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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

EU institutions and MS broadly recognise 

the benefits in supporting positive 

interactions between ESI Funds, both 

internally and externally with RRF:  

 supporting more efficient absorption by 

identifying risks of duplication; 

 encouraging more strategic investment 

by exploring complementarities and 

potential synergy effects; and 

 strengthening implementation through 

sharing of capacities, resource and 

knowledge across funding bodies. 

However, the pursuit of positive interactions 

is challenged by regulatory gaps between 

EU Funds and instruments and differences in 

governance systems. 

 Internally, in spite of the CPR being a 

‘common rulebook’, Funds continue to 

have their own regulations.  

 Externally, positive ESIF interactions with 

the new RRF are important, but the ESIF 

model is very different and much more 

complex than the RRF framework, 

which is under ‘direct management’. 

Governance structures and mechanisms 

are being used to encourage positive 

interactions, usually in the form of working 

groups or networks dedicated to exploring 

complementarities and synergies between 

specific instruments or through specific 

programme architectures (multi-Fund OPs 

and bodies that combine management 

tasks across multiple programmes). 

Setting shared strategic priorities 

strengthens the scope for positive 

interactions, but this varies across thematic 

fields. Notable examples are R&D, social 

inclusion, SUD. 

Implementation systems are crucial to 

realise plans for achieving these 

interactions, but it is often the case that the 

impetus for developing complementarities 

and synergies declines over time.  

Achieving these positive interactions is 

demanding. Input from the programme 

level in setting and implementing provisions 

for achieving complementarities in 

practice for this is vital. 

Close complementarity or synergy across 

Funds should not always be seen as the 

ultimate goal. Demarcation rather than 

complementarity may be the focus. Thus, 

efforts to develop complementarities and 

synergies though potentially valuable must 

be clearly justified in terms of strategic 

impacts, implementation efficiency and 

programme performance. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Programme authorities across the EU face a complex mix of programming challenges for the 

2021-27 period, with multiple funding streams needing to be planned and implemented. Both 

the regulations and European Commission guidance highlight the importance of coordination, 

if not integration, the avoidance of duplication, and synergies. 

This paper assesses the scope for realising positive European Structural and Investment Funds 

(ESIF) interaction both internally and externally between ESIF and the Recovery and Reslience 

Fund (RRF). Positive interaction can have a range of intensities, from coherence to synergy (see 

Table 1).  

Table 1: Synergy and related terms 

Term Summary definition 

Synergy The interaction of two or more agents, resources or activities such that the product is 
worth greater than the sum of the component parts (1+1>2). 

Complementarity Activities or policy efforts that build on the strengths and account for the limitations in 
each other (1+1=2). 

Coordination A process by which donors share information about or identify their respective 
resources, goals, processes and timelines to each other in order to reduce 
duplication and increase complementarity. 

Coherence Where two or more distinct policies or programmes are logically consistent and do 
not counteract each other. 

Ferry M, Kah S and Bachtler J (2016) Maximisation of synergies between European Structural and 

Investment Funds and other EU instruments to attain Europe 2020 goals, Report to the European 

Parliament's Committee on Regional Development, Brussels, http://bit.ly/585-872 

The avoidance of duplication and overlaps in Funds and instruments is a basic goal but positive 

interactions have the potential to achieve additional, combined effects. They can lead to 

more strategic investment by integrating support from multiple EU sources, strengthen 

implementation through sharing of capacities, resource and knowledge across funding bodies 

and establish a more visible link between EU policies and meeting the needs and realities at 

national and regional level. At the beginning of the 2014-20 period, the European Parliament 

and Council made it clear that the pursuit of these positive interactions was no longer 

considered a ‘nice to have’ but was seen as a ‘need to implement’.1 

Nevertheless, there are significant barriers to these efforts. The operation of separate regulatory 

regimes for different Funds and instruments creates complexity and uncertainty for authorities 

and beneficiaries. Fragmentation in implementation arrangements across instruments, Funds 

and levels of governance has been a persistent obstacle to positive interaction. Moreover, 

ESIF operates alongside established directly managed EU policies (Horizon Europe, the LIFE 

programme, the Connecting Europe Facility etc.) which offer potential for positive interaction 

with ESIF but have different regulatory and governance frameworks. Finally, a series of new 

initiatives are being launched, in response to the pandemic (e.g. RRF) and the EU’s ‘green 

transition’ agenda (Just Transition Fund). These have varying degrees of thematic and territorial 

http://bit.ly/585-872
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overlap with ESIF, offering scope for positive interactions but presenting regulatory and 

governance challenges. In this context, assessments by the EC and other stakeholders have 

noted the need for increased efforts to develop productive relationships between ESI Funds, 

both internally and with other EU funding sources:  

“While there have been positive examples of closer alignment between EU 

funding instruments in the 2014-2020 period, synergies with sectoral policies 

and other spending programmes need to be maximised”2 

In order to facilitate in-depth analysis, the paper focuses on efforts to strengthen positive 

interactions under two headings:3  

 Internal interactions between ESI Funds: ERDF, ESF, EAFRD, EMFF and Cohesion Fund 

(with particular attention to the first two); 

 External interactions with Recovery and Resilience Fund (RRF) as a new, substantial 

source of EU investment with significant thematic overlap with ESIF. Demonstrating 

sufficient coherence/synergies of RRF with Cohesion Policy (CP) and other instruments 

is a regulatory requirement.4 

 

Figure 1: Analytical framework 

 

Source: EPRC. 
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Although these headings have different internal and external orientations, the pursuit of 

positive interactions involves three common, cross-cutting dimensions (see Figure 1):5 

 Governance structures and mechanisms - ensuring the effective exploitation of the 

potential for synergies between funds and instruments through the establishment of 

mechanisms to foster coordinated access and joint working; 

 Strategic frameworks - concerning the drafting process and content of strategic 

documents and action plans within the frameworks of EU instruments that facilitate 

positive interactions, (including the choice of priorities and the allocation of funding to 

them, specific objectives, types of actions and beneficiaries etc.).  

 Implementation approaches - including the alignment or ‘phasing’ of funding for 

projects under different instruments, the participation of representatives of other 

instruments in project appraisal or selection processes, the incorporation of the aims of 

other instruments in programme priorities or project selection criteria or joint monitoring 

and feedback about the impact of different instruments etc. 

Section 0 starts by looking at interactions and complementarities within ESI Funds, with a focus 

on ERDF and ESF. It follows the dimensions of the analytical framework, by first presenting 

structures and mechanisms (Section 2.1), the discussing the relevance of strategic priorities 

(Section 2.2) and then looking at implementation arrangements (Section 2.3). Section 2 

concludes with a look ahead at 2021-27 (Section 2.4). Section 3 turns to the relationship 

between CP and the RRF, discussing strategic coherence (Section 3.1), the challenge of 

ensuring effective absorption (Section 3.2) and the importance of the effective management 

and implementation systems. Section 4 draws some conclusions. 
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2 INTERACTIONS AND COMPLEMENTARITIES WITHIN 

STRUCTURAL FUNDS  

The focus on supporting positive interactions has steadily increased across programme 

periods. The Commission emphasises this as a means to maximise the impact of the ESI Funds. 

A key aim of the legislative proposals for the 2014-20 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 

was the establishment of a more integrated strategic framework across EU Funds to counter 

the existing fragmented approach. Commission regulations required Member States (MS) and 

MAs responsible for the implementation of the ESI Funds to work closely together in the 

preparation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the Partnership Agreement (PA) 

and Operational Programmes (OPs). This included In particular, through actions highlighted in 

the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR), listed below (Box 1). 

Box 1: CPR actions for the integrated use of ESI Funds, 2014-20 

 

 Identifying thematic areas of intervention where the ESI Funds can be combined in a 

complementary manner. 

 Use of multi-Fund programmes for the Funds where appropriate; 

 Promoting the involvement of Managing Authorities (MAs) responsible for other ESI Funds 

and relevant ministries in the development of support schemes to ensure coordination 

and synergies and to avoid overlaps. 

 Using joint Monitoring Committees and other joint management and control 

arrangements for programmes; encouraging cooperation between MAs of different ESI 

Funds in the areas of monitoring, evaluation, management and control, and audit. 

 Use of "one-stop shops", including for advice and guidance on the opportunities of 

support available through ESI Funds and on the development of operations, calls for 

proposals and selection processes to facilitate access to Funds for integrated projects; 

 Combining the ESI Funds into integrated packages which are tailor-made to address 

specific territorial challenges in order to support the achievement of the objectives set 

out in the PA and OPs. This can be done using Integrated Territorial Investments (ITIs) and 

Community-led Local Development (CLLD). 

Source: Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council, Annex 1 – 

Common Strategic Framework 

Taken together, these actions involve: 

 establishing structures and mechanisms to ensure complementarity of ESIF; 

 setting strategic priorities that support the identification of thematic areas where different 

Funds and programmes can interact in a positive way; and 

 putting in place systems and processes that support positive interaction during ESIF 

implementation. 
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2.1 Structures and mechanisms for complementarity  

Governance structures and mechanisms are providing different configurations of high-level 

support, cross-cutting fora and programme-level linkages to encourage positive interactions. 

As part of the drafting process for PAs and OPs in 2014-20, MS were required by the Commission 

to provide details of the mechanisms to be used to ensure coherent linkages across ESI Funds. 

This was a change from the 2007-13 period, when the description of coordination mechanisms 

was not as formalised.6 Countries used partnership-based coordination structures to develop 

and oversee PAs and OPs in a way that encourages the identification of synergies or 

complementarities across Funds. High level political bodies, steering committees and working 

groups and structures for exchange between programme authorities play a role in identifying 

complementarities, providing an overarching platforms for developing strategic coherence. 

Political coordination provides an overarching structure for complementarity, benefiting from 

ministerial leadership, and often receiving technical support from national agencies (Table 2).  

Table 2: Political coordination arrangements  

Country Example 

 

The ESIF Council in Czechia oversees coherence between the programmes co-financed by 

ESI Funds and discusses measures to increase the complementary and synergistic 
effectiveness of the support provided. Moreover, the National Coordination Authority (NCA) 
continuously monitors the planning of synergies and complementary challenges, proposes 
measures to ensure synergies and complementarities across OPs. 

