquidity needs.  

 Aid to compensate for high energy prices: any form of support, including grants to 

partially compensate companies, in particular intensive energy users, for additional 

costs due to exceptional gas and electricity price increases, up to 30 percent of eligible 

costs, up to a maximum of €2 million, and up to 70 percent of the beneficiary's gas and 

electricity consumption during the same period of the previous year. Further aid is 

possible up to €25 million for energy intensive users, and up to €50 million for companies 

active in specific sectors (e.g. production of aluminium and other metals, glass fibres, 

pulp, fertilizer or hydrogen) when the company incurs operating losses, to ensure the 

continuation of an economic activity.  

and until 30 June 2023: 

 Measures accelerating the rollout of renewable energy: schemes for investments in 

renewable energy with simplified tender procedures. 
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 Measures facilitating the decarbonisation of industrial processes: investments to phase 

out from fossil fuels, in particular through electrification, energy efficiency and the 

switch to the use of renewable and electricity-based hydrogen, by setting up new 

tender based schemes, or directly support projects, without tenders, with limits on the 

share of public support per investment. Specific top-up bonuses are foreseen for SMEs 

and particularly energy efficient solutions. 

5.3 Guidelines on State aid for climate, environmental 

protection and energy (CEEAG) 

Towards the end of 2021 the Commission adopted wide-ranging State aid guidelines for 

environmental protection and energy36 aimed at ensuring that State aid rules enable the 

achievement of the Green Deal goals. As with the regional aid guidelines, the CEEAG set out 

the criteria for the Commission assessment of notifiable aid. The GBER is currently undergoing 

revision and the key principles can be expected to be transposed into the revised text and 

applicable to projects that are not subject to notification. The CEEAG involves a substantial 

revision to the existing rules, extending the types of investment to include “decarbonisation 

aid”, aid for clean mobility, aid to support transition to a circular economy, among others, and 

adding new eligible aid instruments. Of particular note in the regional aid context, the CEEAG 

provides for higher rates of award in designated ‘a’ areas and ‘c’ regions for various eligible 

investments, explicitly linking the Green Deal and regional policy agendas.  

5.4 Consultation on de minimis and transparency 

In June 2022 the Commission issued a call for evidence on de minimis (reviewing the threshold 

and transparency requirements).37 The current de minimis rules, which allow exemptions from 

State aid control for awards up to €200,00, were set in 2006 and are due to expire on 31 

December 2023. To meet transparency requirements, Member States can choose to work with 

a register or obtain a self-declaration from beneficiaries. To improve transparency, the 

Commission proposes the introduction of a mandatory register. Such registers already exist in 

many countries but, with the exceptions of Spain and Poland, generally not in the more 

populous Member States.  

5.5 Agreement on distortive foreign subsidies 

In June 2022, political agreement was reached between the European Parliament and 

Member States on the Foreign Subsidies Regulation (FSR),38 which will give the European 

Commission power to investigate financial contributions granted by public authorities of a non-

EU country which benefit companies engaging in an economic activity in the EU. These new 

powers are to be operationalised through three tools: two notification-based tools and a 

general market investigation tool. In contrast to the strict rules which govern State aid granted 

by EU Member States, there has been limited scope to control foreign public financing granted 
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to companies operating in the EU. This Regulation therefore addresses a potentially important 

gap in the Commission’s competence since its existing powers related only to intervention by 

Member States. The context for this is largely driven by concerns at the extent of Chinese 

government involvement in the economy, but the new requirements will also apply to funding 

from the UK Government or a UK Government owned entity granted to companies active in 

the EU,39 as well as intervention from other non-EU countries. 

The FSR will require under specific circumstances companies to notify mergers/joint ventures 

which involve a foreign financial contribution of at least €50 million, and tenders in public 

procurements procedures, where the estimated contract value is at least €250 million and the 

bid involves a foreign financial contribution of at least €4 million per third country. A ‘financial 

contribution’ is broadly defined as ranging from the transfer of funds or liabilities (including 

loans, guarantees or set-offs) to the forgoing of revenues and the provision or purchase of 

goods and services.40  

The Regulation will enter into force once it is formally adopted by the Council and the 

Parliament and published in the Official Journal and will become directly applicable across 

the EU six months after entry into force. The notification obligations will start to apply nine 

months after entry into force. 

5.6 New rules on risk finance for SMEs  

Following a consultation period, the European Commission adopted new guidelines on risk 

finance in December 2021.41 The key changes (which mainly involve clarification and 

streamlining) are: 

- the requirement to provide a funding gap analysis is limited to the largest schemes 

(investments of over €15 million per beneficiary); the Commission considers that this will 

apply to the majority of schemes notified. 

- a simplified assessment for schemes exclusively targeting start-ups and SMEs that have 

not made their first commercial sale. 

- an alignment of definitions between the guidelines and the GBER. 

In practice, the circumstances in which the risk finance guidelines apply are limited (to the 

extent that very few cases were considered under the 2014-20 Risk Finance Guidelines). The 

guidelines apply to measures which support firms falling outside the GBER (small mid-caps, 

innovative mid-caps, SMEs that have been operating longer that the qualifying period and 

those requiring higher risk finance than provided for in the GBER), and measures where the 

design features differ from the GBER (e.g. measures with lower private participation or higher 

private returns and fiscal incentives).  
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ANNEX I: REGIONAL AID MAPS 2022-27 FOR REMAINING 

EU MEMBER STATES (WHERE AVAILABLE) 

i Belgium – Wallonia 

Map 1: Regional aid map – Belgium, Wallonia 

 

Source: Marta Mieze, The Brussels Times 

 

ii Czechia 

Map 2: Regional aid map Czechia 2022-27 

Source: Business and Innovation Agency https://www.agentura-api.org/cs/nova-mapa-regionalni-

podpory  

https://www.agentura-api.org/cs/nova-mapa-regionalni-podpory
https://www.agentura-api.org/cs/nova-mapa-regionalni-podpory
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iii France 

Map 3: Regional aid map France 2022-27 

 

Source: DCGL 
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iv Greece 

Map 4: Regional aid map Greece 2022-27 

 

Source: PWC Greece 
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v Hungary 

Map 5: Regional aid map Hungary 2022-27 

 

Source: KMF 
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vi Ireland 

Map 6: Regional aid map Ireland 2022-27 

 

Source: State Aid Unit, Department of Enterprise, Trade & Employment 
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vii Slovenia 

Map 7: Regional aid map Slovenia 2022-27 

 

Source: GURS, content MGRT, cartography UMAR 
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