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PREFACE 
The IQ-Net Network promotes exchange of experience on the management and 
implementation of Structural Funds programmes among managing authorities and 
intermediate bodies. The network is managed by the European Policies Research Centre Delft 
under the direction of Professor John Bachtler and Heidi Vironen. The research for this report 
was undertaken by EPRC in preparation for the 49th IQ-Net Conference (online) in December 
2020. The report was written by Dr Wilbert den Hoed, Dr Martin Ferry and Fabian Gal.  

The report is the product of desk research and online fieldwork during Autumn 2020 with 
national and regional authorities in EU Member States (notably partners in the IQ-Net 
Consortium). The field research team comprised: 

• Stefan Kah (Austria) 
• Dr Wilbert den Hoed (Belgium, the 

Netherlands) 
• Dr Vinko Muštra (Croatia) 
• Dr Marie Feřtrová (Czechia) 
• Lise Smed Olsen (Denmark) 
• Heidi Vironen (Finland) 
• Liliana Fonseca (France) 

• Fabian Gal (Germany) 
• Dr Eleftherios Antonopoulos (Greece) 
• Dr Martin Ferry (Poland) 
• Viktoriya Dozhdeva (Portugal) 
• Neli Georgieva (Slovakia) 
• Dr Carlos Mendez (Spain) 
• Rona Michie (United Kingdom) 

EPRC thanks all those respondents from national and regional authorities and the European 
Commission who participated in the research. Thanks also to Andrew Sutton, who contributed 
to the data visualisations in this paper. Additionally, EPRC gratefully acknowledges the 
financial support provided by participating national and regional authorities, whose 
contributions are partly co-financed by Technical Assistance from the European Structural and 
Investment Funds. 

The partners in the IQ-Net network are as follows: 

Austria 

• ÖROK Secretariat – Austrian Conference on Spatial Planning 
 

Belgium 

• Enterprise Agency Flanders 
 

Croatia 

• Ministry of Regional Development & EU Funds 
 
Czechia 

• Ministry of Regional Development 
 

Denmark 

• Danish Business Authority 
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Finland 

• South and West Finland (Etelä- ja Länsi-Suomi) 
 

Germany 

• Nordrhein-Westfalen (North Rhine-Westphalia), Ministry for Economic Affairs, Innovation, 
Digitalisation and Energy 
 

Greece 

• Management Organisation Unit of Development Programmes S.A. 
 

Netherlands 

• Managing Authority Kansen voor West 
• Managing Authority Noord, Northern Netherlands Alliance (SNN) 
• Managing Authority OP Oost 
• Managing Authority Stimulus (OP Zuid) 

 
Poland 

• Marshal Office of the Pomorskie Region  
• Marshal Office of the Warmińsko-Mazurskie Region 

 
Portugal 

• Agency for Development and Cohesion (ADC) 
 

Spain 

• Provincial Council of Bizkaia/ País Vasco (Basque Country) 
 

Slovakia 

• Ministry of Investments, Regional Development and Informatisation of the Slovak Republic 
 

United Kingdom 

• Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (England) 
• Scottish Government 
• Welsh European Funding Office 
 
For further information about IQ-Net, and access to the full series of IQ-Net Papers, please visit 
the IQ-Net website at: http://www.eprc-strath.eu/iqnet.  

To cite this paper, please use the following: Den Hoed W, Ferry M and Gal F (2020) Programmes 
at a Crossroads: Crisis Responses and Transitions. IQ-Net Review Paper 47(1), European Policies 
Research Centre Delft. 

http://www.eprc-strath.eu/iqnet


iii 

Disclaimer 
It should be noted that the content and conclusions of this paper do not necessarily represent 
the views of individual members of the IQ-Net Consortium. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Over the past six months, programme 
managers have faced unprecedented 
challenges. The COVID-19 crisis has 
exacerbated pressures associated with 
implementing existing projects, closing 
current programmes, and simultaneous 
preparation for the next financial 
perspective. Programme authorities have 
had to respond to rapidly changing 
circumstances that have had an impact on 
implementation and planning for the future. 
Programme authorities have started to 
utilise the EU COVID-19 responses to 
address these issues, but substantial short 
and long-term challenges remain. 

Taking up EU COVID-19 responses 

IQ-Net authorities are putting EU anti-
COVID measures to use. The scope offered 
by CRII/CRII+ to allow reprogramming has 
had limited impact in OPs already largely 
committed but some programmes have 
restructured allocations, targeting health 
measures, business support and direct 
support for vulnerable groups. The 
introduced administrative and financial 
flexibilities are broadly valued. 

REACT-EU funding and its bridging function 
between the two financial perspectives is 
appreciated, although its ultimate impact 
on programmes is still uncertain.  

The implications of the new Recovery and 
Resilience Facility are still being worked 
through. Crucial challenges will be ensuring 
sufficient coherence of RRF with Cohesion 
Policy and other instruments and ensuring 
that national leadership in RRF does not 
reduce the role of sub-national levels and 
Cohesion Policy partnerships.  

Taken together, programme authorities 
face significant challenges in adapting to 
CRII/+, delivering on the REACT-EU initiative 
and responding to the RRF: ensuring short-
term absorption, building a long-term, 
strategic focus, maintaining a territorial 
dimension and coordinating 
implementation of these initiatives. 

Progress with the 2014-20 programmes 

Programme commitments and spending 
levels are progressing but there are 
concerns about the impact of the crisis. 
Concerns relate to project uptake and the 
need for programme authorities to respond 
to swiftly changing socio-economic 
contexts. Spending challenges may arise 
when MAs have to divert focus from project 
implementation or when further restrictions 
constrain beneficiaries. 

Programme managers highlight a range of 
specific challenges: limited ‘face-to-face’ 
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interaction with institutional partners and 
beneficiaries, delayed implementation of 
projects in vulnerable sectors, and reduced 
public and private co-financing. Issues 
related to public procurement and State 
aid are also affecting programme 
implementation. 

MAs respond to these challenges by 
drawing on EU anti-COVID measures and a 
combination of formal measures, guidance 
and support for beneficiaries. Formal 
measures include easing deadlines, 
financing working capital, speeding up 
payments and adapting control 
procedures. 

Programme authorities are also facing the 
prospect of closure. Commission draft 
guidelines were published in September 
2020 but limited attention has been paid to 
this so far due to other pressures. 

Transitioning to the 2021-27 programmes 

Preparations on future programmes have 
accelerated in the past six months. IQ-Net 
partners are putting significant efforts into 
submitting final drafts of OPs for approval as 
early in 2021 as possible. There is a desire to 
maintain continuity from the 2014-20 period 
but some significant changes are planned.  

A number of IQ-Net countries are 
envisaging changes to programme 
structures, driven by the aim to simplify 
programme architecture, emphasise new 
funding priorities, respond to changes in 
regional categorisations or strengthen 
synergies.  

The new programmes are paying 
significant attention to PO1 Smarter Europe, 

often involving reinforcing links with smart 
specialisation strategies and a focus on 
digitalisation.  

Changes are also envisaged in the use of 
specific instruments in the new 
programmes.  

Experience from 2014-20 and opportunities 
offered by the 2021-27 regulations and the 
new PO5 are prompting some changes in 
the geographical coverage and delivery of 
territorial instruments (ITI and CLLD).  

A general preference towards continuity in 
the use of FIs has been observed, although 
wider use is foreseen in some programmes.  

Administrative simplification is a perennial 
challenge with improvements to IT systems 
and revisions of implementation tasks.  

Lastly, preparations for the implementation 
of the JTF are underway in some MS, 
exploring the scope for separate OPs or a 
separate Priority Axis.  

There is still uncertainty on final JTF budgets 
and concerns about the potential impact 
of ERDF or ESF+ transfers and co-financing 
requirements.  

The importance of complementarities and 
synergies in programming JTF-related 
measures is being underlined, with 
institutional coordination as a priority and 
strategic integration being pursued, 
particularly with smart specialisation 
strategies.  

The territorial dimension of the JTF remains 
a concern to several Member States. Some 
have developed alternative proposals, 
based on internal analyses and discussions. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

Cohesion Policy is at a crossroads, facing the threefold pressure of current programme 
implementation, preparations for the future and dealing with unprecedented pressures 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic and wider societal transitions. New funding opportunities 
have become available, but the remainder of the 2014-20 programme is still high on the 
agenda of most programme managers. Both the crisis itself and the absorption of emergency 
and recovery measures raise urgent practical implementation issues, but also lead to longer-
term strategic questions about the status and function of Cohesion Policy. 

While 2014-2020 programme budgets are being depleted, most projects are either ongoing or 
finalised. The end of the current framework period is approaching, and Managing Authorities 
(MAs) are trying to ensure that new and ongoing projects are running well and are monitoring 
spending levels accordingly. This happens in a complex time for MAs and project beneficiaries 
alike. This report reviews the overall progress in implementing IQ-Net programmes over the last 
six months, and highlights the challenges experienced as well as the adequate management 
decisions made. 

Preparations for post-2020 Cohesion Policy programmes are advancing well and take shape 
as outstanding issues are being addressed. Fund managers are in a decisive stage, because 
the new programming period officially starts on 1 January 2021. In addition, the negotiations 
on MFF and Cohesion Policy legislation are advancing and a deal is in sight. Continuity with 
the 2014-20 is important but significant changes can be observed in all areas of programme 
preparation: programme architecture and content, as well as implementation instruments and 
procedures. The report is structured as follows: 

• Section 2 outlines the Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative (CRII and CRII+), and 
gives an overview of managing authorities’ first responses to the new options for 
reprogramming and budget flexibility. The extent of their usage is supported by up-to-
date graphics and information from IQ-Net programme managers. 

• Section 3 similarly outlines partner countries and regions’ first responses to and 
expected usage of additional funding opportunities, in particular REACT-EU and the 
RRF. It concludes with an assessment of their perceived benefits and challenges. 

• Section 4 reviews the progress and challenges in the implementation of the 2014-20 
programmes based on EU-level financial data and qualitative information provided by 
IQ-Net programme managers. It also contains updates on evaluations and closure. 

• Section 5 provides an update of the preparation of the 2021-27 programme elements, 
reflecting the progress made in the last six months. This also includes the preparation of 
Just Transition Fund implementation.  
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 REPROGRAMMING & FLEXIBILITY: CRII/CRII+ 

Over the past six months, programme managers have assessed how EU COVID-19 response 
initiatives can be best utilised to address the substantial short and long-term challenges posed 
to management and implementation by the crisis. The Coronavirus Response Investment 
Initiative (CRII) and CRII+ enabled Member States (MS) to set up fast and sizeable policy 
responses within the framework of EU Cohesion Policy that could cushion the negative impact 
of the crisis. The emphasis of CRII has been on ensuring liquidity to support healthcare systems 
and local economies, while Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative Plus (CRII+) introduced 
more flexibility to mobilise non-utilised ESI Funds in addressing the crisis. CRII/+ allows the transfer 
of resources between Structural Funds, between different categories of regions and providing 
flexibility in thematic concentration obligations. In addition, financial flexibility and liquidity 
measures were introduced, including the introduction of a 100 percent EU co-financing rate 
for the accounting year 2020-21. Box 1 sets out the most frequently used flexibility measures as 
of July 2020: 

Box 1. Use of flexibilities offered by CRII & CRII Plus for the 2014-2020 

• 100 percent EU co-financing rate;  

• transfers of resources within priority axes of the same Fund and programme;  

• transfers of resources between Funds (€2.2 billion ERDF/CF), categories of regions 
(€1.3 billion ERDF/CF) and priorities (€1.1 billion ERDF/CF);  

• flexibility on Financial Instruments;  

• flexibility on thematic concentration; 

• extension of deadlines for project implementation and for project calls; 

• simplification with respect to audit and to Financial Instruments ex-ante 
assessment; and 

• moving some projects at initial stage of implementation to the next period. 

Source: Uustal K (2020) MS use of Flexibilities offered by CRII and CRII Plus for the 2014-2020 funds, 42nd 
EGESIF meeting, online meeting, 15.7.20. 

2.1 Reprogramming 

The potential offered for reprogramming has thus far had limited impact in some programmes, 
though minor modifications have taken place. Some programme authorities are still 
considering how best to use the CRII/CRII+ flexibilities. Reprogramming has had limited impact 
in those programmes which were already largely committed, where priorities do not cover the 
worst-hit sectors or where the main response to COVID-19 has been at the level of the 
country/region using domestic funds (e.g. DK, NL, NRW, Vla, UK). Nevertheless, in some of these 
cases calls and projects have been modified. Rather than organising calls for a limited funding 
pot, existing and significant projects have been adapted. 
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• In Vlaanderen, some calls launched since spring have included a paragraph that 
addresses Corona-related issues. For example, a call for smart city projects under the 
Entrepreneurship priority made room for recovery measures that would support local 
authorities in areas around digitalisation (e-commerce, e-government).  

• Although the large majority of funding in Dutch programmes has been committed, 
minor reallocations in the West OP introduced at the start of 2020 have focused on the 
need to match labour markets to innovation fields. This reorientation has been 
confirmed with the onset of the pandemic, especially in the disadvantaged urban 
areas where more people work in precarious sectors. The CRII regulations facilitated 
the transfer of c. €0.5 million to the priority axis ‘labour market mismatch’. 

• Programmes in Wales are over 100 percent committed, but some new operations are 
planned to address the COVID-crisis (e.g. support to SMEs, health costs, Personal 
Protective Equipment (PPE)). The funding for these operations would come from 
exchange rate gains rather than unallocated ESI funds. 

Nevertheless, many Cohesion Policy programmes have made use of the newly introduced 
rules and increased flexibility to restructure their allocations. As of 9 October, 22 MS and the 
UK had requested 224 amendments to their Cohesion Policy programmes using the flexibilities 
offered by CRII/+). The Commission modified its procedures to allow swift treatment of requests. 
The administrative burden has been alleviated through extension of deadlines, enlargement 
of project scope and other simplifications. Illustrative examples of the scale of programme 
reallocations to tackle the crisis in a selection of MS are provided in Table 1.  

Table 1. Programme modifications in a selection of MS (October 2020) 

Country Funding reallocated (millions) Programmes modified 
Bulgaria €750 2 
Croatia €135 1 
France €39.6 5 
Greece €1,150 15 
Hungary €320 1 
Italy €266.6 5 
Latvia €500  
Poland €1,057 6 
Slovakia €410 n.a. 
SIovenia €275 1 
Spain €1,350 16 

Source: Bachtler J, Mendez C and Wishlade F (2020) Will Cohesion Policy recover from COVID? An Initial 
Assessment, European Regional Policy Research Consortium Paper 20/3, European Policies Research 
Centre, Glasgow and Delft. 

These modifications have reallocated funding to support a range of responses to the COVID-
19 crisis, under three main headings: health, business support, and direct support for people. 
The Commission developed new financial and output indicators - "common" COVID-19 
indicators to be used by the national and regional programmes in tracking their responses. 
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Some programmes have also used other national indicators that cannot be aggregated at EU 
level but these ‘common indicators’ provide an overview of the actions being supported. 

 Investing in health  

Some programme authorities have made important funding reallocations to support health-
related measures, particularly investment in medical equipment. As of mid-November 2020, 
€6.1 billion had been reallocated for health measures, resulting in a net increase of EUR 5.7 
billion at EU level. After the adoption of CRII/CRII+ Regulations, programme modifications 
accelerated as new measures were made eligible for financing such as the purchase of PPE, 
medicines, testing, hiring of additional health personnel, medical assistance or home care 
services for vulnerable groups.  