 

The Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment in Finland oversees the management and 

implementation of the joint ERDF-ESF programme as MA and Certifying Authority for the 
Funds. Within the Ministry, the Committee for Regional Renewal (AUNE) brings together 
representatives of key ministries, Regional Councils, ELY-Centres, regional state 
administrative agencies, cities and other key stakeholders. AUNE functioned as the main OP 
preparatory platform, coordinating inputs on the priorities and on various other issues related to 
the Structural Funds. 

 

At the initiative of the Ministry of Economic Affairs in the Netherlands, regular thematic 

meetings are gathering all relevant ministries, in addition to other actors: Ministry of Agriculture 
(MA for EAFRD and EMFF), Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment (MA for ESF and 
AMIF), Ministry of Justice and Security, ERDF MAs, umbrella organisations of the provinces 
and other stakeholders. 

 

The Inter-ministerial Team for European Union Funds in Poland is an advisory body to the 

national government, and the PA Committee supports the Ministry of Development Funds and 
Regional Policy in the process of coordinating the implementation of the PA and use of EU 
funds in different OPs. 

 

In Portugal, inter-ministerial thematic coordination commissions involve ministers in all areas 

which have ESIF application, coordinated by the Minister of Planning. The Inter-ministerial 
Committee for the Coordination of the PA has overall responsibility for political coordination 
and decision-making. The Portuguese Agency for Development and Cohesion, in cooperation 
with the national coordinating bodies of the EAFRD and EMFF, provides technical and 
administrative support to the Inter-ministerial Coordination Committee. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

Alongside the overarching role of high level bodies, steering committees and working groups 

focus on thematic and operational complementarities in the drafting and implementation of 

PAs and OPs. These cover cross-cutting thematic or operational issues to provide stakeholders 
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with focused arenas for interaction and opportunities to develop links across ESI Funds and 

programmes.  

 In Portugal, the role of national thematic and functional networks in ensuring 

coordination is particularly emphasised. For example, the Network for Incentive 

Schemes has been important in coordinating the programming and implementation 

of the regional schemes (including delimitation of interventions between thematic and 

regional OPs). 

 In Greece, complementarity is organised through cross-Fund Working Groups on 

Simplified Costs, and a Cooperation Network on the National Anti-Fraud Strategy. 

Independently from formal representation in MCs, regular meetings for coordination and 

exchange of information between ESF and ERDF managers are organised in several cases (e.g. 

PV, Sco, SK, Vla, Wal, W-M, see Table 3).  

Table 3: Regular exchange between ERDF and ESF managers  

Country Example 

 

In Slovakia, there is a Working Committee with representatives of the Central Coordination 

Body, all MAs and IBs, and this is the national framework to coordinate synergies and 
complementarities within ESIF implementation and also with domestic support instruments. 

 

In Vlaanderen, ERDF and ESF MAs hold an annual coordination meeting at the level of OP 

management. Also, when required, MA representatives join meetings of each other’s technical 
working groups to discuss substantive issues such as demarcation of interventions and 
complementarity of project calls. 

 

In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, regional OP interventions are subject to special coordination with 

measures of the OP Eastern Poland, as there is substantial overlap in territorial and thematic 
coverage. The main tool for coordinating interventions are meetings of the Steering Group for 
the coordination of interventions in Eastern Poland. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

Beyond these basic elements, there is considerable variation in the configuration and 

orientation of mechanisms to identify strategic complementarities, with programme 

architecture a crucial factor.  

In the case of multi-Fund OPs, actors from different Funds have been automatically included 

in the drafting and implementation of OPs, supporting the development of complementarities. 

The option of multi-Fund programmes – which for this study are defined as combining ERDF 

and ESF funding in one OP – is used in 16 MS in 2014-20 (see Figure 2).7  
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Figure 2: Multi-Fund OPs 2014-20 per Member State 

 

Source: adjusted from https://www.spatialforesight.eu/puplications.html#article-46. Note: some multi-

Fund OPs also cover the CF (in Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Portugal and Slovenia). 

A clear justification for establishing multi-Fund OPs was to improve the integration and 

complementarity of Funds, bringing ERDF and ESF actors closer together, including at the 

regional level (Table 4):8  
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Table 4: Rationale behind the use of multi-Fund OPs in selected countries, 2014-20 

Country Rationale 

 

In Czechia, the multi-Fund OPs have facilitated the use of extra project selection criteria to 

encourage links to complementary ERDF-ESF projects and efforts to ensure project 
beneficiaries that if the ERDF project would be of a high quality, they would receive afterwards 
also ESF support parts. 

 

In Finland, managing the two Funds in one programme has to a certain extent facilitated the 

pursuit of complementarities at the regional level. Both Funds are dealt with together at meetings 
of the Regional Management Committees (MYR) and their Secretariats (MYRS), which makes it 
easier to establish links. 

 

In France, coordination and complementarity are facilitated by the fact that regional councils are 

MAs for ERDF, EAFRD and some for ESF. 

 

Joint ERDF-ESF regional OPs are highlighted in the PA of Poland as a key institutional 

innovation for increasing coordination between the programmes, funds and instruments. 

 

Portugal complements ERDF investments in firms with ESF support for professional training 

and to complement ERDF with ESF in regional strategies/OPs in TOs 8, 9 and 10. 

 

Slovakia uses funding from both ERDF and ESF in the OP Human Resources, which 

specifically supports Roma communities via an integrated approach of both soft and hard 
investment measures. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

Nevertheless, multi-Fund OPs do not guarantee strong complementarities. ERDF and ESF 

measures can be implemented separately. Priorities supported by the different funds are 

sometimes managed by different bodies within the OP (e.g. Slovakia). For Austria, experience 

in past programme periods has shown that the use of multi-Fund OPs does not bring any 

significant added value. Instead, the guiding principle now is to follow domestic structures and 

this is possible with mono-Fund programmes. 

Complementarities are also strengthened where mono-Fund OPs are managed by the same 

body, the close proximity of programme staff and the sharing of common systems and tools 

facilitates strategic complementarities (Table 5). 
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Table 5: Joint governance arrangements for ERDF and ESF 

Country Rationale 

 

In Denmark, the Danish Business Authority (DBA) is the MA for both ERDF and ESF OPs and 

this has facilitated the identification of complementarities. Although frontline administrative staff 
are specialised in one particular Fund, the sharing of national regulations, management 
monitoring committee, strategic management within DBA, IT platforms etc. – as well as adjacent 
office space – help to ensure a high level of coordination between the two Funds. 

 

Although they have a separate management structure, the ERDF and ESF MAs in Vlaanderen 

both fall under the Flemish Ministry of Work, Economy, Social Economy, Innovation and 
Agriculture. The Flanders Innovation and Entrepreneurship Agency is the MA for ERDF in 
Flanders and also acts as MA for the Flemish Interreg programmes, which means that the 
institutional ties are relatively short and allow for a global overview of the ESIF/ETC programmes 
and informal information-sharing. 

 

There are single MAs for ERDF and ESF programmes in Scotland and Wales, facilitating 

aligned design and delivery of these OPs. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

For countries with a complex mixture of national (sectoral) and regional programmes, PAs and 

OPs include detailed descriptions of formal mechanisms for achieving complementarities. In 

these contexts, demarcation lines have been establishing eligibility of investments across Funds 

and OPs, avoiding duplication as a precursor to developing complementarities. 

In Slovakia, the Integrated Regional OP has an annex that identifies demarcation lines and 

determines OPs where most extensive synergies are expected. The annex identifies 10 

thematic areas, broken down into thematic objectives and investment priorities, and then into 

complementary activities and demarcation lines that would be funded by each of the 

relevant OPs. Where relevant, coordinating mechanisms are specified (Box 2).  
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Box 2: IROP in Slovakia – complementarities with other OPs (transport infrastructure) 

 

TO 7: Promoting sustainable transport and removing bottlenecks in key network 

infrastructures; Investment priority 7 (a): Promoting a multimodal Single 

European Transport Area through Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) 

investments 

IROP 

Complementary and synergistic interaction: 

 one of the prerequisites for investment in roads class II and III is their connectivity 

to the TEN-T network; and 

 the synergy is in particular between the future TEN-T corridors and possible 

complementary investments in the relevant roads class II and III. 

OP Integrated Infrastructure 

Complementary and synergistic interaction: 

 construction of motorways and expressways, including conduits; and 

 building intelligent transport systems. 

Coordination mechanism: participation of the Ministry of Transport and Construction 

of Slovakia as the central body of transport policies and MA for OP II in the Partnership 

Councils established for the Regional Integrated Territorial Strategy, responsible for 

SUD. 

Source: Slovak IROP 2014-20.  

Other examples include: 

 France has a combination of national, interregional and regional programmes, 

including mono-Fund OPs at national level and joint ERDF-ESF regional OPs. The PA 

specifies provisions to avoid duplication across ESIF (and between OPs managed at 

different levels). For the ESF, demarcation lines are set between the national OP and 

the regional OPs. If there is a risk of overlap, agreements must be concluded between 

the State and the regional authority to clarify demarcation.  

 Poland also has a complex mix of national/regional and mono/joint funded 

programmes and a demarcation line has been used for co-ordination, delimiting the 

tasks of each level of government and the eligible fields of intervention for each of the 

OPs. 

 In Czechia, synergies9 and complementarities within ESI Funds had a high priority in 

drafting the strategic documents for 2014-20, based on experiences of thematic 

overlaps in the 2007-13 period. The Czech PA sets out a comprehensive coordination 

mechanism for synergies and complementarities. The NCA developed a 

comprehensive approach to deal with this issue (Box 3). 
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Box 3: Operationalisation of synergies in Czechia 

The National Coordination Authority (NCA) operationalised the two concepts:  

 Synergies refer to stronger interlinkage between two (or more) interventions 

and their effect is greater than if the interventions had been realised 

separately  

 Complementarities are considered to describe weaker linkages between 

interventions, understood as mutually additional policy actions.  