• The largest reallocation to health care has taken place in countries that experienced 
the most severe initial outbreaks of COVID-19. In Spain, reallocations involved 
investment of approximately €2.6 billion in health care with over €1 billion in the multi-
regional ERDF OP. Significant reallocations towards health-related measures have also 
been evident to programmes in Italy, Poland and Romania (see Figure 1).  

• Most funding allocated under this heading so far has been for the purchase of PPE and 
medical equipment. For instance, in Croatia the Competitiveness and Cohesion OP 
was amended to provide an additional €50 million for the procurement of medical and 
protective equipment for health professionals and intervention teams. Since the 
existing specific objectives under Priority 8 of the OP did not support this activity, a new 
specific objective was introduced.  

Figure 1. CRII: Changes in planned EU support to health care since February 2020

Source: EC Coronavirus Dashboard - https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/coronavirus-
dashboard-cohesion-policy-response/4e2z-pw8r/, accessed 20/11/20. 
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 Investing in business 

Programmes have also been modified to increase support to business. By mid-November, 
reallocations in business support involved €8.5 billion resulting in a net increase of €1.9 billion at 
EU level. This includes support for research and innovation, entrepreneurship, energy efficiency, 
access to finance, digitalisation and more. 

• There have been important shifts in EU funds between the different enterprise support 
fields, with emphasis on providing working capital and other forms of support for SMEs 
in sectors most effected by the crisis. This includes financing working capital to ensure 
business continuity in sectors that have been especially affected by the pandemic, 
including culture, tourism and hospitality sectors (e.g. W-M). In England, a key priority 
of the ERDF MA has been reorienting business support measures funded by ERDF to 
focus on survival and recovery (see Box 2).  

Box 2. ERDF support for business survival and recovery in England  

 

• Reallocations under business support have generally shifted resources from future-
oriented investment areas, towards more flexible support to ensure the survival and 
recovery of SMEs. There has also been some additional support to SMEs under headings 
linked to the European Green Deal and innovation. In Denmark, changes made to the 
ERDF and ESF programmes under CRII have focused on SMEs with reallocations 
supporting energy and resource efficiency and strengthened innovation in SMEs. More 
generally, however, allocations in strategic or future-oriented fields such as tech-
transfer and university-SME cooperation and support to environmentally friendly 
production have decreased with preference given to generic investment such as 
working capital and business development to ensure survival of SMEs (see Figure 2).1 

• The CRII/CRII+ Regulations have also encouraged flexibility in the use of financial 
instruments, exempting the requirement to review and update of ex-ante assessments 

In the ERDF England programme, the amount of funding committed plus the number 
projects in the pipeline already accumulate to 97 percent of the planned budget. At the 
end of the final call process, residual funding which had originally been intended for a 
Reserve Fund was reallocated into three core COVID-response initiatives at national level: 

• The Reopening High Streets Safely Fund is providing £50 million from ERDF to councils 
across England to support the safe reopening of high streets and other commercial 
areas (through action plans to reopen the local economy; communications and 
awareness raising activities; safety measures, etc.). 

• The Kick-starting Tourism Package has a budget of £10 million will give small 
businesses in tourist destinations grants of up to £5,000 to help them adapt their 
businesses following the coronavirus pandemic.  

• An additional £20 million of funding for SMEs delivered through local Growth Hubs.  
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and business plans. Furthermore, financial instruments under ESIF can now also provide 
support in the form of working capital to SMEs. This potential has been utilised by MS to 
redesign existing financial instruments or develop new ones. Programmes in several 
countries have indicated significant transfers towards repayable working capital 
support (loans and guarantees). In Croatia, the MA has proposed to redirect €165 
million to an existing financial instrument and to establish a new instrument to support 
micro, small and medium enterprises. In Slovakia, reallocations have directed €330 
million to support SMEs through financial instruments. 

Figure 2. CRII: Changes in planned EU support to enterprise intervention fields since February  

Source: EC Coronavirus Dashboard - https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/coronavirus-
dashboard-cohesion-policy-response/4e2z-pw8r/, accessed 20/11/20. 

 Investing in people 

Reprogramming has increased direct support for people by implementing employment 
retention schemes and supporting vulnerable groups. By mid-November 2020, €2.3 billion of 
funding had been allocated to support employment schemes and short-time work 
arrangements, to provide supplementary wage for health care personnel, IT equipment, 
services for vulnerable groups and other measures. Although ERDF has contributed to this 
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support, the European Social Fund (ESF) has been the primary Fund involved. Box 3 sets out the 
main ESF measures undertaken as of July 2020. 

Box 3. MS’ use of ESF in CRII/+ flexibilities (July 2020) 

Source: Doyen, M. (2020) MS’ use of Flexibilities offered by CRII and CRII Plus for the 2014-2020 funds, 42nd 
EGESIF meeting, online meeting, 15.7.20. 

• A basic priority of this support is maintaining employment such as through co-financing 
salaries and meeting part of the costs of conducting business activity. In Warmińsko-
Mazurskie, District labour offices will implement new measures aimed at maintaining 
employment such as instruments to co-finance salaries and meet part of the costs of 
conducting business activity (ESF). In Denmark, the ERDF OP focus on economic growth 
and innovation was expanded to include a focus on maintaining jobs. 

• Reprogramming to provide direct support to employment measures has sometimes 
involved funding shifts between ERDF and ESF funds and programmes. In Czechia, 
around €250 million was reallocated from the ERDF OP Enterprise and Innovations for 
Competitiveness to the ESF OP Employment to support employment policy affected by 
the COVID-19 crisis. These sources partially cover national support programmes for 
employers to mitigate the direct impacts of the lockdown. In Greece, ongoing revisions 
include the transfer of resources from large national sectoral OPs to the ESF ‘Human 
Resources Development, Education and Life Long Learning OP. In Portugal, funding 
has been transferred from the Technical Assistance OP to the Human Capital OP.2 

• Support has often focused on the challenges faced by institutions and workers in high 
risk groups. In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, funding has been reallocated under the priority 

• Short-time work schemes under ESF: 

o 5 MS (CZ HR, LT, RO, SK) have used the ESF to roll out national schemes 

o 7 MS (BG, CY, HU, IT, LU, PL, SI): preparations ongoing 

o 5 MS (EL, ES, IE, MT, PT) are looking into it 

o 12 MS will not use the ESF for STWS 

• Health (incl. mental health), healthcare systems, employment protection 
measures in 19 MS 

• Measures toward the most vulnerable: 

• Homecare for p. w. disabilities and/or older people (BG, EE, IT, RO, SE, SI) 

• Homeless people (FI, FR, IT) 

• Vulnerable families (IT, LV) 

• Prevention and health for migrants and refugees (FR) 

• Support to victims of domestic violence (EL, SK) 

• Social workers and mediators working with Roma population (SK) 

• Art and culture online (HR) 
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axis “Social inclusion”, supporting institutions vulnerable to the spread of the virus. New 
projects have been launched to address the challenges facing vulnerable workers. In 
Pomorskie, the MA has developed a package of anti-COVID solutions through 
reallocations across Priorities and the development of new projects (see Box 4).  

Box 4. Special ESF projects responding to COVID-19 in Pomorskie 

 
A final point to note is that reprogramming has involved some transfers between categories of 
regions, with more developed regions being net beneficiaries. Countries could request that 
the resources available for 2020 be transferred between categories of regions. Figure 3 shows 
a substantial net increase for more developed regions but overall reductions for less 
developed and transition regions. This can be explained by the fact that urbanised areas have 
been most affected by the virus, which has necessitated additional (healthcare) investments. 

Figure 3. CRII: Change in allocations by category of region since 31 May 2020 

Source: EC Coronavirus Dashboard - https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/coronavirus-
dashboard-cohesion-policy-response/4e2z-pw8r/, accessed 20/11/20. 

1.327 

897 

64 

-1.619 

-232 

-472 

-963 

-2.000 -1.000  -  1.000  2.000

Less developed

More developed

Transition

VOID

Millions

In the Pomorskie Regional Operational Programme, two special ESF projects are being 
implemented under the ‘Employment’ Priority aimed at combating the impact of COVID-
19 on the labour force, including through improving occupational health and safety and 
to support employees involved in special risk tasks:  

• "Pomorskie - Safe at Work” for support and protection of employees of organisations/ 
units subordinate to the regional self-government, including institutions of culture, 
education, nature protection, family support and road traffic schools. 

• "Pomorskie - S.O.S." to counteract the negative consequences of the pandemic for 
people in special risk groups, such as employees providing medical, living and care 
services, as well as economic staff of entities that provide 24-hour care (support) for 
the elderly in the region, the chronically or terminally ill, (i.e. social welfare homes). 

https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/coronavirus-dashboard-cohesion-policy-response/4e2z-pw8r/
https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/coronavirus-dashboard-cohesion-policy-response/4e2z-pw8r/
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2.2 Financial flexibility 

Alongside reprogramming, CRII and CRII+ introduced measures to improve flexibility in cash 
flow and implementation to facilitate the use of Cohesion Policy programmes in their crisis 
responses. Key flexibilities taken up by programme partners include use of annual pre-
financing and use of 100 percent EU financing. 

Overall, there has been increased use in annual pre-financing, whereby MS receive cash as 
pre-financing for projects which has to be returned to the EU budget if it is not used. This 
measure benefited all programmes, totalling EUR 7.6 billion in unrecovered 2019 EU pre-
financing, and was automatically applied by the Commission. The 2019 annual pre-financing 
amounts not recovered can be used by the MS to accelerate expenditure related to the 
COVID-19 outbreak. It is effectively a ‘front loading’ of EU funding. 

Many programmes have also taken up the option of 100 percent EU-financing. At the request 
of a country, the expenditure declared in 2020-2021 accounting exercise could be temporarily 
financed by exclusively with EU resources. This option is one of the most popular measures with 
the majority of modified programmes (see Figure 4). In Portugal, the aim is to target specific 
projects in certain areas and a comprehensive analysis is being carried out (in terms of 
commitment levels in different OPs / Priority Axes) to define the areas that will benefit from the 
use of 100 percent co-financing rates. 

Figure 4. COVID-19 / CRII: Number of cohesion programmes taking up option of temporary 
100% EU co-financing 

Source: EC Coronavirus Dashboard - https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/coronavirus-
dashboard-cohesion-policy-response/4e2z-pw8r/, accessed 20/11/20. 
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 USING NEW FUNDING: REACT-EU & THE RRF 

CRII/CRII+ initiatives are being supplemented by the REACT-EU (Recovery Assistance for 
Cohesion and the Territories of Europe) package, which will deliver €55 billion of additional 
funds made available to the ERDF and the ESF as well as to the European Fund for Aid to the 
Most Deprived (FEAD). These additional funds will be provided in 2020-2022 through a targeted 
revision to the current financial framework. Moreover, in implementing programmes and 
preparing for the next period, authorities are also taking account of the EU Recovery and 
Resilience Facility (RRF), which makes €672.5 billion in loans and grants available to MS to 
support reforms and investments. 

3.1 Cohesion Policy & REACT-EU 

Programme authorities face the budgetary and regulatory challenges of a new instrument, in 
the form of REACT-EU (Recovery Assistance for Cohesion and the Territories of Europe). In July 
2020, the European Council approved the REACT-EU package. REACT-EU will continue and 
extend the crisis response and crisis repair measures delivered through CRII and CRII+, bridging 
the gap between the first emergency crisis response and the long-term recovery of the 
economy supported by the 2021-2027 programme period. This initiative makes available a 
further €47.5 billion (€50.5 billion in current prices) for the Structural Funds for the period 2020 to 
2022 (€37.5 billion in 2021, €10 billion in 2022). Political agreement was reached on the package 
in November 2020 - the first Cohesion Policy file whose trilogue negotiations are concluded 
pending the final approval of legal texts by the European Parliament Plenary and the Council. 
(see Box 5).  

Box 5. Summary of REACT-EU components  

• Total flexibility for MS to decide the share of the resources for ERDF, ESF, YEI and 
FEAMD.  

• No pre-determined breakdown by category of regions to direct the resources 
to where they are most needed; 

• The possibility of EU co-financing of investments up to 100%; 

• The retroactive eligibility of expenditure from 1 February 2020, encompassing 
both physically completed and fully implemented operations (provided that they 
have started as of 1 February 2020), in continuity with the CRII and CRII+; 

• The end date for the eligibility of expenditure on 31 December 2023, in line with 
the 2014-2020 legislative framework; 

• The possibility to allocate resources also to existing cross-border cooperation 
programmes under ETC; 
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• The allocation of 70% of the national envelopes in 2021 based on the socio-
economic effects of the crisis; 

• No breakdown by category of regions. MS need to ensure a balanced support 
between the needs of the areas most affected by the impact of the COVID- 19 
pandemic and the need to maintain focus on less developed regions. 

• Ex-ante conditionalities, thematic concentration requirements and performance 
framework do not apply to REACT-EU. The Commission will do its utmost to approve 
programmes and programme amendments within 15 working days after 
submission. 

Source: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_2140.  

In October, the European Commission set out the distribution of the financial envelopes for 
2021 between MS within the framework of REACT-EU. The distribution key is largely based of 
relative loss of GDP and unemployment, adjusted by national prosperity: change in GDP over 
the year (annual GDP), the change in GDP over the quarter (quarterly GDP) and the monthly 
change in unemployment (monthly unemployment). In absolute terms, this allocates major 
flows to southern EU countries. Spain and Italy are expected to receive €10.9 and €11.3 billion, 
respectively. In relative terms, Greece and Portugal are also major beneficiaries, as 
demonstrated in Figure 5 (MS allocations per capita). 

Figure 5. REACT-EU Allocation by MS for 2021 (in € per capita, current prices) 

Source: EC (2020) 2021-2027 long-term EU budget & Next Generation EU - 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/eu-budget-2021-2027_en; Eurostat 
(2020) https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tps00001/default/table?lang=en. 

Programme authorities plan to allocate REACT-EU resources to existing programmes, mostly 
through the creation of new priorities. In several cases this will involve a single new programme 
priority. In Denmark, for instance, the plan is to allocate the funds through one separate priority 
axis in respectively the ERDF and ESF programmes. In Austria, REACT-EU will be implemented as 
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a new separate Priority Axis in the ERDF OP. The Priority Axis has four specific objectives, which 
are split into seven measures (see Table 2). 

Table 2. New Priority Axis 7 of the Austrian ERDF OP (REACT-EU) 
Specific objective Measures 
1. Expansion of research and innovation 
capacities with a focus on a “greener 
and digital Europe” and life sciences 

M01-REACT: Research, technology and innovation 
infrastructure 
M02-REACT: Inter-company R&D&I, joint projects and 
transferable skills 
M06-REACT: Thematic and innovation platforms 

2. Stabilisation of business investment 
levels, especially of SMEs as a basis for 
competitiveness and sustainable growth 

M05-REACT: Technology-oriented business investments 
M09-REACT: Support for growth in companies 

3. Increase of energy efficiency and 
renewable energy in firms 

M11-REACT: Business investments in renewable energies 
and energy efficiency 

4. Management of people movements in 
heavily frequented public spaces 

M20-REACT: Sustainable urban development 

Source: ÖROK. 
 

Some multi-fund programmes are combining new REACT-EU ERDF and ESF priorities. In Finland, 
two new priorities are planned (each with two Specific Objectives) in the 2014-20 OP (see Table 
3). It is also worth noting that the Czech Integrated ROP will incorporate in a new REACT-EU 
Priority Axis and another new priority Axis for Technical Assistance for REACT-EU. 
 
Table 3. ERDF and ESF REACT-EU (draft) priorities in OP Sustainable Growth and Jobs 2014-20, 
Finland 

Priority 8: REACT-EU (ERDF) Measures 

Specific Objective 11.1 Strengthening SMEs, especially in the context of 
digitalisation and the green economy 

Specific Objective 11.2 R&I activities, digitalisation, carbon neutrality. 
Priority 9: REACT-EU (ESF) Measures 

Specific Objective 12.1 Improving digital skills 
Specific Objective 12.2:  Increasing resilience of companies 

Source: IQ-Net research. 
 
The additional resources made available by REACT-EU are to serve a twin purpose: to support 
measures related to repair in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and a green, digital and 
resilient recovery from the crisis. For ERDF, the additional resources should primarily invest in 
products and services for health services, provide support in the form of working capital or 
investment support to SMEs, and contribute to the transition towards a digital and green 
economy. For ESF, the additional resources should be used to support job maintenance, 
including through short-time work schemes and support to self-employed. The additional 
resources should also support job creation, in particular for people in vulnerable situations, 
youth employment measures, education and training, skills development, in particular to 
support the twin green and digital transitions. 
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Although still under discussion, IQ-Net programme authorities plan to cover a broad range of 
themes under REACT-EU. Although based only on a preliminary assessment of ongoing 
discussions, it is clear that business support is a key issue for programme authorities in the current 
climate. Beyond this, some programmes are emphasising themes under green and digital 
transitions (e.g. AT, Vla, FI, NL) while others are discussing the inclusion of issues of health and 
social support directly related to repair in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g. CZ, EL, 
PT, SK, W-M). Table 4 illustrates the varied themes that are being considered for support. 

Table 4. Preliminary assessment of REACT-EU themes. 

 Research 
and 
innovation 

Business 
support 
(SMEs) 

Low-carbon Health Social 
services 

Employment 

AT X X X    
BE (Vla) X X X    
CZ    X X  
DE (NRW)       
DK       
GR    X  X 
ES (Biz)       
FI X X X    
FR  X     
HR  X  X   
NL X X X X   
PL (Pom)  X X X  X 
PL (W-M)  X  X X X 
PT  X X  X X 
SK  X X X X X 

Source: IQ-Net research. 

The planned thematic coverage of REACT-EU varies according to programme contexts. There 
is variation according to the level of funding available, the balance between ERDF and ESF 
support, the overall strategic orientation of OPs and the prioritisation of REACT-EU investment 
according to greatest need. For instance, the Ministry of Investments, Regional Development 
and Informatisation in Slovakia has collected and prioritised proposals for REACT-EU support 
from different stakeholders (see Box 6). 

Box 6. Prioritising REACT-EU investments in Slovakia 

The Ministry of Investments, Regional Development and Informatisation in Slovakia is 
prioritising requests for the use of REACT-EU resources from national ministries 
responsible for individual OPs, local government representatives and civil society 
according to selection criteria and recommendations of the EC. Prioritisation is based 
in: 
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• Recommendation to concentrate the support in one or two OPs 

• Readiness of project and feasibility to implement within REACT-EU eligibility 
period 

• Accounting for the needs of regions and contribute to green renewal  

• Aiming at maintaining employment  

• Supporting projects that have been suspended due to reallocations to 
implement immediate measures to address the consequences of the COVID -
19 pandemic 

• Recommendation to allocate at least 3% of REACT-EU resources to support 
food and basic material assistance. 

3.2 Cohesion Policy & the Recovery and Resilience Facility 

The Next Generation EU recovery plan will provide up to €750 billion through a mix of grants 
and loans. At its heart is the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), making available €672.5 
billion in loans and grants over the 2021-23 period. This requires MS to draw up national 
recovery and resilience plans setting out a coherent package of reforms and public 
investment projects to be implemented. These plans should address challenges identified in 
the relevant country-specific recommendations, contribute to the green and to the digital 
transitions, and to strengthening the growth potential, job creation and economic and social 
resilience of the Member State. The Commission encouraged MS to begin submitting 
preliminary draft national recovery and resilience plans from 15 October 2020, with a deadline 
of 30 April 2021. MS are at different stages in the preparation of national recovery and 
resilience plans but the process raises important issues for Cohesion Policy, related to 
coordination of different instruments and the strength of the territorial dimension. 

A crucial challenge is ensuring sufficient coherence of RRF with Cohesion Policy and other 
instruments. In requesting support from RRF, MS are required to submit national recovery and 
resilience plans consistent with their National Reform Programme, Country Specific 
Recommendations, National Energy and Climate Plan, Just Transition Plan, partnership 
agreement and operational programmes.  

• The potential for synergies between Cohesion Policy and the RRF is viewed positively 
by some countries. For instance, in Portugal the almost parallel programming of the 
National Recovery Plan and of the new Cohesion Policy programmes cycle has had 
some beneficial effects. The scope of eligibilities under the RRF and Cohesion Policy 
Funds is similar and both can be linked under the same strategic framework provided 
for in the Portugal 2030 Strategy. 

• Nevertheless, there is also potential for overlap and competition for funding, making 
coordination crucial. MS are aware of the importance of ensuring coordination and 



 

17 

the balance of programming options between the two instruments. A key challenge is 
differentiating between the broadly similar priorities under RRF and Cohesion Policy 
and then implementing OPs in a way that exploits synergies with RRF. Therefore, the 
process of drafting Partnership Agreements is generally being closely coordinated with 
preparation of National Recovery Plans for RRF. For instance, in Czechia, regular 
coordination meetings at the Office of Government take place to ensure absorption 
capacity and avoid duplication for applicants. 

• MS are emphasising different timescales or thematic orientation to distinguish between 
Cohesion Policy and RRF. In some cases, the different timescales of Cohesion Policy 
and RRF is being emphasised to ensure differentiation (e.g. CZ, PT). RRF has a shorter 
implementation period and is expected to have a more immediate effect compared 
to Cohesion Policy’s longer-term perspective. In other cases, a distinction is being 
made in terms of thematic orientation or the issues to be addressed by these 
instruments. For example, in Vlaanderen the MA is pursuing complementary with the 
NRP and RRF, which are being discussed at the federal level. The RRF, with a substantial 
budget will be able to tackle more structural issues while the ERDF OP with much more 
limited resources targets entrepreneurship. In Finland, the plan is to use RFF for 
broadband investments, although the 3-year timetable may be a challenge.  

A second concern is ensuring that national leadership on decision making in RRF does not 
reduce the overall role of sub-national levels and Cohesion Policy partnerships. Concerns 
have been voiced that the national orientation of RRF, in conjunction with REACT-EU allocation 
responsibilities being set at Member State level, will diminish the roles of regions and cities, and 
thus reduce place-sensitivity.3 The role of Cohesion Policy programme authorities and local 
and regional authorities in the preparation of the NRPs is seen as important in maintaining a 
strong territorial dimension in EU funding by a range of stakeholders.4 

• Preparation of the NRPs has generally involved cooperation with sub-national and 
Cohesion Policy stakeholders but its ultimate impact remains to be seen. In Poland the 
NRP is being coordinated by the Ministry of Development Funds and Regional Policy in 
cooperation with other ministries, agencies, public institutions and regional self-
governments (MAs for regional OPs). A Ministry call for projects received 2,500 
submissions. Thematic working groups (with participation of regions) informed the 
process and helped select projects in the areas of digitisation, energy and 
environment, infrastructure, innovation, society, territorial cohesion and transport. 
Nevertheless, the extent to which these inputs will be pursued is uncertain: the NRP will 
be negotiated with EC and then the mode of projects calls will be set at national level.  

• In some cases, regions are drafting their respective regional recovery plans. Regions in 
Finland are preparing their respective regional recovery plans and recovery plans are 
also expected at the Flemish regional level, but they are not likely to overlap with the 
plans for the future OP.  
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• National political cycles may delay the preparation of the NRPs. In the Netherlands, 
regional authorities have been consulted, but the NRP will not be finalised until after 
the national elections in March 2021. This means that support of the RRF will not be 
available before the second half of 2021. 

3.3 Overall assessment: valuable support, challenges ahead 

Over the past six months, IQ-Net authorities have familiarised themselves with the provisions 
included in the EU’s anti-COVID measures and are putting them to use. Although work is still 
underway, particularly for the use of REACT-EU and responses to the Recovery and Resilience 
Facility, some early assessments of these initiatives are emerging. 

The scope for reprogramming has been important, but not in all cases. The impact of this 
provision has been limited where programme funds are already largely committed or where 
domestic measures are providing strong responses to the pandemic. Nevertheless, the 
potential to reallocate funding across funds, programmes and priorities has been important in 
some MS, especially for transfers to health infrastructure, access to health services, 
entrepreneurship and start-ups.  

The administrative and financial flexibilities introduced in CRII/+ are more broadly valued. Even 
where the scope for reprogramming has been limited, the potential to introduce financial and 
implementation flexibilities through CRII and CRII+ has been taken up. Indeed, for some 
programme authorities they have demonstrated the potential for increased flexibility to 
provide responses to some of the broader challenges associated with ESIF implementation. 

Although at an early stage, there is recognition of the potential of REACT-EU, both in terms of 
additional funding and its bridging function between the two financial perspectives. The 
increased funding for Cohesion Policy under REACT-EU is welcomed by programme authorities 
and regional stakeholders. Moreover, given the pressures on programme authorities, REACT-
EU allows funding to continue even if the start of the new programme period is delayed. It also 
allows programme authorities to test out some of the future priorities already in the current 
programme period. 

Nevertheless, programme authorities face significant challenges in adapting to CRII/+, 
delivering on the REACT-EU initiative and responding to the RRF. Key tasks include:  

• Ensuring short-term absorption. Programmes will have to absorb the resources made 
available currently by CRII/CRII+ (€ 37 bn.) and REACT-EU (€ 47.5 bn.) before the end 
of 2023. This will be demanding in some cases. There is uncertainty of the funding 
available to OPs and resulting staff resource implications and the timetable is short. 
Swift spending of REACT-EU resources on health-related expenditures could prove 
challenging in countries where there is a lack of experience in managing authorities 
and in key beneficiaries. Expenditure on health often lags behind other headings. 
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Spending on the green and digital agendas (ICT, climate adaptation etc.) have low 
commitment rates. Moreover, accountability issues in this context of rapid spending 
have been underlined by the European Court of Auditors.5  

• Building a long-term, strategic focus. The flexibility offered by these initiatives can give 
preference to short-term investments over long-term strategic choices. Although there 
are notable exceptions, reprogramming under CRII/+ has included a reallocation of 
investment towards generic, short-term investments and reduced allocations for future-
oriented topics such as sustainability and digitalisation. The challenge is to find projects 
which address the consequences of the pandemic and at the same time facilitate the 
longer-term transition towards a green and digital economy and societies that are 
more resilient.6  

• Maintaining a territorial dimension. A key challenge is ensuring a strong ‘bottom up’ 
dynamic in implementing these initiatives, emphasising the role of regional and local 
levels. The Commission’s REACT-EU guidance recommended that MS target the 
geographic areas whose economy has been hit the hardest by the pandemic and 
that are the least resilient. It also noted the need to respect the partnership principle, 
involving local and regional authorities, civil society etc. Nevertheless, no strategic 
criteria are applied to guide which regions receive funding. There is also concern that 
national level allocation of RRF support through NRPs will diminish the role of sub-
national authorities and Cohesion Policy partnerships in investment decisions. 

• Dealing with implementation and coordination challenges. Making use of CRII/CRII+ 
and possible extensions until 2022 (2025 taking into account N+3) is likely to test the 
administrative capacity of some programme authorities. In addition to the usual 
demands of drafting the programme documents for 2021-2027 and working on the 
closure of 2007-2013, programme authorities are also facing the challenge of 
familiarising themselves with these measures alongside a range of other frameworks 
and initiatives at different levels, notably RRF but also the Just Transition Fund. Ensuring 
the coherence and coordination of actions under each of these will be demanding.  
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 PROGRESS WITH THE 2014-20 PROGRAMMES 

2020 is essentially the final year of the current financial framework period. This means that the 
programme budgets are being depleted, and that most projects are either ongoing or 
finalised. Although projects can in principle run until the end of 2023, programme authorities 
are beginning to look beyond the 2014-20 programme. However, 2020 is by no means a regular 
year. This is reflected in the range of 2014-20 implementation issues that programme authorities 
are still faced with. They originate in the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, its emergency and 
recovery responses, and wider challenges that preceded the outbreak of the virus. With these 
circumstances in mind, this Section highlights the shifting priorities of programme managers 
over the course of 2020 and provides an update on recent implementation challenges, 
programme evaluations and preparations for programme closure. 

4.1 From commitment to over-commitment 

In November 2020, the European Court of Auditors (ECA) published its report on the 
performance of the EU budget up until the end of 2019. On the performance of ERDF and CF, 
it concludes that: 

• At the end of five years of the 2014-2020 programme period, just above one third of 
the 72 programme indicators were on track – even though some of the targets had 
been adjusted downwards; 

• Out of the four ERDF specific objectives reviewed in more detail (SME competitiveness, 
low-carbon economy, environmental protection and sustainable transport), half of the 
transport and environment indicators were on track. The figures for the other two areas 
were 33 percent (SME competitiveness) and 10 percent (the low-carbon economy).7 

Whereas the ECA analysis presents mixed results, programme authorities are 
experiencing a steady progress of implementation as programmes are 
approaching a 100 percent commitment rate. The current data shows that halfway 

2020, the EU average commitment rate stood at 97 percent (see Figure 6). This means that 
across the EU, only a very small amount of funding was still available to be committed to new 
projects. Many IQ-Net programmes already reached the stage of over-commitment, with the 
highest numbers visible in the Netherlands, Wales and Croatia. Although the ECA report 
describes the ‘inherent risk’ of using the available budgets towards the end of the period, this 
means that programme authorities have now decided on most/all projects that will be funded 
in 2014-20. To compare progress over the last nine months, the EU average commitment rate 
in September 2019 stood at 84 percent.8 
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Figure 6. Overview of ERDF/ESF/CF implementation: selected projects as % of planned, 30.06.20 

Source: Open data portal for the European Structural and Investment Funds, ESIF 2014-20 Finance 
Implementation Details, data downloaded 3 November 2020. Note: The aggregated selected project 
amounts divided by the total allocated amounts provides the commitment rate. 

As mentioned, many OPs report to have reached the stage of over-commitment, especially 
now the programmes have advanced since the last data refresh in June 2020 (Figure 6). For 
instance, Slovakia has contracted or allocated 122 percent of the planned budget into calls 
and projects, which is a 12 percentage point increase since the beginning of 2020. Also in 
Czechia, three national OPs are in high demand, resulting in OP commitment rates of over 100 
percent. In the Netherlands, Vlaanderen, Denmark, England and Croatia, managing 
authorities are due to close the final calls of the 2014-20 programme. In Vlaanderen, the 
remaining budgets are re-set on 105 percent of the original budget to stimulate calls and in 
anticipation of returning funds. 