Based on this, the PA outlined synergies and complementarities between ESI Funds 

and with other EU instruments. It identifies five thematic ‘blocks’ (e.g. social inclusion, 

competitiveness of enterprises, RTDI) and describes “synergetic-complementary 

chains” for each of them. These chains link together relevant OPs according to: 

thematic objective, investment priority, specific objective, focus of project activity, 

types of beneficiary, identification of synergy/complementarity and coordination 

mechanism.  

Policy-makers prepared an additional, separate national document dedicated to 

synergies/complementarities, which defined 80 concrete linkages. However, practical 

experiences have shown that their approach for 2014-20 has been too ambitious and 

theoretical, it will therefore be simplified in 2021-27. 

Source: Czech PA and IQ-Net research. 

In this context, the importance of programme-level and sub-national input and flexibility in 

pursuing complementarity across ESI Funds is underlined. 

Ensuring strong input from the programme level in making provisions for complementarities is 

crucial, especially where sub-national bodies have important management and 

implementation responsibilities (e.g. FI, W-M). At the stage of PA and OP drafting, discussions 

of complementarities and synergies at the central level were often been very broad and 

ambitious and sub-national input into the process is crucial to assess detailed practical 

implications. 

Beyond formal organisational and strategic arrangements to develop complementarities, 

informal communication is one of the most important aspects for achieving complementarities 

(Table 6). In some cases, the experience and capacity gained in ESIF implementation over 

time has embedded mechanisms supporting complementarity as part of administrative 

culture. Moreover, there is often less demand for detailed, formal provisions for 

complementarities where limited levels of funding are supporting a small number of 

programmes and a small range of priorities.  
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Table 6: Informal coordination arrangements between ESI Funds 

Country Rationale 

 

In 2007-13, Austria designed a substantial, formal framework to ensure interaction amongst 

different ESI Fund actors throughout the programme cycle, starting from the drafting of the PA 
and then a structured subsequent process of exchanges among all four ESI Funds during 
programme delivery. The exchange continued in 2014-20 and will do so in 2021-27, but in a less 
formalised way (e.g. workshops on the delimitation between the different Funds). 

 

In Finland, different approaches to complementarity exist between regions but regional 

development circles are small in Finland and there is a channel of continued communication 
between the various actors. 

 

Informal links are important for complementarities in Ireland (Southern Assembly). The small 

size of Ireland and the relatively small community of people involved in ESIF mean that 
relationships are built informally. Connections are made and then informal links emerge. 
Ireland’s National Coordination Committee has developed as a ‘soft’ coordination tool, providing 
opportunities for knowledge exchange across ESIF. 

 

In the Netherlands, different MAs regularly exchange information and look at the content of 

project applications, redirecting them to other Funds if their thematic priorities are more suitable. 
In 2019, the Ministry of Economic Affairs organised thematic meetings to discuss the progress 
with synergies, in which the responsible ministries, MAs, and subnational authorities took part. 
The results were not prescriptive, but rather used as flexible ‘hooks’ on which to hang 
complementarities between Funds. 

 

In Vlaanderen, the MAs of the different ESI Funds (mainly ERDF and ESF) do not have strict 

frameworks for interaction, but cooperation takes place in a more “organic”, informal way. 
Although OPs demarcate supported interventions, links between the MAs are close and allow for 
informal information sharing during implementation. For instance, ESF representatives join 
ERDF technical working group meetings when designing relevant calls. At lower levels, 
individual MA staff exchange information about preparation for project calls and implementation. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

2.2 Strategic priorities for complementarity 

Although there are broad efforts to identify opportunities for interaction, these are particularly 

evident in selected strategic priorities. Alongside descriptions of organisational and strategic 

mechanisms, programme authorities have also considered the most important thematic 

headings where complementarities across ESI Funds can be pursued. The CPR for 2014-20 

included requirements for greater clarity on synergies in strategic frameworks and programme 

documents. For PAs and OPs, MS and programme authorities were required to describe the 

policy areas where a coordinated use of Funds was deemed important. Broadly speaking, 

there was a shift in emphasis in PAs and OPs from focusing on the demarcation of Funds and 

to avoid overlaps and duplication towards a push to identify positive interactions, 

complementarities and synergies under specific themes and objectives. 

PAs and OPs cover a broad range of themes with potential for complementarity between ESI 

Funds and programmes. For instance, in Finland, the PA contains a list of nine themes, where 

potential for high complementarity between ESI Funds is particularly evident (Box 4).  
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Box 4: Themes with high potential for complementarity in Finland 
 

 
ERDF ESF EAFRD EMFF 

Bioeconomy X X X X 

Promoting innovations, cooperation 

Horizon 2020 

X X  X 

Regional and local development of 

renewable energy production and 

use; promoting energy efficiency 

X X X X 

Sustainable use of natural resources, 

improvement of the quality of the 

environment and protection of 

biodiversity 

X X X X 

Diversifying business structures  X X X X 

Tourism X X X X 

Accessibility, basic services in sparsely 

populated areas, rehabilitation and 

development of villages 

X X X  

Professional skills, lifelong learning, 

labor productivity 

 X X X 

Community-led local actions and 

citizen-driven local development  

 X X X 

  

 

Source: Finnish PA 2014-20. 

However, across IQ-Net programmes there are policy areas where complementarities or 

synergies are seen as particularly important. These include: 

Research, innovation and entrepreneurship. Here, ERDF can support innovation 

management in SMEs; building the necessary research infrastructure, 

administrative capacity and technological capabilities to take part in interactive 

and open innovation processes. At the same time, ESF develops human capital relevant to 

research and innovation (e.g. through training and career development of researchers, 

networking activities and partnerships between higher education institutions).  
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Table 7: Complementarities in research, innovation and entrepreneurship 

Country Example 

 

In Austria, R&D is the area with most potential for complementarities, with also many of the SME 

measures being closely related to R&D. 

 

The PA and the ERDF and ESF OPs in Denmark highlight cases in which the combined use of 

both Funds is recommended. Examples relate to innovation projects that could be supplemented 
by competence development. This is intended to create a systematic approach from programming 
through to the individual projects eventually supported 

 

Research and inno vation are seen to have great potential for synergies in Scotland, and e.g. 

through SME support and skills and workforce development and inter-regional collaborative pilot 
projects. 

 

In Vlaanderen, an important policy area in which interactions are pursued is the strengthening of 

SME competitiveness and stimulating entrepreneurship. This is a Priority Axis in both the 2014-20 
ERDF and ESF OPs. For instance, ESF focuses on human resources, including entrepreneurial 
training, while the ERDF promotes entrepreneurship itself. 

 

 

In Wales, close coordination is sought between ERDF investment in R&I, and ESF investment in 

skills (e.g. industrial PhDs and thematically relevant high level skills). There is also scope for 
complementarity with the EAFRD programme to promote innovation in rural areas. Innovation is 
also supported under the Ireland-Wales ETC programme. A major theme is promoting synergies 
and interactions between ERDF, ESF and Horizon 2020, with ERDF and ESF helping to build 
capacity for accessing Horizon 2020-type funding. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

Smart Specialisation Strategies have been valuable in providing a specific focus for 

complementarities under this heading (Box 5).  

Box 5: Research, innovation & entrepreneurship complementarities (using RIS3) in the 

Netherlands 

In the Netherlands, the PA identifies a number of thematic areas offering 

complementarities. The thematic areas in which synergy opportunities were 

identified in line with the regional Smart Specialisation Strategies, and include: 

 technological development and labour market mismatch (ERDF-ESF); 

 ‘precision agriculture’ aimed at CO2 reduction and groundwater management, 

and dealing with trends in agriculture, including crop rotation, organic farming 

and the salinisation of coastal areas (ERDF-EAFRD); 

 innovations for sustainable employability of workers, e.g. reducing physical labour 

(ERDF-ESF); 

 circular economy and bio-based materials (ERDF-EAFRD, possibly EMFF); and 

 increasing the sustainability of shipping and low-CO2 fishing vessels (ERDF-EMFF). 

Source: IQ-Net research, https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/partnership-agreement-netherlands-

2014-20_en 

Social inclusion. To support inclusiveness, ERDF can invest in services (i.e. housing for 

marginalised people, social infrastructure mainly for education and health 

education, labour market services etc.). Complementary ESF investment supports 

access to these services through the activation and rehabilitation of marginalised groups and 

the development of competences of teachers, trainers etc.  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/partnership-agreement-netherlands-2014-20_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/partnership-agreement-netherlands-2014-20_en
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Table 8: Complementarities in social inclusion 

Country Example 

 

In Czechia, there are good experiences of combining ERDF and ESF from different OPs. Where 

possible, interventions in the area of social themes have combined funding from of the IROP 
(ERDF) and the Employment OP (ESF). 

 

Slovakia uses funding from both ERDF and ESF in the OP Human Resources, which 

specifically supports Roma communities via an integrated approach of both soft and hard 
investment measures. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

Sustainable urban development and revitalisation. In 2014-20, programme 

authorities have highlighted the potential of complementary interventions in 

addressing complex territorial development challenges. Combining inputs from 

different Funds, priorities or programmes, can create more sophisticated responses to the 

problems of specific territories that have related social and economic components. Prominent 

in this is the launch of Integrated Territorial Investments (ITIs), including Sustainable Urban 

Development Strategies (SUD) in 2014-20. Combining Funds is not compulsory for ITIs but many 

draw resources from multiple ESI Funds. For instance, the use of ‘ring fenced’ funding for SUD is 

only obligatory for ERDF but a number of them also include ESF.10 This is a potentially important 

policy innovation as it ‘packages’ different combinations of ESI Funds in closely defined 

territories (see also Section 2.3.3).  

Table 9: Complementarities in SUD and revitalisation 

Country Example 

 

In the Netherlands, complementarities between ERDF and ESF are looking to match new 

innovations with labour market priorities (retraining, addressing unemployment, etc.). The main 
beneficiaries of ESF (the 35 labour market regions) are expected to coordinate their efforts with 
the ERDF structure in their regions. The four urban ITIs in West NL are seen as models to find 
these synergies. 

 

In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, the multi-Fund regional OP has facilitated the funding of 

complementary interventions in the area of revitalisation, where ERDF funds the more 
infrastructural part, while the ESF supports related "soft" projects in the area of social inclusion 
in a revitalised area. 

 

In Spain, there is ESF representation in the urban development network and on the MC of the 

ERDF OP Sustainable Growth, which funds SUD. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

2.3 Implementation arrangements for complementarity 

 Generating and selecting complementary projects 

Project generation and selection represents a crucial opportunity in programme delivery to 

strengthen complementarities. The synchronisation of project calls has been a common means 

of pursuing this goal. Several IQ-Net programme managers are using this method (e.g. CZ, FI, 

NL, PT, SK, W-M, see Table 10). 
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Table 10: Synchronisation of project calls 

Country Example 

 

In the Netherlands, there are working groups and periodic inter-Fund meetings in place to 

synchronise project calls as much as possible. Frequent knowledge and information exchange 
meetings create opportunities for monitoring each other’s activities and project content. This is 
partly facilitated by the relatively small scale of ESI funding (particularly ERDF and ESF), the 
subsequent small size of the MAs, as well as the accommodation of some of the ESI funding 
portals in single agencies. 

 

Portugal prepares an annual plan of calls, which is approved by the Inter-ministerial 

Coordination Committee of the PA. The plan helps to ensure greater predictability as well as 
sectoral and territorial coordination of interventions. 

 

In Slovakia, the Working Committee for coordination assesses each call before its publication in 

terms of its contribution to complementarities and synergies. It can recommend adjustments if it 
deems necessary. 

 

In Warmińsko-Mazurskie, calls are planned in such a way to take the dates of calls in 

complementary measures into account. In some cases, also the deadlines for finalising the 
competitive procedures in complementary measures are aligned. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

In Czechia, the NCA made the establishment of platforms for preparation and negotiation of 

project calls compulsory for each OP. Experience shows that these platforms are the most 

effective practical tool for complementarities (Box 6). 

Box 6: Key tools for the coordination of calls in Czechia 

Platforms for preparation and negotiation of project calls: Coordination of 

calls. Including timing, content, technical parameters, etc. 

Call schedules: Schedules of planned project calls are published and regularly 

updated. 

Memoranda and interinstitutional agreements between MAs: MAs and other 

implementing bodies create agreements or memoranda defining procedures, 

negotiations and responsibilities between the entities concerned. The agreements 

enable close cooperation between the MAs, ensured by the mutual participation of 

MA representatives in activities of other programmes. 

Projects appraisal and selection procedures: MAs and other implementing bodies 

organise the mutual approval of selection criteria, a joint appraisal committee and a 

shared database of external evaluators. 

Common data and indicators: Definition of indicators for monitoring and evaluation, 

including their share in the fulfillment of TO indicators. Indicators are approved by the 

MC and applicant data is shared. 

Source: IQ-Net research in Czechia 

In Finland, most calls take place around the same time. Joint calls are ideal in terms of 

promoting complementarities and interactions in that they promote cross-regional projects. 

Recent calls for REACT-EU funding have been perceived to be easier to coordinate and find 

linkages between ERDF and ESF, at least in comparison to the normal calls organised under 

the OP (see Box 7).  
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Box 7: Coordinated call between ERDF and ESF for REACT-EU funding in Finland 

South Finland 

The focus in a recent ERDF call for project proposals in South Finland, which 

was launched by the Regional Council of Helsinki-Uusimaa, was on allocating 

REACT-EU funds in addition to some returned ERDF funds from the 2014-20 programme 

period. The call, which closed at the end of March 2021, was specifically seeking for 

project proposals which would strengthen SMEs and R&I activities in the context of 

delivering the digitalisation, the green economy and the carbon neutrality objectives. 

In parallel with the ERDF call, the ELY-Centre in Häme opened an ESF call. In this call 

the focus was on improving digital skills and fostering the resilience of businesses and 

entrepreneurs.  

Potential applicants were encouraged to familiarise with both ERDF and ESF calls due 

to the possible complementarities. To support this, the Regional Council of the Helsinki-

Uusimaa and the Häme ELY-Centre organised two joint call info sessions and 

encouraged for project pairs (between ERDF and ESF). 

West Finland 

The Regional Council of Tampere region and the ELY-Centre of Central Finland 

launched a joint REACT-EU call on 15 March 2021 which was open until 7 May 2021. 

ERDF and ESF funding is available for projects in West Finland.  

Similarly to South Finland, there were joint project info sessions in the run up to the call. 

Source: EPRC interviews, https://tinyurl.com/ma5x82ec and https://tinyurl.com/2p4r4cua  

Finland is also actively engaging in promoting project pairs, through discussions on whether 

there is scope to develop projects that support and complement each other. This is done 

through joint workshops between ERDF and ESF actors and is likely to be continued in 2021-27, 

with the regional-level MYR acting as a suitable platform to coordinate calls between the 

Funds. Box 8 provides an example of such as project pair. 

Box 8: Example of a project pair combining ERDF and ESF in South Finland 

The ERDF project SCAROIL Simulators was an investment project implemented 

between 1 May 2016 and 31 March 2018 under Priority 2 on ‘creating and 

utilising the latest knowledge and skills’. The authority responsible for the project 

was the Regional Council of Helsinki-Uusimaa.  

The ERDF project was linked to another ESF co-funded project, entitled SCAROIL 

Simulator Training for Cargo Handling and Oil Recovery. The ESF side of the project 

aimed to create training concepts for cargo handling and oil spills which in turn 

required the development and acquisition of new simulator equipment (ERDF side of 

the project). 

Source: https://www.eura2014.fi/rrtiepa/projekti.php?projektikoodi=A71714  

However, thus far there have only been a limited number of project pairs. Finnish policy-makers 

have found it difficult seeking complementarities due to the different characteristics of the 

Funds, i.e. the differences in terms of specific objectives, target groups, indicators etc. The 

structures of the OPs are rather rigid and aimed mostly at ensuring that there are no overlaps. 

There are cases where complementarities are detected afterwards at a late stage, i.e. during 

https://tinyurl.com/ma5x82ec
https://tinyurl.com/2p4r4cua
https://www.eura2014.fi/rrtiepa/projekti.php?projektikoodi=A71714
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the assessment of projects and after the funding decision has been made. In these cases, the 

projects can be linked at a later stage in the Finnish electronic monitoring system, still before 

the actual implementation. 

One challenge is that the themes in the calls are sometimes so general that it is difficult to see 

joint aims. As much of this is left to project applicants and beneficiaries, there is scope for more 

support to potential beneficiaries at the application stage in order to encourage 

complementarities and synergies (FI Regional Council of Helsinki-Uusimaa). 

Similar to the Finnish project pairs, the OPs in Scotland were designed around ‘strategic 

interventions’, which allow a type of ex-ante, pre-selection of projects to ensure 

complementarity. Strategic interventions are groups of projects of significant financial scale 

led by organisations with the capability and scale to manage EU audit obligations and deliver 

significant outcomes (known as Lead Partners). Lead Partners generally have parallel 

responsibilities for significant amounts of domestic funding. For example, innovation and SME 

competitiveness is delivered together by the existing enterprise agencies and local business 

development organisations. The interventions have been designed to complement each. 

Some IQ-Net programmes do not synchronise project calls from different Funds (e.g. Biz, Vla), 

not least because some are not applying a call-based system (e.g. AT). Bizkaia is taking 

synchronisation into consideration but finds it difficult to implement in practice. 

As highlighted by Denmark, EU regulations make it difficult to have calls across priorities in 

different programmes. This differs from the Danish pre-2019 approach where the now-defunct 

Regional Growth Fora produced calls covering both Funds in what was the first stage of a two-

tier process. While it is seen as helpful that both calls and project selection are undertaken by 

the Danish Board of Business Development (DBBD), in an ideal situation it would be preferable 

if individual development projects could combine innovation and competence development 

without having to apply for two separate grants. In practice coordination is currently achieved 

by ’stretching’ both ERDF and ESF so that some elements of competence development can 

be integrated in innovation projects, and competence development projects focus on 

supporting innovative business activities. During the application process applicants are 

prompted to consider other sources of external funding but not actively encouraged to look 

in the direction of other ESI Funds than the one they have decided to apply for. 

Weighing project selection criteria to encourage links to complementary projects remains an 

exception. This approach is used in Warmińsko-Mazurskie, where the MA examines the 

complementarity of ERDF and ESF projects during their appraisal, i.e. ensuring preferences for 

complementary projects financed from another Fund (ERDF or ESF). These criteria give optional 

points (meeting the criterion is not necessary for granting financing but gives a bonus). The 

complementarity assessment is made individually for each project based on the provisions in 

the application. This approach is carried out for applications under the ERDF Priority for urban 

revitalisation and their relation to ESF Priorities in the fields of human resources, labour market 
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and social inclusion. ERDF applicants in this area must provide a declaration of submitting an 

application for ESF co-financing under the same OP for a project or projects complementary 

to the one implemented by the applicant. A similar approach is used in Czechia, where some 

MAs reserve funding specifically for complementary projects.  

 Complementarities in programme management 

Monitoring Committees (MCs) can provide useful platforms for the identification of potential 

complementarities with other programmes and Funds. In some cases, MCs are organised jointly 

involving more than one OP, including some that receive support from different ESI Funds (e.g. 

in IE, Sco, Wal). In Scotland and Wales, the MC covers more than only CP programmes. In 

Wales, the MC goes beyond only Structural Funds and also includes the EAFRD programme. A 

similar approach was in place in Scotland, with a joint MC for four Funds (ERDF, ESF, EAFRD and 

EMFF). Yet, the MC has now reverted to only covering ERDF and ESF. The joint MC meetings did 

not work well and became fragmented with parties not feeling engaged and ERDF and ESF 

‘taking over’. 

Where MCs are separate, cross-representation at MCs strengthens coordination between the 

Funds. Many programmes ensure mutual representation in each other’s MCs. While 

representation is mutual in most cases (e.g. AT, CZ, FI, PV, SK, W-M), in some cases it is only one-

way: in Vlaanderen, the ERDF MC includes a representative of the ESF MA to stimulate 

complementarity, but not the other way around. Still, the ESF has been represented in ERDF’s 

technical working groups, e.g. when foreseen calls would include an employment dimension. 