For some IQ-Net programmes, the question arises how to approach fund residuals or return of 
funds (e.g. in DK, NL, Eng). The MAs usually prefer to invest return funds in existing, well-
functioning and in-demand projects. In Denmark, for instance, specific criteria are established 
for the allocation of return funds (see Box 7). In addition, residual funding has been diverted to 
COVID-response initiatives in England and the Netherlands. In England, funding which had 
originally been intended for a Reserve Fund was used to create the Reopening High Streets 
Safely Fund, Kick-starting Tourism Package, and funding for SMEs (see Box 2). In West 
Netherlands, returned funds are also re-invested into FIs that fund innovation projects and/or 
will align with the new REACT-EU priorities. Re-budgeting exercises are also found challenging 
by partners in the Regional Council of Tampere Region (West Finland), where the MA needs to 
give permission to the Regional Council before funding can be re-budgeted. This process is 
found rather rigid and slow. Instead of organising new calls, the partners would prefer to 
allocate any returned funds to existing and significant projects that have a genuine need for 
additional funding. 
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Box 7. Anticipating return funds in Denmark 

In general, the last remaining funds and the return funds are planned to be invested 
in existing, well-functioning and in-demand projects in the business community. The 
Monitoring Committee and the Danish Executive Board for Business Development and 
Growth have set out five criteria that form the basis for allocating additional 
investments: 

1) Need and demand: the project meets a documented need and is in demand by 
the target group. It has been implemented in accordance with approved 
budgets and activity plans. 

2) Chain of effects: the project has contributed to implementing the strategy of the 
Board and to reach the targets of the ERDF/ESF programme. It has potential to 
deliver further output and results. 

3) Local and regional anchoring: the project addresses and meets local/regional 
needs, challenges and opportunities. 

4) Simplification: the project contributes to a simple and transparent business 
promotion system and is easily accessible by the project’s target group. 

5) Cross-cutting cooperation: the project is carried out by one or more actors with 
sufficient professional capacity and efficient grant administration. 

Source: IQ-Net research; https://erhvervsfremmebestyrelsen.dk/tillaegsbevillinger-til-
strukturfondsprojekter-uden-annonceringer. 

 Steady progress but shifting priorities 

Most IQ-Net authorities report a mixed picture of the progress with the 2014-20 
programmes. On the one hand, commitment and contracting rates are 
developing steadily, and MAs are focusing on project implementation and results. 

On the other hand, concerns about project uptake, unpredictable crisis effects, and changing 
socio-economic demands are growing. In Finland, the focus is not only on results, but also on 
dissemination. The Regional Council of Helsinki-Uusimaa (South Finland) has been compiling 
information on all the results achieved and plans to publish this at the beginning of 2021. 
Spending and certification are also mentioned as current priorities in Croatia and Vlaanderen. 
As mentioned in Section 2.1, many programmes are (re-)assigning budgets to combat the 
effects of the pandemic, select new projects, and transfer funds to beneficiaries as quickly as 
possible. 

The priorities in Portugal, Pomorskie and Wales, among others, are strongly characterised by 
reprogramming needs and concerns about project delivery. In Wales, the MA is examining the 
delivery plans for current projects (including connectivity and urban development projects 
such as rail and large infrastructure) to assess whether they can still be delivered by the end of 

https://erhvervsfremmebestyrelsen.dk/tillaegsbevillinger-til-strukturfondsprojekter-uden-annonceringer
https://erhvervsfremmebestyrelsen.dk/tillaegsbevillinger-til-strukturfondsprojekter-uden-annonceringer
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2023. Contractual commitments relating to the new health-related operations are still being 
processed. The Flemish MA expects the main workload to shift soon from project preparation 
and selection to the management of ongoing projects and their spending rhythm (incl. 
financial reporting and control). Due to the later start of some low-carbon projects, the MA 
currently focuses on the implementation and spending of these larger projects in particular. 
Other areas with a strong focus on implementation and meeting the goals of the performance 
framework are Portugal and Warmińsko-Mazurskie. 

Although implementation is steady in most regions/countries, some parts of the programmes 
are developing slower than expected or still require substantial commitment. For instance, 
extra efforts are made in Bizkaia to accelerate implementation. As commitments under the 
low-carbon priority axis remain slow due to lengthy procurement processes, they may become 
reprogrammed in the future, potentially to COVID-priorities. Other thematic implementation 
challenges are found in the Czech Integrated Regional OP (thermal insulation investments 
under TO4) and under the SUD priority axis in North Rhine-Westphalia. In Vlaanderen, the 
provincial ITIs that were lagging have now largely caught up with the rest of the programme. 
In Scotland, the MA is targeting its efforts on getting the suspensions of the ERDF and ESF 
programmes lifted. In Slovakia, the management of the IROP is being transferred between 
ministries after it progressed slower than the other programmes (see Section 4.1.2). 

Now most programme funds have been committed, the priority shift to implementation, crisis 
response and preparation of new funding programmes has mixed effects on the uptake of 
new projects. In the Netherlands, potential beneficiaries have tried to secure the last remaining 
funds, resulting in over-subscription on some calls. The MAs and regional partners are trying to 
use this momentum to prepare potential applicants to submit to REACT-EU calls in a relatively 
short period. In Wales, the possibility for COVID-related investments has resulted in new activity. 
At the same time, it has become more difficult to recruit beneficiaries in a time of crisis. In 
general, value-adding activities in projects have been significantly delayed. In Warmińsko-
Mazurskie, the process of signing new contracts has been delayed. In Scotland, Lead Partners’ 
attention has been diverted after they were seconded to do urgent COVID-response work. 

 Changing implementation contexts 

Although the COVID-19 crisis and subsequent recovery has been the top priority of most 
programme managers for nine months now, other factors are also shaping the context in 
which the remainder of the 2014-20 programme is to be implemented. For instance, the 
favourable economic context from before the pandemic means that project demand has 
been high and that co-financing has been found quickly. This still positively affects the overall 
performance over 2020 as a whole in NL and NRW. In Czechia, profound changes to the 
CZK/EUR exchange rate imply an increase of disposable allocation by c. 10 percent. 
Furthermore, political and institutional changes are influencing the ESIF environment in some 
countries: 
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• In the Netherlands, the upcoming national elections in March 2021 are casting a 
shadow on the transition from the current programme to newly available COVID-
recovery funds and the 2021-27 programme. Whereas the MA was preparing current 
beneficiaries for a continuation of their activities, it is now likely that less funding is 
available immediately after the 2014-20 budgets deplete. In Croatia, parliamentary 
elections and subsequent institutional changes have had less impact on the OP and 
project implementation. 

• In Vlaanderen, the installation of the Flemish regional government (late 2019) and the 
federal coalition government (October 2020) means that new politicians and ministries 
are becoming involved in strategic discussions. This may delay the transition to the new 
programme and the distribution of crisis recovery funds between the Belgian regions. 

• In the UK, the EU-exit means that the ESIF programmes are now operating within the 
context of the UK Withdrawal Act. The Act commits the UK Government to implement 
the 2014-20 programmes as if the UK was still an EU member. The programmes will 
therefore be adhering to all EU rules until the programmes end (2023 and beyond).  

• New measures to simplify legislation and administrative practices of public services in 
North Rhine-Westphalia have been adopted over the course of 2020. These initiatives 
aim to stimulate innovation and expansion of economic actors in NRW by improving 
the business environment. Key elements include the digitalisation of relations between 
businesses and public administrations, as well as a reduction and abolishment of 
hindering rules and regulations (e.g. concerning public procurement). It is expected 
that these measures will have a beneficial impact on the implementation of the ERDF 
programme in NRW. 

• In addition to the OP merger in late 2019 (see Box 7 in IQ-Net Paper 46(1)), the Slovakian 
programmes are facing further institutional changes. With effect from 1 October 2020, 
a transfer of management of the Integrated Regional Operational Programme has 
been made from the Ministry of Agriculture & Rural Development to the Ministry of 
Investments, Regional Development and Informatisation (MIRDI). The main reason for 
this change is the lower commitment levels of the OP IROP compared to other 
programmes and the opportunity for MIRDI to closely review its progress and directly 
communicate with the EC. 

Besides the direct effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and the various response initiatives, the 
crisis affects programme implementation at a strategic level. For instance, the objective to 
increase absorption in Bizkaia has become more achievable due to the 100 percent co-
financing option, aside from regular efforts to intensify expenditure checks and certification. 
The MA in Vlaanderen will potentially look at the flexibility options between priorities at the time 
of closure. In addition, the reprogramming options and upcoming funding supplements may 
create MA capacity issues, especially in smaller programmes. For instance, the 2014-20 

https://www.eprc-strath.eu/public/dam/jcr:ca1e2e4f-a2ad-45a5-b467-d3f7b54cf917/IQ-Net%20Review%20paper%2046(1).pdf
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implementation and spending focus continues as long as projects are still running, while MAs 
are also having to prepare REACT-EU and ensure a smooth transition to the new framework 
period (e.g. in FI, NL, Vla). For example, in the Regional Council of the Tampere Region (West 
Finland), there is no clarity on the exact amount of funding and resulting staff resource 
implications, while the timetable is also rather limited. In West Netherlands, the personnel 
capacity of the MA will be pressured in 2021: c. 75 percent of the projects will still be running 
and submit progress reports, while c. €79 million of REACT-EU funds (over 40 percent of the 
region’s 2014-20 budget) will have to be committed. 

 Programme changes 

Programme revision is an administrative task that continues to be on the agenda of many 
programme authorities. The flexibility options as part of CRII and CRII+ are frequently 
mentioned as reasons for recent OP amendments, e.g. in CZ, Eng, EL, HR, NL West, Pom, PT, SK, 
Wal and W-M. Similarly, amendments are expected or submitted to introduce a new priority 
axis following the availability of REACT-EU funds, e.g. in AT, HR, NL, SK. Amendments frequently 
include new actions related to healthcare, employment and SME support (EL, HR), as well as 
extra budget to combat the labour market mismatch in disadvantaged urban areas (NL West). 
Section 2.1 provided a more elaborate overview of the reprogramming and flexibility options 
used by the IQ-Net partners. 

In Denmark, the Monitoring Committee has approved the reallocation of ESF funds to the 
priority axis ‘Entrepreneurship and Job Creation’. This priority has been in high demand, both 
before and during the ongoing crisis. In France, the large-scale decentralisation movement 
has meant that substantial parts of ESIF management are being transferred from State to 
regions, including the set-up of ITIs with combined ESF and ERDF resources. In Bizkaia, 
Vlaanderen and North Rhine-Westphalia, programme revisions are not foreseen. In Bizkaia, the 
appetite for any changes is low, given that COVID-responses are addressed through domestic 
budgets and revisions could lead to unnecessary audit issues, although reprogramming may 
be considered in the future. 

4.2 Spending rates 

Returning to the ECA report on the performance of ERDF and CF between 2014 
and 2019, the authors report that, respectively, 36 and 39 percent of the available 
ERDF and CF funding had been paid. In the first six years of the 2014-20 programme, 

this rate of spending (‘absorption’) was 6.6 percentage points lower than in the previous 
programming period (2007-13). The ECA underlines that low absorption has the inherent risk 
that Member States may prioritise spending at the expense of performance and regularity as 
the eligibility period draws to an end. It expects that the additional pressures brought about 
by the COVID-19 pandemic may intensify this risk.9  
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Although these conclusions may sound alarming, the need to accelerate funding absorption 
has been on the radar of IQ-Net authorities for longer. For instance, a 2019 Review Paper 
argued that programme managers were finding effective solutions to increase spending by 
projects. These solutions are grouped under three headings: communication and dialogue; 
balancing flexibility and stability; and coordination.10 Also in 2020, the IQ-Net programmes 
report steady progress of their spending rates. In the first half of the year, average payment 
rates have increased from 38 percent to 42 percent. Figure 7 shows the EU average payment 
rate, as well as the individual rates as of mid-2020. The Netherlands and Finland continue to 
show the highest rates and absolute growth numbers throughout the EU. At the same time, 
large catch-up movements are visible in Czechia (from 37 to 46 percent), France (43 to 49 
percent), the Polish regions (c. seven percentage points) and England (34 to 43 percent). The 
EU payment rate may slightly differ from the spending rate based on project claims as reported 
by the MAs. 

Figure 7. Overview of ERDF/ESF/CF implementation: eligible spending as % of planned, 30.06.20 

Source: Open data portal for the European Structural and Investment Funds, ESIF 2014-20 Finance 
Implementation Details, data downloaded 3 November 2020. 

Overall, individual authorities have limited concern over the progress of the spending rates. For 
instance, the Austrian and Czech programmes report no concerns as of October 2020. When 
problems exist, they usually relate to the challenges faced by beneficiaries or administrative 
delays in the light of COVID-19 (e.g. in Bizkaia, Denmark and Croatia). In contrast, other 
programmes are witnessing an acceleration of payment and certification rates in recent 
months. This is notable in Czechia (IROP), where the payment of funds to project beneficiaries 
has accelerated since spring 2020. The request for beneficiaries to submit payments was made 
relatively late: long-term investment projects had to go through a lengthy phase of public 
tendering and implementing the territorial instruments started later than expected. Also in 
Vlaanderen, the MA indicates that a number of larger investment projects have taken longer 

https://www.eprc-strath.eu/public/dam/jcr:2e4e0220-27b2-4f27-bbd9-bd0eaab9825a/IQ-Net%20Review%20Paper%20post%20conference.pdf
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to develop, which has extended the term of payment and the gap between commitment 
and payment dates. These projects are now running and claim relatively large amounts. 
Together, these observations add an important nuance to the ECA findings on lower spending 
rates: ongoing projects were only able to claim payments at a later stage. Table 5 summarises 
further views on spending rates. 
 
Table 5: IQ-Net partners’ views on recent spending rate developments 

 
Furthermore, the French and Portuguese partners highlight that the emergency responses 
such as CRII(+) may reduce the concern around spending rates in the near future. The involved 
flexibilities allow for easier spending, whereas the 100 percent co-financing option and 
recovery grants may improve the absorption of the funds (e.g. as part of the Bolsa de 
Recuperação in PT). Nevertheless, the unpredictability of the economic and employment-
related effects of the pandemic require a close monitoring of project implementation. 
Particular uncertainties persist as to whether the CRII+ reallocations can be done between 
fund types or also between regions in order to respond to those most affected.11 

Status Programme Comment / reason 
Acceleration CZ (National), 

GR, NL (South) 
E.g. due to requests to beneficiaries, attention paid to project 
implementation 

No concerns  AT, CZ (IROP), NL 
(rest), UK: Wal 

 

Slowing 
down 

Biz Recent slowdown due to crisis-related uncertainty and focus on 
performance  

FI Some slowdown in summer 2020 (although pre-COVID payment 
rates were at relatively high levels) 

HR Recent circumstances regarding the pandemic will have an 
impact on the spending rate 

PL: Pom ESF-spending is expected to decrease due to the 
epidemiological situation 

SK (IROP) Lower rate in some parts of the programme, although 
contracting rates have increased. 

UK: Sco Programmes are currently under suspension. In addition, 
verifications take time and MA capacity decreased due to 
COVID-related secondments 

Alerted DK The MA pays extra attention by maintaining a dialogue with 
beneficiaries about ensuring spending and/or unused funds 
being documented. The current crisis has entailed some 
projects to be delayed. 

Vla The COVID-19 crisis is has caused delays in implementation for 
some projects. This was particularly noticeable during spring, 
when projects submitted less declarations than expected. 
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In addition to the three more structural factors mentioned above, the following measures were 
taken by programme managers to create a stable spending rhythm: 

• informal agreement that beneficiaries send payment requests twice a year (NRW). 

• simplification of project generation procedures, e.g. introducing the possibility to 
submit project applications fully electronically (NRW) and establish digital consultation 
environments (EL). 

• making use of OP overbooking and a wider application of SCOs (EL). 

• if required, a timely exclusion of inactive and problematic projects (EL). 