In Portugal, there are additional MC-type meetings at PA-level that involve all ESI Funds, which 

serve as fora to exchange ideas.  

Where different programmes do not cover the same territory, complementary themes and 

overlapping territorial coverage can lead to more complex configurations. This is the case in 

Poland, with the regional OP (ERDF-ESF) in W-M and OP Eastern Poland (ERDF only) covering a 

wider area. Still, in order to strengthen coordination and ensure an appropriate flow of 

information, there is mutual participation in MCs. Similar constellations arise in those common 

cases where the ESF OP is implemented nationally, while ERDF OPs are regional. 

Beyond the project generation phase, concrete examples for complementarities at other 

stages of programme delivery are more limited. They mostly relate to monitoring and 

evaluation, as well as to communication practices. France, for instance, created a joint 

management tool for ERDF and ESF programmes in 2014-20. The “SYNERGIE” system is used by 

all bodies involved in management, control and audit of the Funds, from the submission of 

project applications to the monitoring of controls carried out as part of the programme audit 

trails. 

In Portugal, harmonised practices for monitoring and evaluation promote a systematic 

approach across OPs, with integration and intercommunication between information systems. 
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A monitoring and evaluation network supports the development of harmonised 

methodologies and evaluation monitoring groups with the task of following up on evaluation 

results. They involve socio-economic partners and representatives of relevant public agencies. 

In Finland, the OP and the PA explicitly state that joint evaluations can be carried out, 

implemented in the 2014-20 period with a joint evaluation for ERDF and ESF. Similarly, in Ireland, 

a joint mid-term evaluation was commissioned for both regional OPs. 

Communication presents another opportunity for complementary activities. In the 

Netherlands, nation-wide communication channels include the Europe around the corner 

web portal and periodic inter-MA and inter-Fund meetings of communication-related working 

groups. For instance, the Coordination Point Structural Funds working group contains 

communication advisors from the ERDF MAs, the Ministry of Economic Affairs, and MAs of the 

EMFF, EAFRD, ESF and the three Interreg programmes. Also, the North Netherlands MA 

published a joint communication strategy for ERDF and ESF.  

Several countries provide a joint ESIF web presence. In Finland, for instance, the website gives 

information on objectives and funded activities. It links to more information on the pages of 

respective programmes and as such is also a way to promote complementarities particularly 

for those applying for funding.11 Another example of joint communication can be found in 

Austria, where all ESI Fund authorities are working together in the “EU in my region” initiative 

and communicate via a joint web portal.12 

Lastly, some practical, more technical implementation issues can be themes where the 

exchange between ERDF and ESF programme managers can be beneficial. As highlighted by 

Ireland (NWRA), Simplified Cost Options (SCOs) provide a useful area for exchange between 

ERDF and ESF. Although this option has not yet been used to its full extent, the ERDF side can 

engage with and learn from ESF partners about SCOs, not least in terms of receiving early 

approval of a common SCO approach for the next programme period. 

 Territorial instruments: combining ESI Funds on the ground  

In 2014-20, the regulations provide two territorial instruments that offer the opportunity to 

combine ESI Funds. Integrated Territorial Investments (ITI) and Community-led Local 

Development (CLLD) can serve as integrated packages that are tailor-made to address 

specific territorial challenges. 

ITIs are used in several IQ-Net countries and regions (e.g. CZ, FI, GR, NL, PT, Vla, W-M). In W-M, 

for instance, ITIs in functional urban areas combine ERDF and ESF resources, with the former 

aimed at the revitalisation of a functional urban area and the latter at facilitating access to 

social services, including integration with the local environment. In Finland, the Six Cities ITI 

strategy has very much emphasised the need to have integrated packages and as a result 

some project pairs have been created.  



 

21 

Yet, the benefits of ITIs for more complementarity is felt to be limited in some cases, notably in 

Portugal, the Netherlands and Vlaanderen (Box 9). In Portugal, evaluation evidence indicates 

that multi-Fund strategies – together with the multi-thematic nature of ITIs – create significant 

administrative complexity and burden.  

In the Netherlands, an ITI evaluation found that the integrated approach of the ITIs has had a 

positive effect in creating more collaboration and mutual understanding between social and 

economic policy areas. Yet, there was less evidence of integration at project level. This is 

primarily attributed to the differences in the application procedures and accountability. The 

implementation costs for ITIs were reasonably limited because the programme is embedded 

in the existing ESF and ERDF structures. At the same time, this has negatively impact or 

‘blocked’ integrated projects because the funding has to comply with two different 

regulations. The primary causes are the preparation of the application and accountability. 

Box 9: Experiences with combining ERDF and ESF in ITIs in Vlaanderen 

Vlaanderen ITIs have aimed at combining ERDF and ESF, but with modest 

success. Although a mid-term evaluation in 2019 highlighted the value of the ITI 

approach for increasing complementarities, the potentially integrated 

approach to link economic and technological developments to labour market 

changes and skills development did not materialise. Formal coordination has been 

limited to one-off contacts during the formalisation of the ITIs. ESF was not continuously 

involved in regional steering committees (i.e. at ITI level), while these committees have 

no role in the management of the ESF part of the ITI. There are no examples of ESF and 

ERDF being used in the same project application (one example of a ‘talent hub’ that 

matched new technologies with innovative education and lifelong learning was filed 

under two separate administrative records). Furthermore, the ESF project calls that 

made use of the SUD budget (c. €8 million) were informed by parallel consultation 

structures with provincial or urban authorities in a number of smaller cities (i.e. not the 

two larger city partners of the ERDF OP). The MA is cautious about the fragmentation 

that could occur as a result of projects with a very local earmark. For instance, it tries 

to support knowledge exchange between municipalities that aim to digitalise their 

SME support windows - to avoid detached individual approaches. From a synergies 

point of view, this happens rather organically and is based on bottom-up demand. 

At project level, the more experienced (and larger) beneficiaries often know the route 

to the different European funding opportunities. For instance, public and private 

actors in technology hubs would apply for ERDF funding to create the physical 

infrastructure, which would then be followed by an ESF application to set up the 

educational programmes. Depending on the demand expressed by these actors and 

their networks, the MAs provide advice on how to best find the right funding source. 

Source: IQ-Net research  

Multi-Fund CLLD can also be a useful tool for the integration of different Funds on the ground. It 

allows combing not only ERDF and/or ESF, but also combinations with either EAFRD and/or 

EMFF. The use of more than one ESI Fund is not a precondition for CLLD and across the EU, there 

are examples for all possible single-Fund uses and multi-Fund combinations (see Annex I). Of a 

total of 3337 Local Action Groups (LAGs), 813 (24%) are combining at least two Funds, with 

nine LAGs (in Poland and Sweden) combining all four possible ESI Funds. The vast majority of 
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LAGs (747) that use more than one Fund are bridging the gap between Structural Funds and 

rural and/or fisheries Funds. 

Amongst IQ-Net programmes, CLLD involving Structural Funds is used in six countries (see Table 

11), but only five IQ-Net countries decided to make use of CLLD to deliver Structural Funds in 

combination with EAFRD (AT, CZ, EL, PT, SK).  

In several cases this has proven to be challenging. In Portugal, including also the EAFRD has 

been difficult to implement and the CLLD approach is seen as requiring time to be utilised to 

its maximum potential. Due to the unproportioned administrative burden, Slovakia decided to 

not use the CLLD tool again to deliver Structural Funds in 2021-27.  

Table 11: IQ-Net countries implementing Structural Funds through multi-Fund CLLD in 2014-20 

 LAGs using only ERDF/ESF LAGs using also EAFRD/EMFF 

  Austria - EAFRD-ERDF: 9 (Tyrol) and 4 cross-border with Italy 

  Czech Republic - EAFRD-ERDF: 27; EAFRD-ERDF-ESF: 151 

  Greece ESF: 2 EAFRD-ESF: 4 

  Netherlands ERDF: 1 - 

  Portugal ERDF-ESF: 16 EAFRD-ERDF-ESF: 54 

  Slovakia - EAFRD-ERDF: 110 

Source: Kah S (2021) Implementing Cohesion Policy Funds through multi-Fund CLLD, LDnet, 

https://ldnet.eu/implementing-cohesion-policy-funds-through-multi-fund-clld/  

 Beyond Structural Funds: complementarities with EAFRD and 

EMFF 

Establishing complementarities of Structural Funds with non-CP Funds (EAFRD and EMFF) 

remains challenging. While the PA forms a common strategic framework for all ESI Funds, the 

cases in which this translates into examples of complementarity during implementation 

beyond ERDF and ESF are limited. Still, there are various formal and informal structures in place, 

such as a common MCs in Ireland. 

In terms of implementation practice, ERDF and EAFRD are implemented by the same agency 

in the Netherlands (South), while programmes remain separate. This allowed for more 

interaction, mutual project referral and in-house knowledge sharing about efficiency and 

implementation aspects. In this instance, it was instrumental that the programmes use a single 

desk for the two Funds. In terms of content, the EAFRD innovation scheme in particular 

produced many projects in the farming domain, while ERDF projects targeted the 

development of the innovation ecosystem and cooperation. As such, a number of innovations 

developed using ERDF were scaled up via the EAFRD investment scheme. This kind of 

implementation also leads to knowledge sharing between staff, e.g. around regulations, 

https://ldnet.eu/implementing-cohesion-policy-funds-through-multi-fund-clld/
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control issues, cases of objection, which helped South NL to improve as implementing 

organisation of the programme. 

In Slovakia, there is a concrete example of how ERDF- and EAFRD-funded OPs can 

complement each other (Box 10).  

Box 10: Mechanism to coordinate and complement the implementation of the OP II (ERDF) and 

the Rural Development Programme (EAFRD) in Slovakia 

The Ministry of Transport of Slovakia is the central administration body 

responsible for the implementation of the EU Digital Agenda 2020 and its goal 

to achieve 100% high-speed internet coverage over 30 Mbit/s. To achieve this, 

the OP Integrated Infrastructure (OP II), for which the Ministry of Transport is the MA, 

implements Priority Axis 7 Information society (PA7). The IB for PA7 is the (previously 

existing) Office of the Deputy Prime Minister for Investment and Informatization 

(ÚPPVII). 