In places where spending challenges persist, they are often linked to specific investment 
themes. In the Netherlands and Vlaanderen, the spending rate of some low-carbon projects 
(e.g. energy efficiency in social housing) has been an important point of attention for the MAs. 
The MA in West Netherlands expects a spending peak of these projects, most of which are 
ongoing, in 2021and 2022. In North Rhine-Westphalia, spending rates of the SUD priority axis 
are still relatively low. However, the recent availability of co-financing from a federal 
programme this priority is now expected to catch-up. 

Although the impact of COVID-19 varies between the different programmes, most do not 
anticipate problems reaching N+3 in 2020. Most OPs have already met N+3 several months 
before the end of the year. The required levels are about to be reached in Austria, Croatia, 
North Rhine-Westphalia and Slovakia. In Greece, no significant problems are expected, 
however implementation issues in the Fisheries programme persist. The COVID-19 situation will 
put pressure on meeting N+3 in some regional programmes as well as some programmes of 
territorial cooperation. In North Rhine-Westphalia, the MA is on track, provided that the second 
wave does not create further impact on payments. 

4.3 Implementation challenges in a new reality 

The previous sections have shown the management responses to the challenges resulting from 
the current pandemic (Section 2.1) and broader contextual changes in which the 
programmes are being implemented (Section 4.1.2). However, the current context also causes 
a number of practical issues in terms of future planning. Programme managers highlight a 
range of short- and long-term implementation issues related to crisis recovery (described in 
Section 4.3.1), supporting measures (4.3.2), and continuing issues related to public 
procurement and State aid (4.3.3). 

At the same time, the new reality of combining crisis responses with ongoing programme 
implementation is not always problematic. Perhaps surprisingly, in the Netherlands some 
projects have been working ahead of schedule since the crisis, after project actors had less 
other activities to carry out besides the project itself (e.g. in the case of lab work). Other 
projects have changed their workflow: activities and work packages were rearranged so that 
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the project could continue and third parties would not have to be disappointed (West NL). 
Similarly, the overall impact of the crisis on the OP and beneficiaries has not resulted in a lower 
demand in the Czech IROP, while in NRW business continuity is ensured to a wide range of 
economic actors by domestic support. It needs to be noted though that some OPs only 
moderately engage with worst-hit sectors, such as hospitality, tourism and the automotive 
industry. Lastly, the thematic and political emphasis on green, digital and circular economy 
transitions has increased the relevance of some OPs. In the Netherlands for instance, domestic 
innovation policy has widely taken the view that these transitions are also crucial in recovering 
from the COVID-crisis, which means that the current OPs align well with its objectives. 

 Projects: immediate and longer-term issues 

ESIF fund managers and beneficiaries are faced with a range of implementation issues for the 
remainder of the 2014-20 programme. Other than the use of European funds for urgent 
reorientation towards health investment and SME support (see Section 2.1), they are also being 
considered as means to help the longer-term recovery of the economy (e.g. in France). In 
Austria, the ERDF OP is largely business-oriented, which means that there could be longer-term 
crisis effects on funding demand and investment behaviour. Among the many domestic 
responses, however, ERDF may face competing offers that are more advantageous and/or 
less bureaucratic. In strategic terms, MAs are having to clearly communicate the demarcation 
of ESIF support with respect to competing funding sources to project beneficiaries (e.g. in NL).  

Most pressing issues that IQ-Net authorities are faced with apply to the short term. 
Projects are facing delayed implementation, although the number of projects 
affected and the duration of delay varies (e.g. 3-6 months in NL and DK). MAs are 

witnessing a need to process payment more quickly (HR), beneficiaries getting into financial 
difficulty (SK), or make use of advance payments (NL). In Austria, the MA questions how much 
additional funding can actually be absorbed in 2014-20, especially in the area of CO2 
reduction measures. This is a wider concern across IQ-Net programmes about particular priority 
areas that are facing a slowdown of activities, or have done so in the first half of 2020. This 
applies to projects that depend on the construction sector (in HR, SK, Vla) or involve senior 
citizens as the target group (in CZ). 

The new reality has an immediate effect on the way of working of MAs, institutional partners, 
and beneficiaries. As the Flemish example shows (Box 8), communications about projects and 
results have moved fully or partially online, whereas MA staff are working remotely. In the 
Czech national programme, (ESF) projects that depend on physical presence struggle to meet 
monitoring indicators, as they are not able to realise activities as planned due to lockdown 
restrictions. Likewise, beneficiaries cannot provide documentation or sign financing contracts 
in paper form in the Polish regions, leading to an overall slowdown in implementation and 
certification. In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, recruitment of participants in ESF projects has been 
difficult, whereas on-the-spot checks at the location of project implementation. 
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 Box 8. Practical implementation issues in Vlaanderen 

 
In terms of financial pressures, some MAs report more difficulties at the level of subnational 
governments (W-M) or beneficiaries (SK), thus reducing public and private co-financing 
opportunities. In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, the poor financial condition of local governments has 
led to their resignation from participation in calls or postponement of some investments. The 
structural situation that market competition is limited is adding further complexity (also in Pom). 
Other partners indicate that projects are facing more uncertainty due to the second wave of 
the health crisis. For instance, Czechia has been particularly hit and the impacts on project 
realisation are anticipated to be more profound than during to first wave. 

Box 9. Project realisation and digital control 

 

 MA responses to implementation issues 

In June 2020, the IQ-Net Review Paper summarised the measures programme managers had 
introduced in support of project beneficiaries. MAs have displayed a great deal of flexibility 
regarding project operations and reporting requirements. Project implementation schedules 
were granted extensions in many countries (Table 6), whereas some MAs moved quickly to 
open calls for a short duration, e.g. to speed up the start of projects addressing the effects of 

In Vlaanderen, ongoing or near-finished projects have asked for an extension, 
following the delayed delivery of material and equipment or the postponed 
organisation of activities, workshops and events. Final events that were postponed 
from spring to autumn are now cancelled or postponed again. This leads to a 
reduction of communication and visibility potential of projects and results. 

The MA closely monitors the signals from sub-regional authorities. A survey among all 
beneficiaries gave an overview of the effects of the crisis during spring. As a result, call 
deadlines were extended when they did not have the capacity to submit applications 
or had to respond to urgent issues. Examples of effects of Corona-measures on ERDF 
projects are: projects switch to a digital environment; (final) events are postponed to 
later dates, often at no extra cost; some sectors have come to a standstill; delayed 
delivery of equipment. Although it is still complex to oversee the effects, it is likely that 
affected beneficiaries will be given some liberty when it comes to delays and extra 
costs, under the heading of force majeure. 

Practical examples of approaches to project realisation are found in the Netherlands 
and Warmińsko-Mazurskie. The Dutch MAs are making less project visits and have 
created workarounds to use digital signatures to sign off on project progress. In the 
Polish region, the MA has introduced changes to the Annual Control Plan, replacing 
on-the-spot controls with controls of documents carried out at the location of the MA. 
These solutions supporting beneficiaries and intend to limit their losses, but at the same 
time may influence the implementation of contracting and certification objectives. 

https://www.eprc-strath.eu/public/dam/jcr:792c4ce1-a082-49cd-8693-98fa4cc27e0d/IQ-Net%20Review%20paper%2046(1).pdf
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the pandemic (e.g. in W-M). New ways to help beneficiaries in overcoming their 
implementation challenges are added below to Table 6 (in bold). In addition, specific 
guidance (Finland, see Box 10) or beneficiary consultation (NRW, Vla) helped to understand 
or alleviate their situation. 

Box 10. MA guidance to Intermediate Bodies in Finland 

The Finnish MA (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment) has issued guidance 
to the IBs on specific issues caused by COVID-related circumstances. The guidance 
was drafted based on questions submitted to the MA by the IBs (Regional Councils, 
ELY-Centres). The guidance addresses specific issues related to: 

• eligible costs for cancelled trips and events; 

• events organised as part of the project; 

• use of signatures, e.g. of participants in ESF co-financed public employment 
services as part of the daily attendance monitoring, or signatures of part-
time projects staff as part of staff time tracking; 

• eligibility of salary costs; 

• on the spot checks. 

The guidance also covers issues related to changes and flexibility in the 
implementation of the projects, including: 

• length of the project and additional funding; 

• temporary suspension of the project; 

• ongoing project calls; 

• increasing co-financing rate; 

• flexible use of Flat rate (40 percent) in ESF co-financed projects; 

• flexible use of Lump sums. 

 
At the same time, it is difficult to monitor the precise extent of the impact on projects. In the 
Netherlands, the AA has approved a new method of digital project control that intends to 
alleviate this issue. By using digital signatures, video-based on-the-spot checks and remote 
system monitoring, the MAs work to ensure that interim and final reporting requirements are 
met. In Slovakia, the IB (Ministry of Economy) has also replaced on-site controls of documents 
with fully electronic communication. Similarly, the region of Normandie (France) has revised its 
management and control system to ensure the continuity of ERDF, ESF and YEI projects. There 
measures include: 

• approval of adaptations to the rules of public order (2020-319, March 25th 2020); 
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• acceptance of electronic signatures in documents for validation, pending approval of 
the legal representative; 

• flexibility in the declarations of expenses counting from February 1st onwards; 

• content modifications in calls launched before lockdown restrictions started. Certain 
documents/vouchers could be sent after the deadline for the call for projects. 

Table 6. Examples of key support measures for beneficiaries (recent additions in bold) 

Source: IQ-Net research.12 

In Croatia, the MA has taken a variety of measures to support new and ongoing projects in all 
aspects of their implementation. This includes the prolongation of deadlines for project 
documentation delivery and temporary suspension of projects consisting of presentation on 
international fairs, etc. Furthermore, the MA has issued an advice letter about the possible 
eligibility of expenditure of cancelled events, replacement or suspension of project activities, 
and flexibility regarding irregularities and financial corrections in projects affected by the crisis. 
Prolongation of projects was permitted for projects that were due to end amid the lockdown 
period, i.e. between March and May, without any conditions. The same flexibility applied to 
cases of repayment, in which beneficiaries were granted an additional three months. In a 
worst-case scenario, projects would have to be phased into the next period or switched to 
other financing sources if the epidemic situation deteriorates.The MA responses to project 
delivery challenges thus consist of a mix of hard (changing deadlines, payments, control 
procedures) and soft (providing guidelines, flexibility) measures. It is important to ensure that 
support measures are only applied to projects that are eligible to change their implementation 
plans. Potentially affected projects are therefore approached on a case-by-case basis (in HR 

MA support measure Countries/regions 
Extension to projects and flexibility in implementation 
schedules 

DK, FI, FR, NL, PT, UK, Vla, W-M, CZ, HR 

Extending calls for applications PT, W-M, CZ, Vla 
Widening the possibility to finance working capital using 
existing resources 

NL West, W-M 

Speeding up payments; increasing advance payments AT, DK, FR (Paris), NL, PT 
Deferral of funds Eng, Pom 
Deferral of repayments   PT, HR 
Delaying project control visits FI 
Allowing flexibility in the submission of evidence Eng, FR 
New methods of project delivery DK, Eng, Sco, Vla 
Issuing FAQ and guidance for IBs and beneficiaries FI, PT, UK, HR 
Cancellation or modification of calls PL, SK 
Online checks and digital signatures FI, FR, NL, Vla, W-M 
Change co-financing contracts, product and result 
indicators 

W-M 

Simplification of programme documents and procedures SK 
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and Vla). In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, an analysis is performed to confirm that the beneficiary has 
exercised due diligence and has taken possible actions to prevent, mitigate or minimise the 
negative impact of COVID-19 on the fulfilment of its obligations under the contract. 
Importantly, new provisions to accommodate project implementation are supported at the 
national level. In Poland, a domestic legal basis to flexibilities in OP implementation is provided 
by the so-called ‘funds special act’. For instance, this Act provides the regional MAs with the 
opportunity to update call schedules and selection criteria on an ongoing basis. 

 Other implementation challenges 

In addition to the many challenges that programme managers are currently facing, they also 
highlight issues related to public procurement and State aid affecting programme 
implementation. 

i Public procurement 

Lengthy procurement procedures are still having an impact on administrative capacity and 
project timetables. Although some MAs have overcome these issues throughout the 2014-20 
programme, others are facing a continued slowdown of commitment and spending rates in 
some project types (e.g. in Biz, HR). In addition, the current crisis is profoundly affecting 
procurement rules. In France, there is a tension between the need for immediate crisis 
responses and the duration of standard public procurement procedures. The procedures 
themselves may also be slower than usual. In response, flexibility was introduced through the 
Ordinance on Public Procurement and COVID-19. Deadlines and conditions of competitive 
bidding procedures may now be amended to allow candidates to submit their applications 
and to comply with the principle of equal treatment of candidates. Periods of validation of 
bids were also extended.13 

Other crisis-related effects on public procurement include the digitalisation of procurement 
procedures (e.g. in FR, NRW). This would avoid some of the spending challenges and delays 
that result from the COVID-19 crisis (see Section 4.2). In Croatia, one IB has taken measures to 
accelerate payments from the OP to beneficiaries by adopting a new verification procedure. 
After receiving reimbursement claims from the beneficiary, the IB immediately checks whether 
commercial contracts contain elements that could lead to financial corrections (e.g. conflict 
of interest, splitting of the procurement). If the claim does not include these elements, further 
checks are not performed and 75 percent of the requested amount is immediately approved 
for payment. The remaining amount will be approved after a detailed check of the 
commercial contracts.  

In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, a major obstacle for project implementation is the complex 
procedure for awarding contracts in accordance with the principle of competition. The 
Guidelines on the eligibility of expenditure under ERDF, ESF and the Cohesion Fund as prepared 
by the (former) Ministry of Development are slightly different from the procedures of the Public 
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Procurement Law. This is not clear to beneficiaries and private actors, resulting in longer project 
implementation periods and the loss of some funds due to financial corrections. If these 
concerns are valid, the MA agrees to extend project implementation to enable beneficiaries 
to follow the procedures correctly. 

ii State aid in Vlaanderen, NRW and Wales 

State aid provisions have been an ongoing horizontal challenge for ESIF implementation 
throughout the 2014-20 period.14 Verifying SME status has been a strain on MA capacity and 
State aid regimes have often been unclear to beneficiaries. MAs have invested considerable 
effort in creating awareness among (potential) beneficiaries about the articles that apply to 
different project activities. In Vlaanderen, State aid continues to delay project implementation 
across different parts of the OP, particularly at moments such as submission and the start of 
projects. It requires the MA to keep close links with project beneficiaries and institutions that 
deal with permit and tender procedures. State aid issues usually arise with project types that 
aim to valorise knowledge and depend on co-financing by domestic innovation instruments. 

In North Rhine-Westphalia, State aid requirements are the main reason for implementation 
challenges. The MA proactively informs all involved actors about the requirements, but 
difficulties persist. In Wales, a recent ECA audit has indicated that State aid clearances had 
not been treated correctly for a project in 2017/18, and that a correction should be applied. 
Although the Commission has indicated that the correction could be made retrospectively, 
and a notification submitted, the MA would like additional clarification on how to process the 
correction for a year that is closed (should this become necessary). 

4.4 Evaluation update 

Programme evaluation activity is advancing without major difficulties and 
largely according to plan. The effects of the ongoing COVID-19 crisis on 
evaluation activity seems limited thus far. Existing evaluation plans are followed, 
with many evaluations now finalised or ongoing. A cross-cutting theme between 

the evaluation updates is that their outcomes will inform the strategic content of the 2021-27 
programmes. In places, they are also used as a basis for the institutional framework of ESIF of 
the next period. In Croatia, action plans have been prepared to follow up on the evaluation 
recommendations. In the Netherlands, the lessons learned from the technical and impact 
evaluations (nation-wide) and the thematic regional evaluations are serving as input for 
working groups that prepare the new programme’s priorities. Specific evaluation activity in 
recent months includes: 

• impact evaluations of the Portuguese PT2020 strategy, and the launch of interim 
evaluations of the OP Resource Efficiency and Sustainability and the Madeira OP. A 
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standardised follow-up model of the recommendations of the evaluations will be used 
to prepare the next programming period (Box 11). 