Complementary to the activities of OPII PA7, the Slovak Rural Development 

Programme (RDP) invests in the construction of broadband networks in municipalities 

with less than 500 inhabitants, falling into so called ‘white spots’. The MA for the RDP is 

the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MPRV SR). The following 

mechanism is put in place in order to coordinate and complement the 

implementation of the two OPs in regard to this priority (defined in an Annex to OP II).  

1) MPRV SR shall send to the ÚPPVII a notice on the planned announcement of the 

call under sub-measure 7.3 Support of broadband internet infrastructure, 3 months 

before the announcement of the call. 

2) The ÚPPVII will send MPRV SR an up-to-date list of municipalities, meeting the 

definition of a ‘white space’, which also have up to 500 inhabitants. This list of 

municipalities will represent the list of eligible beneficiaries for the call under sub-

measure 7.3. At the same time, within the eligibility criteria, the MPRV SR will define 

the condition that the established broadband connection should be with a speed 

of at least 30 Mbit/s. 

3) After the finalisation of the call by the MPRV SR, a coordination meeting will be 

held between the ÚPPVII and the MPRV SR, at which possible open questions will 

be discussed. 

4) In the event that a regional network, which would enable a successful applicant 

to connect a local network within the RDP 2014-20, is not available, the ÚPPVII will 

send to the beneficiary, responsible for building national regional networks, 

information on mandatory prioritization of regional network construction in those 

areas to which the relevant successful applicants under the RDP 2014-20 belongs. 

5) MPRV SR, in cooperation with the ÚPPVII, will subsequently ensure the coordination 

of the construction of local networks with the construction of national regional 

networks so that they can be interconnected. 

Source: Annex 4: System of mutual coordination between the OP Integrated Infrastructure (2014-2020) 

and the Rural Development Program of the Slovak Republic 2014-20, OP Integrated Infrastructure  

Information transfer and integration beyond Structural Funds is complicated. While there are 

themes that are suitable for both types of sources (e.g. interventions in the area of low carbon), 

there remains a distinct territorial focusing according to Finland. The ERDF is clearly targeted 

at urban areas and EAFRD at rural areas. In Portugal, reasons for this include the scale and the 
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architecture of the measures. There are significant differences in how the two types of Funds 

are implemented and how the types of interventions are organised (FI, PT). CP uses Investment 

Priorities, while EAFRD and EMFF use so-called Union Priorities, which are organised differently. 

Similarly, the relations between union priority allocations and TOs is different, as one union 

priority can contribute to two TOs). One of the rare concrete examples of combining Structural 

Funds (ERDF or ESF) on the ground, can be found in the area of CLLD (see Section 2.3.3). 

2.4 Looking ahead to 2021-27 

 Assessment of Commission proposals  

For the 2021-27 period, the Commission has renewed its emphasis on the strengthening of 

internal synergies and new measures are being introduced in the CPR proposal: 

 Art. 4(4) - MS and the EC shall ensure coordination, complementarity and coherence 

between the Funds and shall optimise mechanisms for coordination between those 

responsible to avoid duplication during planning and implementation. 

 Art. 8(b)(ii) - PA to contain information on coordination, demarcation and 

complementarities between the Funds. 

The EC has also emphasised the role of the new CPR in pursuing synergies as a ‘common 

rulebook’ for Funds under ‘shared management’. This regulatory framework will cover ERDF, CF, 

ESF+, the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), the Asylum, Migration and Integration 

Fund (AMIF), the Internal Security Fund and the Border Management and Visa Instrument. Thus, 

there will be only one rulebook for eight shared management Funds, which aims to make life 

easier for programme managers in pursuing synergies. The new CPR’s positive role is 

acknowledged in principle by many (AT, FI, IE, NL, Vla, W-M), highlighting the following aspects: 

 fewer, clearer, shorter rules and a more flexible framework (W-M); 

 incentives for strategic thinking about internal synergies in a more active and 

structured way than in earlier programming periods (Vla); 

 using the same rules gives more opportunities for cross-Fund capacity building, e.g. 

SCOs, State aid (Ireland SRA); and 

 a boost to move the topic higher up on the agenda when drafting the new OPs: 

whereas ‘demarcation’ was the key word in earlier funding periods, this has now 

moved to ‘complementarity’ (NL West). 

Still, others are questioning the ability of the new CPR to strengthen the scope for internal 

synergies (CZ NCA) or its usefulness in practice (FI, PV). 
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The added value of the PA is questionable for some MS, e.g. in smaller ones with a limited 

number of OPs. In Finland, for instance, the PA does not have the same role as in larger 

countries with multiple programmes. The PA effectively covers much of the information 

provided in the OP. In Austria, there is the perception that there are already efficient domestic 

frameworks and mechanisms in place, so in practice, there would be no need for a PA. For 

the Czech NCA, the newly imposed maximum length of the PA means that the space that can 

be dedicated to complementarities is not sufficient. Hence, they feel that the role of the PA for 

the pursuit of complementarities and coordination has been weakened for 2021-27. 

Instead, there are signs that some of the new elements of the 2021-27 framework could support 

more complementarities of ERDF and ESF+ (AT, DK, FI). According to the Regional Council of 

Helsinki-Uusimaa in Finland, the ESF+ structure appears to be simpler in 2021-27, which in turn 

should make it easier to find linkages (e.g. ESF+ activities are gathered under one Priority, and 

for example learning seems to be a key component and should therefore be easily tied to any 

ERDF project).  

Also, there appear to be more common themes for ERDF and ESF+, which would provide 

opportunities for interaction. For instance, green growth and digitalisation will be cross-cutting 

themes in the future OPs in Finland. In Denmark, the same themes, both with regard to 

innovation and skills development, will further strengthen the potential for synergies between 

the two Funds. Similarly, in Ireland, the focus on energy efficiency can result in the ESF 

addressing the skills shortages in this area. Also, Austria expects closer interaction with the ESF+, 

where the focus is likely to shift from delimitation to complementarity. Finally, the introduction 

of the Just Transition Fund (JTF)13 could trigger stronger integration, mainly of the two directly 

involved Funds ERDF and ESF+ (AT), but also potentially with EAFRD (FI). 

The decoupling of rural development policy (EAFRD) from CP is a key concern, given the strong 

territorial dimension to rural policy and, as a consequence, the strong case for coordination 

across the two policies. The CPR will not cover the EAFRD anymore, which also means that 

there is no compulsory coverage of rural development in the PA. The loss of integration 

between EAFRD and CP is seen critically by many IQ-Net programme managers (e.g. AT, CZ 

NCA, FI, NL, PT, W-M). The ERDF MA in NL South found that many innovation-related priorities 

of the EAFRD programme were a source for cooperation and applicants were frequently 

referred to one or the other Fund. 

In spite of criticism to the regulatory changes, there is significant optimism about future 

opportunities for synergies between ERDF and EAFRD (AT, CZ, DK, NL, Vla). One of the reasons 

is the increasing focus of EAFRD schemes on agricultural innovations and the resulting 

connection with the ERDF. In the Netherlands, circular economy, bio-based materials and 

sustainable crop-growing in regions in economic decline were identified as opportunities to 

combine ERDF, REACT-EU and EAFRD support, so there would be incentives to continue 

strengthen synergies with rural development policy. The green transition and mainstreaming of 

climate action in policies and programmes are also highlighted as an opportunity by 
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Warmińsko-Mazurskie, which could offer synergies with the EAFRD in spite of the regulatory 

decoupling. 

 Changes to the approach to complementarities  

Most IQ-Net countries and regions will continue their established procedures in 2021-27 (e.g. 

AT, IE, NL, PT, Vla, W-M). Successful practices will be maintained or further developed, such as 

the thematic and functional networks in Portugal or joint communication of project calls and 

sharing evaluation findings in the Netherlands. Still, some adjustments are planned to 

governance systems, e.g. Vlaanderen will establish a joint MC for ERDF and ESF, which will be 

responsible for approving project calls and applications. 

As part of wider programme preparations, there are several structures and tools in place to 

support complementarities amongst ESI Funds. In Ireland, a national multi-Fund 

complementarities workshop took place in April, which aimed to act as an informal format to 

identify potential complementarities in the future. The Netherlands established a synergies 

working group, which had met already in May 2019 to discuss the inclusion of synergies 

between the ESI Funds in the respective new OPs. The Netherlands also developed a 

memorandum of understanding between the MAs and Ministry of Economic Affairs (Box 11).  

Box 11: Memorandum of understanding on synergies in the Netherlands  

The synergies working group takes a strategic orientation (i.e. not including 

implementation aspects), and consists of representatives from the ministry and 

the four ERDF regions, with rotating chairpersons. Synergies in 2021-27 are 

grouped under three headings, and correspond to the tasks of the working group: 

targeting ‘substantive synergies’, synergies with other (domestic) innovation 

instruments, and synergies with other ESI Funds. The creation of ‘substantive synergies’ 

should happen through identifying shared themes, e.g. on the basis of the RIS3s to 

better reach nationally-operating parties, such as knowledge institutions, but also to 

investigate cooperation examples (e.g. joint regulation, exchange of 

partners/projects, cooperation in call openings), streamline interventions (public co-

financing rates and conditions), and exchange knowledge on instruments and 

interventions that work best. 

In terms of synergies with other ESI Funds, ESF+ is the fund with which most substantive 

harmonisation is sought. One of the focus areas within the RIS3s of all four regions is 

human capital, which makes specific links between the RIS3s and the recently drafted 

regional labour market strategies (final versions expected in 2022). Adherence to these 

strategies is not an EU-requirement, but applicants to the new ESF+ will need to present 

the connection of their projects to the respective regional labour market strategy. In 

addition, connections with the Common Agricultural Policy and the JTF can be used 

to align with the innovation-oriented parts of these programmes. Experts from these 

funds are welcome to meetings of the synergy working group. A first substantive 

working group meeting is expected in spring 2021, in which potential synergies 

between regional REACT-EU instruments will be discussed. 

Source: IQ-Net research..  
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Some more fundamental changes are planned in Czechia and Slovakia, where the overall 

approaches are going to change in order to reflect the experiences from 2014-20. 

 In Czechia, the system will be more flexible and simplified. While the more formal system 

of initial and follow-up synchronising of project calls and applications will be 

abandoned, mutual exchanges about project call timetables will continue, as these 

proved to be useful steps for practical coordination. In the PA, the NCA will only identify 

fundamental internal interactions within ESI Funds, not least to the limitations to its 

length. At the same time, preparations are underway for a demarcation and 

complementary roadmap. The document is aimed at project applicants and 

beneficiaries to provide them with information on possible additional funding sources 

for their interventions, including other EU instruments). In practice, the simplified 

approach means that the NCA has delegated the task of managing 

complementarities to the OP level. In the view of the Czech IROP, this is the level where 

interactions and overlaps can be dealt with in the best way. 

 Slovakia is preparing a single multi-Fund OP, which will combine ERDF-CF-ESF funding 

in one programme. There will be a single MA and a number of IBs that will coordinate 

the implementation of different parts of the programme. It is expected that this 

approach will enhance the pursuit of complementarities, compared to the current 

period, as the programme would be more streamlined and with simplified institutional 

architecture. Another element is the strengthened integrated territorial approach, 

where the implementation of ITIs will combine funding from all five POs, i.e. from 

different ESI Funds. 

In terms of complementarities beyond ERDF and ESF, the Austrian ÖROK Secretariat 

continues to include EAFRD actors in its preparation of the PA, in spite of this not being 

required anymore. In Finland, the MA feels that EAFRD funding has been more significant 

than ERDF in regional development. Hence, the MA aims to continue cooperation with the 

responsible ministries and there have already been informal meetings the representatives 

of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry. This has been done in order to at least partly 

replace the fact that PA no longer covers the Fund. Similarly, during programme delivery, 

the Czech NCA expects that the linkages and complementarities built in 2014-20 will be 

sustained also in the future. The contacts and communication channels between NCA, the 

Ministry of Agriculture as EAFRD MA and other MAs have been built with a long-term 

perspective and are expected to persist. 
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3 COHESION POLICY AND THE RECOVERY AND 

RESILIENCE FUND (RRF)  

Complementarity between CP and the RRF is vital to utilise EU funding fully for sustainable 

recovery and growth.14 There is considerable strategic overlap between RRF and CP. MS must 

use RRF to promote economic, social and territorial cohesion, as well as strengthening 

economic and social resilience, mitigating the social and economic impact of the crisis and 

supporting the green and digital transitions. CP also pursues these priorities and is putting 

increasing focus on closing the digital divide, making progress towards the zero-pollution 

ambition, supporting resource efficiency and investments in green infrastructure and mobility.15 

The simultaneous programming and implementation of CP and RRF can strengthen 

coordination but also risks complexities, administrative overload and delays. There is a need 

to ensure an efficient and coherent allocation of funds in order to avoid double funding and 

‘crowding out’ of CP by RRF. RRF makes available a substantial amount of funding that in some 

MS significantly exceeds CP allocations. RRF allocates €672.5 billion in loans and grants over 

the 2021-23 period. The share of grants under the RRF is €312.5 billion, almost as big as the 

overall envelope for CP in 2021-27 (€322 billion) and would exceed it when factoring in the 

REACT-EU resources. Owing to differences in the allocation methodologies, all net contributor 

countries will receive a share of the RRF higher – and in many cases far higher – than the 

national allocations under CP (see Figure 3). For instance, RRF funding represents 82 percent 

of the combined CP-RRF funding in the Netherlands, 76 percent in Denmark and 75 percent in 

Austria.  

The pursuit of RRF-CP complementarities thus has three broad goals, reflected in Commission 

guidance and in emerging MS responses: 

 strategic coherence (including those related to cohesion goals);  

 efficient absorption of the funds available; and  

 effective management and implementation.  
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Figure 3: Recovery and Resilience Fund allocation per Member State compared to CP 

allocation in 2021-27 

 

Source: EPRC elaboration based on European Commission data. 

 

3.1 Strategic coherence 

IQ-Net programme managers recognise the importance of developing strategic 

complementarity between CP and RRF, particularly given the common focus on green and 

digital transitions. Thematic overlap between the RRF and CP can be exploited to coordinate 

investments and achieve additional impacts particularly under the broad headings of climate 

change and digitalisation (e.g. BE, DK, FI, NL, PL, see Table 12).  
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Table 12: Thematic overlaps between RRF and CP (examples) 

Country Example 

 

In Finland, the push from the EU level to deliver green transformation and digitalisation is 

recognised and the fact that these are being realised through RRF and CP must be taken fully into 
account. There is a need to coordinate these investments in order to achieve the best possible 
results. 

 

The RRF’s investment priorities in the Netherlands are expected to be very similar to those of CP 

(e.g. green and digital priorities), and are likely to support the deployment of projects and 
innovations at a larger scale. 

 

In Poland, there is particular overlap in planned investments in the draft NRRP and PA in the 

fields of digitalisation, implementation of modern technologies, circular economy, low-emission 
rolling stock or adaptation to climate change. 

Source: IQ-Net research.  

EC guidance highlights the importance of concrete strategic reflection on CP/RRF synergies 

and complementarities with National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs) playing a key 

role. In requesting support from RRF, MS were obliged to submit NRRPs. By the end of May 2021, 

the Commission had received 21 NRRPs, including from nine IQ-Net countries (Table 13). 
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Table 13: NRRP strategic goals (IQ-Net partner MS, submitted by end of May 2021). 

MS Strategic pillars and examples of measures 

 

 green recovery (renovation, mobility, biodiversity, circular economy, climate neutrality) 

 digital recovery (broadband, schools, public service, and enterprises)  

 knowledge based recovery (research, reskilling, education, strategic innovation) 

 fair recovery (healthcare, resilient communities, art and culture) 

 

 climate, sustainability and innovation 

 digital transformation 

 mobility; social and inclusiveness 

 economy of the future and productivity 

 public finances 

 

 resilience 

 green transition (energy efficiency, green research & development, the reduction of 

CO2 emissions within the agricultural sector) 

 digital transformation 

 

 green transformation (sustainable mobility, energy-efficiency in buildings, clean power) 

 digital transformation (digital skills, connectivity) 

 social and territorial cohesion (support to industrial sector, SMEs, social housing) 

 gender equality 

 

 green transition 

 digitalisation and data economy 

 employment and skills 

 social and health services 

 

 advancing the green transition 

 accelerating and expanding digital reforms and transformation 

 social and economic recovery and job creation 

 

 resilience,  

 green transformation (e.g. energy-efficiency in buildings) 

 digital transformation (e.g. digital schooling) 

 

 green recovery 

 education & transition into work 

 meeting demographic challenges 

 expansion of broadband and digitalisation of public administration 

 investment for growth and housing 

 

 green economy (green investments in renewables, transport and buildings) 

 education  

 R&D and innovation  

 health  

 public administration/digitalisation  

Source: COM RRF website: https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-

coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en#latest, accessed 31 May 2021. 

MS with low levels of CP funding in comparison to RRF have tended to devote relatively limited 

space in NRRPs to consideration of strategic complementarities. Under Article 18 of the RRF 

regulation, NRRPs were required to describe their strategic consistency and coherence with 

CP PAs and OPs as well as National Reform Programmes, Country-specific Recommendations, 

National Energy and Climate Plans, and Just Transition Plans. There was considerable variation 

in the treatment of CP-RRF strategic complementarity in the NRRPs available at the time of 

writing,16 although analysis of draft NRRPs has indicated that cross-referencing to CP PAs and 

OPs was scarce.17 Potential interaction between RRF and CP is addressed in a general way 

alongside issues of social, economic and territorial cohesion. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en#latest
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en#latest
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 In Austria, there is a brief discussion of cohesion and reference to Structural Funds in 

the NRRP. However, other, domestic funding instruments are significantly more 

important than CP. Therefore, these domestic instruments are much more relevant for 

any coordination, complementarities and synergies with the RRF than the ERDF. 

 In Denmark, the NRRP states that it takes funding from other EU funds into consideration 

in order to ensure complementarity and to avoid double funding. It has a narrow focus 

on the complementarities within support for digitalisation and green transition of SME’s 

and start-ups. 

MS with substantial amounts of CP often include more detailed consideration of strategic 

complementarities with RRF, referring to CP Policy Objectives and programmes in setting out 

NRRP priorities (Table 14).  

Table 14: References to CP in NRRPs (examples) 

Country Example 

 

The NRRP in Greece dedicates a section to the PA of the 2021-27 CP, outlining links between 

the RRP measures and the five CP objectives. 

 

Sector-specific parts of the NRRP in Poland make reference to possible complementary support 

CP programmes and identify strategic overlaps 

 

The NRRP in Portugal demonstrates strategic coherence between different support instruments 

in 2021-27, including its strategic/thematic coherence with the ESIF PA 2021-27 (Table 15). 

 

Source: IQ-Net research.  
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Table 15: Portuguese NRRP - Strategic coherence between support instruments in 2021-27 

Strategy 

2030 

Agenda 1 Agenda 2  Agenda 3 Agenda 4 

People first Digitalisation 

and innovation 

 Climate 

Transition and 

Sustainability 

Competitiveness 

and cohesion 

 

N
G

E
U

 

NRRP Housing Qualifications and 

competences 

Water 

management 

Infrastructures 

National Health 

System 

Investment and 

innovation 

Forests Culture (2) 

Social Responses (1) Culture (1)  Social Responses 

(2) 

Digital School (2) Digital School (1) Decarbonisation 

of Industry 

 

Public Finance (2) Enterprises Bioeconomy 

Economic justice 

and business 

environment (2) 

Public Finance (2) Energy efficiency 

Efficient Public 

Administration (2) 

Economic justice 

and business 

environment (1) 

Hydrogen and 

renewables 

 Efficient Public 

Administration (1) 

Sustainable 

mobility 

Sea (2) Sea (1) 

REACT  Support to enterprises, education and 

climate action 

 

 

ESIF PA  

2021-27 

PO 4 More 

social Europe 

PO1 Smarter 

Europe 

PO2 Greener 

Europe 

PO3 More 

connected 

Europe 

PO5 Europe 

closer to 

citizens 

Source: Recuperar Portugal, Construindo o Futuro, 22 April 2021, p. 212 

 

Synchronicity in the drafting of NRRPs and PA/OPs has been important in exploring strategic 

complementarities. In Portugal, the programming of the RRP has been closely linked to the 

programming of the 2021-27 Structural Funds, taking into account that they address the same 

strategic framework for the pursuit of public policies for the country’s socio-economic 

development provided for in the PT 2030 Strategy, and the scope of eligibilities under RRF and 

CP is quite similar.  