• thematic evaluations on the development and use of e-services, improving energy 
efficiency and building a low-emission economy, and competitiveness and innovation 
of enterprises have been carried out in Warmińsko-Mazurskie. In Portugal, an evaluation 
of the transition to a low-carbon economy (TO4) has been submitted and is awaiting 
publication. 

• tender documentation for two nation-wide external evaluations have been prepared 
in Czechia: i) evaluation of expected impacts of current PA; and (ii) evaluation of ESIF 
impacts for the regions which includes an assessment of the ITIs. The National Evaluation 
Unit asked for a peer-review of the tender documentation undertaken by experts 
recommended by the EC under the Evaluation Helpdesk. The recommendations 
included some methodological issues and highlighted a discrepancy between the 
level of the Commission’s Evaluation Helpdesk experts and the possibilities of Czech 
evaluation environment. 

• the Czech National Evaluation Unit is working on a summary of all evaluations 
conducted — 59 within the ESIF implementation structure — with the emphasis on a 
user-friendly style for fund managers. 

• a distinct evaluation of the impact of the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) in Portugal 
is in its final phase. This is a complex evaluation, in which theory-based evaluation and 
a counter-factual evaluation methodology are used.  

• a mid-term assessment of the use of financial instruments was carried out in West 
Netherlands (Box 12). In Portugal, an evaluation of the relatively novel application of 
simplified cost options is nearly finished. In Pomorskie, FI support for companies in crisis 
caused by a pandemic was designed. 

Box 11. The PT2020 Global Evaluation Plan and follow-up on recommendations 

A standardised follow-up model of the recommendations of the PT2020 Global 
Evaluation Plan (PGA PT2020) has been created. It includes critical analysis of the 
recommendations and, when applicable, the preparation of an action plan for its 
implementation. Recommendations directly related to the new programming period 
and those that may have an impact on it are identified and are directed to the 
working groups preparing the PT2030 strategy. The PGA PT2020 follow-up procedure 
aims to: 

• increase ownership and impact of the results of the evaluations for the main 
actors in the evaluated public policies; 

• broaden the discussion and appropriation of the results, more transparency 
and effectiveness. 



 

36 

The follow-up process has the following steps: 

• Systematisation of the conclusions and recommendations and referral to the 
entities responsible for the evaluation. 

• Consideration and justification of the recommendations and referral to other 
entities responsible for implementing the recommendations. 

• Design of the Action Plan for the implementation of the recommendations. 

• Implementation of the Action Plan, including monitoring and benchmarking of 
the results. 

• Synthesis of the follow-up process, presentation of results and lessons learned 
in the Portugal 2020 Monitoring and Evaluation Network. 

• Synthesis of the follow-up processes for PGA PT2020 evaluations and 
dissemination. 

Source: Orientações para o acompanhamento da implementação das recomendações das 
avaliações do Portugal 2020 (follow-up), Agência para o Desenvolvimento e Coesão, I.P. 

In addition to the planned evaluations, some IQ-Net authorities have commissioned new 
studies in response to new assessment needs. In Czechia, the national programme is preparing 
an assessment of the COVID-responses with the aim to examine the effectiveness of ESIF-
funded measures to mitigate impacts of lockdown on the economy. In Greece, the evaluation 
plan was adapted to commission horizontal impact evaluations for RIS3 and territorial 
strategies, the harmonisation of family and professional life, and on female victims of abuse. In 
Pomorskie, the crisis and subsequent changes in the socio-economic situation and EU 
legislation has led to an additional interim evaluation of FI use. Based on the results, support for 
companies in difficulty was designed. The main recommendations for this supplement are: 

• transfer funds to contribute to the SME sector under the Pomorskie ROP 2014-2020, with 
a minimum amount of €10 million. This would enable entrepreneurs to take out loans to 
maintain financial liquidity.  

• ultimately, funds for this purpose should amount to at least €20 million.  

• with regard to products that are already launched, it is recommended to alleviate 
selected parameters of the support (e.g. repayment frequency or credit holidays). 

Box 12. Evaluation of financial instruments in West Netherlands 

In September 2020, an external consultancy evaluated the use of financial instruments 
in West NL. The FIs were installed at the start of 2014-20 and include seven revolving 
SME-innovation funds, which are partly financed by ERDF resources. The aim was 
twofold: 1) provide a mid-term assessment; 2) do a replication study of previous 
capital market research, i.e. to analyse if supply and demand in the Dutch top 
innovation sectors are matching. The mid-term assessment of the FIs found that: 

• fund managers and stakeholders are generally satisfied with the FIs, conditions, 
and reached target groups (early-stage innovation firms in top sectors). 
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• fund managers and stakeholders are also dissatisfied with the administrative 
burden involved in ERDF funding and the long lead times. This applies to both 
the application process and the interim reports. 

• the funding gap between innovative firms and the capital market has slightly 
widened. Many business cases are not deemed ‘investor ready’. This is likely to 
amplify following the COVID-19 crisis due to risk aversion by private investors. 

• the relatively modest financial size of the funds are limiting ticket size, type of 
FIs and possible possibilities for follow-up financing. Greater structural 
cooperation between the Funds can provide significant added value in 
certain areas, especially because provincial borders may create an additional 
barrier (SME funds are distributed per province). 

• the MA has gained valuable experience in 2014-20 with the provision of grants 
and financing on the basis of continuous funding lines for SMEs. It is 
recommended that the new OP should include the possibility to combine 
grants and loans in a single operation. 

Source: ERAC (2020), Onderzoek financieringsinstrumenten Kansen voor West, September 2020. 

Now that the current programming period is nearing its final stages, IQ-Net authorities indicate 
that impact evaluations begin to provide a more robust picture of the 2014-20 programme. In 
Denmark, counter-factual impact evaluations of ERDF and ESF projects are ongoing, and the 
coming collection of statistics at the end of 2020 is expected to demonstrate more clearly 
effects of the 2014-20 programme period. Projects’ effects are evaluated for three years after 
completion. The findings from the annual follow-up on results evaluations will feed into to the 
work of the Board. In addition, knowledge sharing and internal exchange are organised during 
(virtual) conferences. In Czechia, these activities are complemented with training workshops 
aimed at specific themes, such as the challenges of online training, using statistical computing 
software and discussing methodological issues with representatives of the Evaluation Helpdesk 
of DG REGIO. 

However, the timing between the current evaluation cycle and the new programme is 
not always straightforward. In Greece, a potential mismatch with the new programme 

is noted: as preparations are ongoing, evaluation conclusions are not always in time to inform 
programme content (e.g. of PO5). Also in Croatia, it is still early for substantial evaluations in 
some parts of the programme. For instance, the implementation of the ITIs only began at the 
end of 2018 and the cities have not yet carried out the interim evaluation. 

4.5 Programme closure 

On 25 September 2020, the European Commission’s closure guidelines were 
published. The document outlines the general principles, closure procedures, and 
templates for the submission of closure documents by Member States. The 

guidelines are still in draft version and propose the possibility of early closure (after the 
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accounting year 2023/24). Following the availability of REACT-EU, the last year of allocation of 
resources under the current programming period would be 2022. Article 130(3) of the CPR 
continues to provide for 10 percent flexibility, and applies to programme priorities within the 
same Fund and category of region. For the proposed REACT-EU resources, the flexibility would 
only apply between those programme priorities to which additional resources have been 
allocated (i.e. not between categories of regions).15 

Although closure is not high on the agenda of most IQ-Net authorities, fund managers have 
begun to review the draft guidelines and prepare their reactions. They do so by setting up 
working groups (CZ NCA), having a closure manager or closure team in place (Wales, Sco), or 
by centrally collecting the viewpoints of the MAs (PT, PL, UK). Importantly, MAs can harness the 
closure experience of the 2007-13 framework period (CZ IROP, NL). At the same time, the 
annual financial control and reporting requirements already create ongoing closure 
monitoring (South NL, Eng, PT). In England, the MA is reluctant to proceed with the closure 
process before the final guidance has been received. Various processes are in place to 
monitor closure on an ongoing basis, such as closure flags for post-project completion. 

Other IQ-Net authorities indicate that the implementation of the current programme, including 
the spending of returned funds (DK), and deciding on the content of REACT-EU (e.g. in AT, DK, 
NL) is still taking up most of the MA resources. In Denmark and Vlaanderen, the MAs are 
following up with ongoing projects that are near their closure date (DK) or focus on finalising 
project operations early-on (i.e. at the end of 2022, Vla). The start of closure preparation will 
depend on the contracting of all planned interventions (Pomorskie) and on the speed of 
implementation in 2021 (SK). For the same response, the partners in Bizkaia and Finland are 
likely to start closure preparations in 2021. 

IQ-Net authorities highlight a number of outstanding issues or challenges for closure 
preparation: 

• the possibility that the Commission will prolong the final date for eligible costs due to 
the COVID-19 crisis would still be welcomed (CZ IROP). 

• similarly, the number of projects that will last until the end of 2023 is higher than 
anticipated, thus compressing the workload (final claims, audits) in 2023 (West NL, 
Wales). 

• in Wales, the MA is facing the question how to enable a 10 percent flexibility as used in 
previous periods, alongside annual partial closure. The Commission’s approach seems 
to encourage saving claims not needed for n+3 until the final year (2025), thus 
potentially skewing the spending profile.  



 

39 

 CHOOSING THE ROAD AHEAD - PREPARING THE 2021-27 

PROGRAMMES 

Preparation of the 2021-27 programmes has been on the agenda of IQ-Net programme 
managers for a long time. Almost from the start of the 2014-20 programming period, thinking 
about the size and shape of post-2020 programmes was high on the agenda.16 Following the 
presentation of the legislative proposals by the European Commission in May 2018, 
preparations became more concrete and practical.17 However, due to delays in the adoption 
of the legislative framework including the budgetary allocations through the Multi-annual 
Financial Framework (MFF), as well as new uncertainties due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
decisions on many elements of future programmes were still pending up until very recently.  

Indeed, as noted in the IQ-Net Review paper in spring 2020, pending decisions concerned a 
wide range of areas of programme preparation including:18 

• programme architecture; 

• programme content; 

• implementation instruments; 

• implementation procedures. 

Six months later, at the end of 2020, the context has evolved. A compromise on the legislative 
proposals seems in sight. IQ-Net programme managers have highlighted that the July 2020 
European Council has contributed to accelerating preparatory works, as negotiations on 
Cohesion Policy gained in speed thereafter. In November 2020, a compromise on the MFF has 
finally been announced. This would solve the financial allocation problem and free the way to 
adopting the Common Provisions Regulation as well as fund-specific regulations. However, 
some uncertainty remains as final adoption has again been delayed due to the veto of two 
Member States. In terms of Cohesion Policy, significant progress has also being reported from 
the trilogue negotiations on the policy-specific legislation and adoption of the final versions is 
expected before the end of 2020. Thanks to the legislative framework approaching final 
adoption, programme managers are also progressing with taking decisions on outstanding 
issues. 

Moreover, at the end of 2020 time is pressing as the 2021-27 programme period is officially 
scheduled to start on 1 January 2021. In order to no to delay the start of implementing new 
programmes further IQ-Net programme managers are putting significant efforts into submitting 
final drafts of the programmes to the European Commission for approval as early in 2021 as 
possible. Both the evolution of the context and time pressures mean that decisions concerning 
future programmes are being taken at increased pace. 
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As decisions on key elements of the future programmes are being taken, many IQ-Net 
programme managers have noted overall continuity from the 2014-20 programming period.  

• In the case of the regional operational programme in Warmińsko-Mazurskie, the 
existing two-fund (ERDF and ESF) architecture will be maintained; 

• In NRW and the Netherlands, managing authorities will largely continue with the same 
programme structures as in the current programming period; 

• The future Austrian ERDF OP will address POs 1, 3 and 5. It will be organised in four Priority 
Axes. As with implementation structures, continuity has been a key principal in 
programming; 

• In Denmark, the programme architecture will not change in the 2021-27 period. It has 
changed during the current programme period where the regional growth fora were 
replaced with the Danish Executive Board for Business Development and Growth in 
January 2019. 

In many cases even the COVID-19 crisis did not have a significant impact on the planning and 
preparations of 2021-27 programmes (AT, DK, CZ, NL, NRW, Vla). In Vlaanderen for example, 
the broad structure of the OP was already drafted before the start of the crisis. Innovation and 
climate-related priorities will remain important, and the new OP is rather a continuation of 2014-
20. The crisis is thus not likely to affect the drafting of the substantive content of the OP. In 
addition, the managing authority’s approach to communication, technical assistance and 
financial organisation was already established and internally consulted. In the Netherlands, the 
innovation priorities (PO1) of the new OPs are based on the regional S3s, which were already 
finalised before the pandemic. The effects of the crisis on the new programme are likely to be 
limited, since the priorities in the smart specialisation strategies (accelerating green, digital 
transitions) will not fundamentally change. 

Despite this overall importance of continuity, in a number of IQ-Net countries some significant 
changes from the 2014-20 programmes were also reported. In this respect, the following 
chapter of this Review paper will first track progress in the preparation of programmes and 
then outline the key changes that programme managers envisage for the 2021-27 
programming period in terms of programme structures (Section 5.2), programme content (5.3), 
implementation instruments (5.4) and implementation procedures and practices (5.5). Lastly, 
Section 5.6 will assess the partners’ ongoing plans for dealing with the Just Transition 
Mechanism. 
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5.1 Progress in OP preparation 

 Envisaged schedules 

Compared to six months ago, programme preparations are at a more advanced 
stage. Indeed, most IQ-Net programme authorities envisage to achieve the final 
draft stage before the first half of 2021 (AT, Vla, NRW, DK, EL, FI, NL, W-M, PT). 

Although draft programmes are close to finalisation, they cannot be submitted for approval 
to the European Commission until the adoption of the legislative framework. Indeed, it was 
noted for example in Czechia that the remaining stages of the schedule are entirely 
dependent on the approval of necessary legislation at EU level and that the delays in the MFF 
and regulatory negotiations will cause belated launch of the programming period. Also in 
Austria, Greece and Slovakia, the main reason for delays was the lack of the final regulatory 
framework. Once the legislation is in place IQ-Net programme authorities expect to move fast 
and submit programmes for approval within months. 

Despite the disruptive effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, the crisis seemed to have little or no 
impact on programme preparation (AT, DK, CZ, NL, NRW, SK), although in some countries it was 
too early to evaluate the impact of COVID-19 on programmes (PT, POM, W-M). 

Other factors impacting programme preparation concern internal procedures and 
coordination (DK, FI, NRW, Vla) and other factors beyond the control of programme authorities 
(HR). For example, negotiations between levels of governance (Vla) or horizontally between 
ministries (DK, FI, NRW) were mentioned as leading to delays in programme preparation. In the 
Netherlands, consultations with the European Commission have led to a lengthier drafting 
process than envisaged. In Croatia, final programme architecture is not known until a 
coordinated Government decision is made. Moreover, in Croatia programme preparation 
was disrupted by factors beyond the control of programme authorities such as delayed 
adoption of the legislative framework, but also by an earthquake hitting the capital Zagreb.  

In the United Kingdom, although the context is fundamentally different given Brexit, 
preparations for funding programmes post-2020 are also advancing well. 

• In Wales, preparations are continuing in regards to the frameworks for implementing 
UK Government funding to replace ESIF. A framework has been drafted and was 
published in November 2020.19  

• In Scotland, an ESIF Replacement Steering Group has continued to meet regularly. A 
report on the stakeholder consultation on replacement funding carried out between 
November 2019 and February 2020 was published in June 2020,20 followed by a paper 
on replacement funding in November 2020.21 
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• In England, the MA has contributed recently to work being done by the UK Cabinet 
Office on grant administration - appraisal, evaluation, fraud risk etc. - to help inform 
how future funding is managed. 

 Procedures and preparation methods 

In spring 2020, IQ-Net programme authorities reported that input to inform programme 
development was still being prepared. Six months later, most IQ-Net programmes 

report that the process of producing new information material and reviews had mostly 
terminated (AT, Biz, CZ, DK, FI, NL, NRW, PT). Some notable new material produced over the 
last six months includes: 

• A successful public consultation in NRW in August/September 2020. Over 400 
contributions were received, which are being analysed and fed into preparations for 
the next programme. 

• Greece has commissioned a study from the OECD (in addition to a wider study on the 
country’s growth prospects), which has contributed to the development of the PA. 
Thirteen profiles corresponding to each of the regions have been completed and 
provide valuable lessons learned and recommendations.  

5.2 Structures  

 Adaptations to new contexts 

A number of IQ-Net countries are envisaging significant changes to programme 
structures. In all of those cases, the reasons are linked to adaptations to new contexts: 

• Merger of Regions. France has chosen to simplify its programme architecture, going 
from 41 to 22 programs on ERDF, ESF and EMFF. These provisions enable the optimisation 
of the human and financial cost of managing European funds, and reduce the audit 
load required by regulations, for the benefit of project leaders in the regions. 

• New funding priorities. In Greece, further to shifting priorities there will be separate OPs 
for Transport and Environment in 2021-27. A programme on Public Administration 
Reform will be discontinued. 

• Categorisation of regions. In Vlaanderen, it is confirmed that Limburg will be a transition 
region, which means that a large part of the preparation of the 2021-27 programme 
has focused on whether Limburg will have an earmarked budget or a programme 
separated from the rest of Vlaanderen. The first option has been chosen. 
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• Synergies with other programmes. In Greece it was noted that in 2021, 2022 and 2024 
a new programme and national recovery plans as well as national recovery 
programme will become available. There will be a multitude of programmes and 
facilities available from various funding sources. Their effects on the drafting of the new 
OPs will be important in order to ensure that all possibilities will be exploited in order to 
achieve economies of scale. 

Box 13. Changes in implementation structures in Slovakia 

 

 Interreg 

IQ-Net programme managers generally see Interreg as an important area and expect to 
strengthen the link between mainstream programmes. However, many practicalities 
concerning the European Territorial Cooperation objective and Interreg programmes do not 
yet seem to be clarified. 

• For example in Portugal, the issue of cross-border cooperation (with ES) is particularly 
important from the point of view of the political agenda. The Common Cross-Border 
Development Strategy was presented and approved at the Portuguese-Spanish 
Summit in Guarda on 10 October 2020. This Strategy will cover an area corresponding 
to 62 percent of the national territory, and will be duly articulated with the other support 
instruments relevant for territorial development. However, at the moment, there are no 
details available on how this wider strategic dimension will be operationalised and how 
it will affect the configuration of the national OPs. 

Further to a change of government and new political priorities, there will be a significant 
change in the programme architecture in the Slovak Republic in the next programming 
period. 

The new Government took the political decision to introduce a single multi-Fund OP 
(currently 10 OPs). Managing authority of the future OP Slovakia will be the Ministry of 
Investments, Regional Development and Informatisation, which has so far only performed 
coordination functions. This means that from the next programming period functions of the 
MA and those related to the general coordination of the ESIF implementation will be put 
together under one Ministry. Managing authorities in the 2014-20 programming period will 
continue a role in Cohesion Policy implementation as Intermediary Bodies (IBs). At the 
same time, agencies that have previously functioned as IBs will become ‘Implementing 
Agencies’ for the IBs (in the field of employment; social policy; environment; etc.). All five 
POs will be under the single OP - OP Slovakia.  

The rational behand the decision is that it will lead to simplification and consequently 
increase transparency. 
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• In Croatia, it was still too early to discuss any specifics. The approach to the inclusion of 
interregional, cross-border and transnational cooperation in the OP will be developed, 
when applicable, on a case-by-case basis. 

• The complexity of the practicalities of European Territorial Cooperation was also 
highlighted in Vlaanderen. There was little room to describe the link to interregional, 
cross-border and transnational cooperation per specific objectives. Moreover, there 
was uncertainty over what the European Commission expected. They seem to have 
moved from ‘hard’ interregional engagement (e.g. joint calls) to lighter thematic 
cooperation. However, it was unclear what that meant in practice. 

• The Netherlands is facing a changed context as the INTERREG 2-Seas programme will 
be discontinued, which will affect programmes in the West and South. In reaction, the 
managing authority in West Netherlands indicated that the programme will be more 
open to international actors under the innovation priority, but not under the low-carbon 
and urban projects. In practice, foreign companies will be able to make use of R&D 
infrastructure on bio-based economies in West Netherlands. The South Netherlands 
managing authority indicated to give more attention and adopt a more ‘inviting 
stance’ towards actors from outside the region. 

5.3 Programme content 

Programme content is to a large extent determined by the policy objectives of the 
Cohesion Policy legislation and through the thematic concentration requirements. 

However, specific domestic contexts and priorities are taken into account as well. 

 Thematic concentration 

On thematic concentration requirements, IQ-Net programme managers had mixed views 
when the proposals were presented.22 However, as programme preparations advance, 
thematic concentration requirements are increasingly accepted and issues around thematic 
concentration have been resolved (Biz, CZ, EL, SK, Vla). For example, in Slovakia the possibility 
to report thematic concentration both at regional and national level, and the update of the 
methodology for application of thematic concentration at national level based on the gross 
national income (GNI) was welcomed and helped resolve issues.  

 

“The thematic concentration requirements have been solved and no issues remain. 
It was a great topic at the beginning of preparation of the new period, but not longer.” 
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Thematic concentration requirements were easier to integrate where domestic evaluations of 
funding priorities and demand were already in line such as in Bizkaia, Croatia and Vlaanderen. 
In other cases specific challenges had to be addressed first: 

• Lack of flexibility. In Croatia work on thematic priorities, funding allocations, financial 
prioritisation of policy objectives, priorities, and interventions for 2021-27 was the highest 
priority. In terms of thematic concentration it was noted that the current unpredictable 
circumstances regarding COVID-19 and future recovery plans are likely to affect the 
future investment needs. Thematic concentration requirements might limit the flexibility 
to adapt. In Slovakia, more flexibility in thematic concentrations would be desirable. 
There are concerns that thematic concentration leads to a high implementation 
burden on the shoulders of regional and local actors compared to the available 
funding. 

• In Portugal, the constraints imposed by the thematic concentration requirements were 
noted to mainly have consequences for the use of territorial instruments, since thematic 
concentration implies less extensive use of PO5 than would be possible if the 
mobilisation of PO1/PO2 eligibilities in PO5 were to count towards thematic 
concentration. 

• Limited budgets. In Denmark, where the ERDF and ESF budgets are comparatively 
small, the thematic concentration requirements are generally not seen to be beneficial. 
Similarly, the overall ERDF budget is relatively small in the Netherlands, this leads the 
Dutch managing authorities to align their programmes with domestic innovation 
policies. The discussion on thematic concentration has led to the likely inclusion of PO2 
in the OPs, since the managing authorities was positive towards a stronger link to the 
Green Deal in the new programme. 

 Strong focus on Smarter Europe 

Following the thematic concentration requirements, the new programmes are set to direct 
considerable attention to the objective of a Smarter Europe (PO1). Indeed, several IQ-Net 
programme authorities have noted a particular focus on this policy objective (EL, FR, NL, Vla). 

Key changes under this policy objective in the 2021-27 funding period concern a  

• reinforcement of links with smart specialisation strategies; 

• their evolution in terms of methodology and implementation; and  

• a stronger focus on digitalisation.  

The existence and good governance of national or regional smart specialisation strategies is 
an enabling condition outlined in Annex IV of the CPR for the 2021-27 programming period for 
all Cohesion Policy programmes but the practicalities differ between IQ-Net programmes. For 



 

46 

example the evolution of the strategies may take the form of new thinking concerning the 
territorial level at which smart specialisation strategies are developed. For example in Greece 
where a smart specialisation approach translates into a focus on innovation, digital 
convergence and skills. It has not been decided if there will be a single, national smart 
specialisation strategy or whether regional strategies will complement the national one.  

New approaches may also involve new methodologies for smart specialisation strategies such 
as in the Netherlands or in Vlaanderen, where the managing authorities aim to find missing 
links in domestic smart and climate-related strategies, in order to be additional to these larger 
structures. The new smart specialisation strategy will be a precondition for projects under this 
priority.  

Box 14. New methodology for smart specialisation strategy in the Netherlands 

 
In terms of funding areas, digitalisation will clearly be the most frequently implemented 
investment type of IQ-Net programmes under PO1 (CZ, DK, FI, FR, NRW, Vla, W-M). Other 
important investment types include, cooperation and networking between academia and 
enterprises (SK, W-M,), industrial transformation (FR, W-M) key technologies in societal transition 
(NL), SME support (DK, FR, NRW, SK,), including internationalisation (SK, FR, W-M), and cluster 
support (DK, SK, W-M).  

• In Czechia, the key difference from the 2014-2020 period under PO1 is a shift from 
infrastructure types of investments towards investments of higher level.  

• The focus on a limited number of POs has steered the programming process in some of 
the (smaller) countries (e.g. FI, SE, DK, IE, LU). For example, in Finland, the initial 
recommendation by the Commission was to focus on PO1 and include any 
climate/green interventions under this PO (rather than having a separate PO2). 
However, in the course of the summer 2020, there has been a change of approach, 
and PO2 is now to be included in the programme. While this change has required some 
adjustments to the programme structure, it is also viewed to facilitate the process, not 
least in terms of the setting up of indicators and cost categories. In Denmark PO2 will 
be a separate priority axis, and therefore the green transition focus may be taken out 
or play a smaller role as part of PO1. 

A recent internal study focused on the assessment of the new smart specialisation 
strategies, using a novel methodology based on patent data. The internal assessment 
focused on the different specialisations per province, identifying which choices lead to 
actual specialisation (involving adequate key technologies and knowledge-creation per 
sector). Using the yearly review and the ongoing modelling of innovation data, the smart 
specialisation and provincial priority areas can be adjusted following developments in 
international competitiveness. 
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5.4 Instruments 

Another area in which changes are envisaged in the 2021-27 programme period are 
implementation mechanisms such as territorial and financial instruments. 

 Territorial instruments  

With the experience from 2014-20 and new opportunities offered by the 2021-27 
regulations, many IQ-Net programme managers are envisaging changes to the use 
of territorial instruments. The common provisions regulation provides a logical link 

between territorial instruments and policy objective five (PO5, Europe closer to citizens). In fact, 
by design the European Commission has proposed PO5 to facilitate the set-up and 
implementation of territorial instruments. 

 

 
“To strengthen the integrated territorial development approach, investments in the form of 

territorial tools such as integrated territorial investments ('ITI'), community-led local 
development ('CLLD') or any other territorial tool under policy objective "a Europe closer to 

citizens" supporting initiatives designed by the Member State for investments programmed for 
the ERDF should be based on territorial and local development strategies.”23 

 

Advantages in the existence of PO5 were noted by some IQ-Net programme managers such 
as in Portugal, due to the flexibility it can bring to the implementation of territorial instruments 
in the 2021-27 period. However, implementation could be limited by the thematic 
concentration requirements outlined in the legislation (PT, SK).  

In this respect, a fundamental question for IQ-Net programme authorities is how to programme 
the minimum earmarked ERDF amounts (eight percent according to current discussions) for 
sustainable urban development (SUD). 

• In Finland, no PO 5 will be used and SUD will be supported under PO1. 

• In Denmark, there are discussions to implement urban development under PO5, or 
possibly part of it under PO5 and part of it under PO2. During the 2014-20 programme 
period, there have been challenges involved with the administrative setup of the SUD, 
and the managing authority is in dialogue with the Commission in order to find the best 
solution for the upcoming programme period.  
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• In terms of investment priorities and thematic concentration, the decision has been 
made in Vlaanderen to target 60 percent of the planned budget on PO1 and 40 
percent on PO2. This means that PO5 is not foreseen as part of the Flemish ERDF 
programme. Horizontally, 10 percent of the budget will be reserved for the two large 
cities (Antwerp and Ghent) and another 10 percent for eleven smaller cities (‘regional 
cities’). This means that the urban dimension is no longer delivered through an ITI 
structure. 

In most programmes, however, SUD and other territorial approaches will be implemented 
under PO5 (AT, CZ, NL, NRW, SK, W-M). In many cases, integrated territorial investments (ITIs) 
are included as an implementation tool, which will see some evolutions and new approaches: 

• Vlaanderen will continue to use provincial ITIs in 2021-27 after careful evaluation of 
advantages and disadvantages (the mid-term evaluation gave a mixed assessment). 
On the positive side, they have created more coherence between socio-economic 
actors and regional partnerships and have led to meaningful projects that fit with their 
regional strategic frameworks. However, a combination of ERDF and ESF in projects was 
not achieved and some coordination issues between levels of governance were also 
encountered. Finally, ITI implementation creates additional administrative burden.  

• In Croatia, the regional ITI approach in 2021-27 will be complemented with other 
territorial tools, such as the small cities mechanism which is to be broadened based on 
a need to respond to local social and economic challenges. The objective is to allow 
for more coordination and joint activities between national, regional and local level, 
as well as for a more integrated and multi-funds approach. 

• There is a change in how sustainable urban development is supported in Finland. Rather 
than focusing on the six largest cities, the new SUD strategy will cover the Helsinki region 
and all Universities cities (in total 18 cities). Effectively, Finland will have one ITI strategy 
which includes 15 ecosystem agreements (the capital cities are included under one 
ecosystem agreement). All ITI cities will have one coordination body and all of this is 
implemented at the lead of the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment. The 
ecosystem agreements are one form of innovation agreements between the State 
and the Cities which set out key development priorities and needs. 

• In Greece, existing ITIs and urban development strategies are encouraged to be 
extended to continue to exist in the 2021-2027 period. The reasons are that there have 
been long set-up phases and a long maturing process. The preparation of 
administrative procedures was lengthy and the issuing of calls has also been delayed. 
In fact, the strategies have started to be implemented only recently. 

Concerning CLLD, IQ-Net programme managers who have made positive experiences in 
2014-20 are continuing their use in 2021-27. For example in Austria, CLLD will continue in Tyrol, 
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using EAFRD and ERDF. EAFRD will continue as lead Fund. The managing authority in the West 
Netherlands intends to do more CLLD projects in the new programme following a successful 
pilot in one neighbourhood (in The Hague). 

The use of CLLD is being considered in Czechia, Pomorskie, Warmińsko-Mazurskie and also in 
Greece, where the option for CLLDs will be included in the PA. However, in Greece the 
decision whether or not to use this tool will be left to local actors, as it is seen as a bottom up 
approach. In 2014-20, implementation was marked by some difficulties but it was expected 
that the previous experience and a focus on institutional capacity would lead to successful 
implementation in 2021-27. 

Some reservations concerning the use of Structural Funds for CLLD can still be observed in a 
number of IQ-Net programmes. For example, CLLD will not be considered in Bizkaia, Croatia, 
Denmark, NRW and Vlaanderen. In Finland, CLLD will also not be used, although similar type 
of activity takes place involving co-financing from ESF. In Slovakia, the use of ERDF for CLLD will 
cease in the 2021-27 programming period, as its benefits are considered not proportionate to 
the administrative effort that their implementation requires. 

 Financial instruments 

Many IQ-Net programme managers have indicated that plans to use financial 
instruments are taking shape (DK, FR, Pom, SK, W-M).  

• In Denmark, it has been decided to include financial instruments as an opportunity in 
the ERDF programme. So far it is expected to be included under PO1. It has been 
suggested that the focus should be on supporting knowledge intensive start-ups from 
universities. As a next step the managing authority will meet with the Danish state's 
investment fund in order to further discuss the concrete needs for FIs. 

• In Slovakia, two ex-ante assessments are being prepared that will inform the use of 
financial instruments in the future period. It is anticipated that they will focus on SMEs 
and energy performance contracting.  

• In France, a recent report central to the preparation of the programmes recommends 
to increase the use of financial instruments within the framework of ERDF programming 
for the 2021-27 period and to harmonise the ERDF financial instruments with the regional 
and partner financing instruments.  

In Spring 2020, a number of IQ-Net programme authorities have indicated that they are not 
intending to use financial instruments in 2021-27, and generally this position has not changed 
since then, for example in Vlaanderen. 

• In Austria a financial instrument used in 2014-20 will be continued but as a purely 
domestic instrument outside the framework of EU funds.  
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• A need to rethink financial instruments use was expressed in NRW given the low uptake 
of the 2014-20 financial instrument.  

• In Czechia, managing authorities are still reluctant to use financial instruments. 
However, the managing authority of the Entrepreneurship for Competitiveness OP 
plans to use them to the largest extent.  

Two IQ-Net programme managers in the Czechia and in Finland have indicated that they 
intend to transfer parts of the ERDF allocation to InvestEU. 

5.5 Procedures and implementation practices 

 Administrative practices 

A number of IQ-Net programme managers envisage to streamline administrative procedures. 

• The managing authority in East Netherlands is working on improvements regarding the 
administrative burden and standardisation of the IT system.  

• Dealing with high demand. In West Netherlands it is expected that projects related to 
circular economy, renewable energy and energy efficiency will be in high demand. 
This will lead the MA to submit almost all climate-specific projects to the European 
Commission as part of the draft OP. This will require further selection and crystallisation: 
one option is to focus on integrated projects that combine circular, climate and energy 
innovation themes (using pioneer / pilot projects). 

• Reducing dispersion of competences. In France, the payment certification function is 
reviewed for 2021-2027 due to changes in the European regulatory framework and the 
withdrawal of the body doing the certification in 2014-20 (the General Directorate of 
Public Finance). In this perspective, each managing authority will develop a 
mechanism to meet the new European regulatory obligations relating to the 
accounting function. 

Other IQ-Net programmes are planning to put a stronger focus on projects. 

• In Vlaanderen, the managing authority uses project generation experiences gained in 
the current programme help generate larger investment projects, enhance the 
innovation infrastructure, and fund a lower total number projects. This will involve a 
lower number of calls throughout the period. 

• In Croatia, there is a need to develop a new system for determining initial and target 
indicator values and a methodology for calculating unit indicator values for the next 
programming period based on experience from the current and previous period as 
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well as the Instruments for Pre-Accession Assistance and considering the types of 
operations. 

• In Denmark, calls will be organised differently to allow more time for project 
development and help applicants build the right partnerships.  

 Citizen engagement 

In general terms citizen engagement is seen as already functioning well and not 
requiring changes in the overall approach (AT, Biz, CZ, DK, HR, PT, PL (Pom), SK).  

• For example in Denmark, the managing authority has promoted the ‘Open Doors’ 
concept of inviting citizens to visit projects. Broadly, this has been successful, and some 
open-door events have attracted 50-100 participants. This approach will thus be 
continued in the coming programme period. 

• In Warmińsko-Mazurskie citizens and local partners are actively involved in the process 
of preparing and setting up the OP, including by participating directly in a working 
group or within the frames of public consultations. At the project level, communication 
with stakeholders and citizens has been included as a selection criterion.  

Some adjustments are taking place nevertheless and are in all cases linked to the 
strengthening of the partnership principle and communication activities (EL, FI, HR, NL, Vla). 

• In Greece, the objective of strengthening citizen engagement has been included in a 
national guidance document. The intention is to strengthen consultation and make 
engagement more interactive. However, the pandemic is an obstacle to a wider 
consultation as large live consultation events are not possible.  

• More transparency in the project generation process by using a fixed calendar of calls 
per priority is an objective for the managing authority in Vlaanderen, after the mid-term 
evaluation highlighted this process as a ‘black box’ during 2014-20. 

5.6 Cohesion Policy and the Just Transition Fund 

The Just Transition Fund (JTF) remains the subject of negotiation and discussion at EU and 
Member State levels. It is part of the EU’s Just Transition Mechanism alongside two funding 
facilities (InvestEU and EIB loans). Overall, this mobilises at least €150 billion over the period 2021-
2027 to alleviate the socio-economic impact of transition towards a climate-neutral economy 
in the most affected regions. The July European Council conclusions proposed an allocation 
for the JTF of €7.5 billion under the multiannual financial, complemented with €10 billion from 
the new recovery fund (Next Generation EU). The €10 billion component of JTF resources is 
expected to be complemented with Cohesion Policy funds and governed by Cohesion Policy 
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rules. Thus, accessing JTF funds will require a re-allocation of funding from national ERDF and 
ESF+ envelopes. To access the JTF, Member States must submit ‘territorial just-transition plans’. 
The Commission has identified eligible regions within the Member States, as well as priority 
investment areas, outlined in Annex D to the 2020 European Semester Country Reports. 

The distribution of the JTF budget to the Member States is based on five socio-economic 
criteria, each of which has a different weighting factor in the calculation method: half of the 
allocation is based on economic criteria (greenhouse gas emissions, production of peat, and 
of oil shale and oil sands), with the other half based on social criteria (employment data). The 
bar charts below show the budget allocation by Member State according to the European 
Council figures, based on the same distribution key as used in the Commission’s proposal. 
Figure 8 shows the budget allocation by Member State according to the European Council 
figures, based on the same distribution key as used in the Commission’s proposal. This shows 
the largest overall allocations in Poland, Germany, Romania, Czechia and Bulgaria. 

Figure 8. JTF budget allocation by MS (EC proposal, July 2020) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: European Parliament (2020) A Just Transition Fund for climate-neutral EU regions, EPRS Briefing 
paper, October 2020. 
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In September 2020, the European Parliament approved a resolution on the JTF calling for 
changes to the Commission proposal and European Council agreement. This included 
recommending an increase in the MFF part of JTF to over €25 billion, in 2018 prices. It called for 
changes to other components of the Commission proposal and European Council 
agreement:24 

• Scope: extension of the fund's scope to sustainable investments, for example in 
microenterprises, sustainable tourism, energy storage technologies, smart and 
sustainable mobility, low-emission district heating, projects fighting energy poverty, 
culture, education and community building. 

• Co-financing: a rate of up to 85 percent for projects targeting the most vulnerable 
communities in each region. 

• Island and outermost regions: should receive a share of one percent of the total 
budget. 

• Green reward mechanism: establishing a reserve of 18 percent of the total JTF 
resources to be allocated to Member States that reduce their greenhouse gas 
emissions more quickly than others, with only 50 percent of the national allocation 
available for countries which have not yet committed to a 2050-climate neutrality 
national target. 

• Exclusions: allowing investments in activities related to natural gas under strict 
conditions. 

Given ongoing negotiations, there are still uncertainties concerning the impact of the JTF on 
budgetary planning, programming and implementation arrangements across IQ-Net 
programmes. Nevertheless, preparatory work has continued across programme authorities. In 
some cases, detailed analyses and territorial diagnoses on the application of the Just Transition 
Fund have been conducted (e.g. PT). In the case of Austria, analyses and deliberations have 
produced alternative proposals on JTF coverage, to be discussed with the Commission. Other 
countries are finalising the set-up of the institutional framework for the programming exercise 
and drafting of territorial just-transition plans (EL). 

The Commission has not identified any eligible areas for some of the regional IQ-Net 
programmes (e.g. Biz, Pom, Vla, W-M). The MA/IB of such OPs do not expect any effects of the 
current JTF proposal on their budgetary planning, programming or implementation 
arrangements. Others, however, anticipate potential consequences, e.g. due to the 
requirement to complement the JTF from the ERDF and ESF+ funds from the national part, 
which might lead to a reduced allocation for regions not benefitting from the JTF support.  
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The following issues have been highlighted concerning the anticipated effects of the JTF 
proposals upon budgetary planning (Section 5.6.1), programming (5.6.2) and geographical 
targeting (5.6.3). 

 Budgetary planning 

There is still uncertainty on JTF budgets as a number of elements crucial for planning remain 
under negotiation or discussion. The negotiation of the JTF regulation, including the proposal 
on the allocation of resources per Member State, is still ongoing. In addition, the ESIF 
contribution coefficient to the JTF has not been finalised. Furthermore, policy decisions and 
forecasts were often pending on the outcomes of the relevant domestic debates (e.g. 
budgetary discussions between regions or decisions on the distribution of the JTF-related 
financial burden). 

Although clarity or detail is often lacking with regards to budgetary planning, preparations are 
underway, identifying potential funding sources to complement the JTF allocation. For instance 
in Greece, alongside the contribution of JTF, some ERDF and ESF+ resources will be allocated 
to just transition, but their level has not been determined yet. However estimates of the 
required resources to cover the development needs and the successful implementation of the 
Territorial Just Transition Plans for the eligible areas are much greater that what can be 
provided only from the JTF. Part of the investment gap that will occur is expected to be 
covered through the mobilisation of resources from the other two pillars of the JTF (InvestEU, 
EIB), the EAFRD, EU competitive programmes, and national resources (Green Fund, Lignite 
Resource) as well as tax/development incentives. 

The potential impact of ERDF or ESF+ transfers and co-financing remains a concern. Under 
current proposals, the MFF component of the JTF's own specific budget will be complemented 
with resources from the ERDF, ESF+ through obligatory transfers. The total of ERDF and ESF+ 
resources transferred to the JTF should be between 1.5 and 3 times the amount of the JTF 
budget part stemming from the EU budget (i.e. €10 billion according to the May 2020 
Commission proposal). In addition, Member States are also expected to provide funding of 
their own, with levels of EU co-financing depending on the category of the region in which the 
'just transition territory' is located. Programme authorities are still unsure how transfers from ERDF 
and ESF to JTF will be organised and the impact this will have on national / regional budgets. 
In some cases, the amount of JTF is relatively large in comparison to ERDF and ESF and therefore 
there should be some flexibility in how transfers are applied (e.g. FI). The lack of clarity around 
co-financing is making JTF planning complex for some programme authorities, especially 
where funding envelopes are limited (e.g. Vla). In the Netherlands, some regions will receive 
substantial budgets from the ERDF, ESF+ and JTF, while other (carbon-intensive) regions will 
have no access to the JTF, and as a result of the ERDF co-financing condition, will receive less 
ERDF support.  
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Absorption capacity is an issue in some cases. The ability of regions to spend substantial 
resources under the JTF in an effective and timely manner is a concern in some cases. The 
proposal from May to allocate to this initiative four times more than the initial allocation would 
have put pressure on the absorption capacity of some regions (e.g. in CZ). 

 Programming 

Different programming options are being considered for implementing the JTF: 

• Separate OPs. In Czechia, work has begun on drafting a new OP to implement the JTF, 
managed by the Ministry of Environment. Further discussions are anticipated both at 
national and EC levels before finalisation in January 2021. Delineation between the JTF 
OP and other programmes is seen as a crucial and challenging part of the process and 
an additional complication for the programming phase (e.g. CZ). In Greece, given the 
Just Transition covers a range of policies the decision has also been taken to implement 
the JTF through one national sectoral programme. This will incorporate all the Territorial 
Just Transition Plans and provide reference to all investments expected to be 
implemented through all JTF means and tools. 

• Separate priority axis in OPs. This option, where an additional priority axis would be 
integrated into the OP, is being in several cases (e.g. AT, FI and under consideration in 
NRW and SK). 

There is a strong emphasis on ensuring complementarities and synergies in programming JTF-
related measures, including through pursuing strategic and institutional coordination. 
Programming the JTF presents opportunities and challenges in terms of coordination because 
of the wide array of public policies involved in the transition process and the range of potential 
synergies and complementarities with other instruments.  

• Member States are bringing together Cohesion Policy partnerships and climate 
networks at regional and local levels to ensure coherence. In Denmark, synergies will 
be pursued through coordination with the climate partnerships, which were established 
by the government in 2019 to inform the work towards reaching Denmark's 70 percent 
target for greenhouse gas emissions by 2030. Coordination will also take place in 
consultation with the ERDF and ESF partnerships. Special attention is being given to 
involving NUTS-3 regions and municipalities as important policy responsibilities lie at 
these levels. 
 

• Coordination and capacity in the implementation process will also be important. Given 
ongoing negotiations and discussions, there is still relatively limited detail with regards 
to the specific implementation arrangements for JTF across IQ-Net programmes. In 
Slovakia there will be a separate unit at Ministry-level responsible for implementation. 
At the same time, there are some concerns about administrative capacity at the 
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regional level, where implementing the JTF will coincide with the closure of current 
programmes, the launch of new OPs and adaptation to anti-COVID-19 initiatives such 
as CRII/+ and REACT-EU (e.g. CZ). 

 Geographical targeting 

The territorial dimension of the Just Transition Fund remains a concern to several Member 
States. Some national and programme authorities have been critical of the proposed 
geographical coverage of the fund by the Commission and called for other regions or 
geographical scales to be eligible for support (e.g. AT, DK, FI, NL, NRW). The argument is for the 
eligible territory to be larger, sometimes due funding absorption concerns. Several MS have 
developed alternative proposals, based on internal analyses and discussions: 

• Austria would prefer a larger eligible territory than the current two regions in Upper 
Austria and Styria suggested by the Commission. Austria has sent a proposal that 
includes a horizontal allocation element into the definition of eligible areas and 
discussed a new proposal of an alternative, larger eligible territory with the European 
Commission on 24 October. 
 

• In the Netherlands, there are a number of other carbon-intensive regions mentioned in 
the country annex and there is a push for more regions to become eligible for the JTF.  
 

• In Finland, due to the relatively large amount of funding under JTF, the MA is seeking to 
enlarge the coverage beyond East and North Finland, which were initially the only 
regions proposed by the Commission. 
 

• In Denmark, the Commission has recommended that the funds should be focused on 
the region of North Jutland, which is a centre for the cement industry. There may be 
other regions where the needs of the Fund are found to be more pressing seen from 
the perspective of national stakeholders. Examples could be to support the transition 
in areas currently dominated by oil and gas industry or other areas with energy 
intensive industries. This is to be discussed with national stakeholders, e.g. the climate 
partnerships and the Ministry of Climate, Energy and Utilities. 

• In NRW, three districts within NRW are eligible for JTF support. Internal discussion on the 
matter have taken place and it is seen as challenging that only these districts are 
eligible as they cover only a very small area of the overall OP intervention area and 
because the needs for funding the transition are not necessarily concentrated in these 
territories.  
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