However, in several MS, difficulties in harmonising CP-RRF drafting timetables challenged the 

pursuit of strategic complementarity and disrupted CP programming. CP programmes have 

been under development since 2018 when Commission proposals were first published, so the 

short-term creation of the RRF has been disruptive. Priority has often been given to drafting of 

the NRRP, delaying the finalisation of PAs and OPs. 

 Czechia: The preparation of the NRRP was delayed and by the time drafting began, 

PA and OP drafts were almost accomplished and informally debated with the EC. 

Efforts at coordination and communication between the NRRP and the strategic 

frameworks for CP have been complicated by this lack of synchronicity. 

 Ireland: There are operational challenges and frustration in relation to the impact on 

progress with programming, stalling progress with regional programming to an extent. 
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 W-M: In Poland (W-M), the lack of detail in NRRP drafts has made it difficult to assess 

complementarity and synergies (or negative interactions) of the NRRP provisions with 

the measures described in the draft PA and OPs, an important part of the drafting 

process.  

Structurally, there has usually been a separation of tasks for preparing the NRRP (often the 

responsibility of finance ministries) and PAs (led by development policy ministries). This 

underlines the importance of inter-ministerial coordination, the strength of which varies across 

MS. 

 Denmark and Finland: Ongoing dialogue has helped coordination at the national 

level. In Denmark, there is regular contact between the Ministry of Finance, which is 

responsible for the NRRP, and the DBA, which is working on the PA, in order to 

coordinate inputs to the EU level. Similarly in Finland, the Ministry of Finance has been 

coordinating the preparation of the RRF plan. The Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Employment is responsible for the PA. 

 Czechia: Responsibility for the preparation of NRRP lies with the Ministry of Industry and 

Trade. The NCA (in the Ministry for Regional Development) is responsible for drafting the 

PA. The Ministry of Industry and Trade is drawing on the inputs of sectoral ministries to 

the NRRP as a source of consistency as these ministries are also MAs for sectoral OPs 

dealing with the same policy headings.  

 Slovakia: Drafting of the NRRP has been managed by the Ministry of Finance, while the 

OP Slovakia is the overall responsibility of the Ministry of Investment, Regional 

Development and Informatization.  

In a small number of cases, drafting of the NRRP and the PA has been taking place in the same 

Ministry. This facilitates coordination but there are capacity challenges.  

 Poland: The Ministry of Development Funds and Regional Policy is responsible for 

preparing the NRRP and PA. Both are created at the same time and use the same 

structure of institutional cooperation. According to the draft PA, “the use of the 

institutional system for CP in the programming and implementation of measures under 

the NRRP will ensure the synergy of implemented activities and avoid double financing 

of the same initiatives”.18 

 Spain: The same national governmental actors are responsible for developing the NRRP 

and PA, led by the Ministry of Finance. Specifically, the Ministry of Finance’s Secretariat 

General for EU Funds has two DGs: DG for EU Funds: responsible for coordination of the 

PA and the DG for the Recovery and Resilience Facility and Plan, a new DG established 

at the end of 2020, responsible for the NRRP and RRF instruments.  

Coordination structures and informal networks have supported complementarity in drafting 

NRRPs and PAs (ministerial meetings, working groups, workshops etc.). 
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 Poland: The Development Policy Coordination Committee has meetings of ministers 

and deputy ministers from all ministries to coordinate Poland's development policy and 

it developed criteria for selecting projects for the NRRP. Also, projects submitted to the 

NRRP are evaluated by eight thematic working groups, composed of representatives 

of the institutions managing national operational programmes, ministries, regions, 

socio-economic partners and external experts. In practice, time pressures mean that 

informal coordination between ministries and departments has been crucial  

 

 Ireland: A complementarities workshop was organised in Ireland as a multi-Fund event 

(including RRF and CP) taking place on a national basis. This was an opportunity for 

early engagement and ‘to set out the stall for the programmes’ on a more informal 

basis and see where there are complementarities and synergies to work with.  

 

 Czechia: Regular meetings at the Office of Government take place between NRRP 

and PA drafting teams to strengthen coordination.  

 

 Spain: The Secretariat General for EU Funds is responsible for both the NRRP and PA. 

The Director General also leads the Technical Committee that is responsible for the 

NRRP, which includes representation from all relevant Ministries including the MAs of 

ESIF funds and the Ministries/Intermediate Bodies responsible for ESIF. 

In a small group of countries, regional and/or local governments have actively participated in 

the development of NRRPs (BE) although the details are not always elaborated in plans. 

 Vlaanderen: The Belgian NRRP will have to be formulated at the federal level and 

Vlaanderen has been involved in a consultation process and the development of 

project proposals. This involved five policy domains, each demarcating their intended 

use of RRF funds. This led to a total of 180 potential projects thus far. The consultation 

will be finalised at the end of April 2021. The Vlaanderen ERDF OP has contributed ideas 

under one of the policy domains: economy, work and innovation. 

Generally, however, limited sub-national input in NRRP preparation has challenged CP-RRF 

strategic complementarity. A consultation by CoR and CEMR showed poor inclusion of local 

and regional authorities in the preparation of national plans. Nine out of eleven respondents 

reported that their organisation had little or no impact. Several umbrella organisations of local 

and regional authorities made attempts to get involved but were unsuccessful.19 In June 2021, 

the European Parliament adopted a resolution on the assessment of NRRPs that regretted the 

lack of coordination between plans and ESIF programmes and the insufficient involvement of 

local and regional authorities in the preparation of NRRPs.20 

 Ireland (SRA): In Ireland (SRA), the Regional Assembly has not received detailed 

feedback and content from the Departments on the NRRP. The Regional Assembly has 

not had access to draft content and the timescales do clash, making it difficult to 
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decide what issues should/should not be addressed through the ROP and there is a risk 

they could be covering the same areas as ERDF).  

 W-M: In Poland, regional self-governments (MAs for regional OPs) have played a part 

in consultation and the submission of project proposals to the NRRP. However, these 

project proposals have concerned specific investments and it was has been 

challenging for sub-national actors to make a direct link with reform initiatives as most 

responsibilities for this are held at national level.  

3.2 Ensuring effective absorption 

CP-RRF coordination is crucial in order to effectively spend the substantial resources available 

under both instruments, avoiding duplication, weakened additionality of EU support and 

substitution effects. The scale of the recovery process guarantees considerable demand for all 

available resources. A recent survey of individuals from across MS involved in PA and OP 

partnerships found that only 10% assumed that other funding opportunities (such as RRF) would 

decrease the interest of partners in CP and rural development.21 In Ireland, for example, RRF is 

viewed positively at sub-national level as another source of investment. As the full impact of 

the COVID pandemic still not unclear, the availability of a substantial source of investment is 

welcomed, in combination with other sources to strengthen the region. 

Nevertheless there is a risk of duplication and ‘crowding out’ of funding, with implications for 

CP absorption. CP and RRF are governed by separate regulations, offering different incentives 

and costs for beneficiaries (see Table 16). Although often perceived as offering an ‘easier’ 

management system than CP, implementing RRF presents challenges. NRRPs must outline how 

RRF will be used to introduce reforms alongside investments. The use of financing not linked to 

costs introduces the potential for administrative simplification but experience of this is limited 

and there are uncertainties on how it can be applied to a combination of reforms and 

investments. Milestones22 and targets23 must be agreed with the Commission to measure 

progress towards the achievement of reforms (e.g. labour market, judicial) or investments, 

specifying a stage to be reached by a certain date. The fact that the RRF is a one-off 

opportunity with a limited timescale also requires MS to quickly identify and propose high-

performing projects which they are confident they will deliver.  
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Table 16: Differences in CP and RRF regulations 

 CP RRF 

Management Shared: project selection at 

national/sub-national level 

during whole life cycle of OPs 

without EC involvement except 

for major projects. 

Direct: projects/reforms negotiated 

between EC and MS and approved 

as a package at the start of the 

process. 

Timescale Multi-annual. Part of a 

multiannual programming under 

a strong logic of intervention 

using a wide set of common 

indicators. 

Short-term. RRF has been set up only 

as an emergency response to 

COVID 19 and should therefore be 

seen as a temporary funding or one-

off opportunity. 

Thematic/spatial 

targeting 

Aligned with thematic 

concentration, ”earmarking” 

and spatial concentration on 

different categories of regions. 

No tightly prescribed thematic or 

territorial focus. 

Aid intensity Projects partially covered by EU 

co-financing. 

Projects are funded 100%.  

Financing 

 

Regular payments across the 

period. Disbursement largely 

based on real costs incurred.

  

One-off payment (with advance 

payment to MS worth 13% of volume 

of grants and loans). Payment 

based on estimated costs agreed in 

advance, disbursement once results 

and targets are achieved. 

Type of actions Mix of grants and loans Mix of reforms, grants and loans 

Source: based on Lopriore M and Vlachodimitropoulou M (2021). 

Programme authorities have noted the risk of potential prioritisation of the RRF funding over ESIF 

due to the pressure on delivering quick implementation / absorption (e.g. emergency nature, 

shorter lifespan, tight timetable for NRRPs) may reduce attention and capacity to deal with 

the programming and implementation of the ESI funding 2021-27, contributing to future delays, 

absorption issues, as well as a reduction of cohesion resources in the post-2027 period. There 

are some concerns among IQ-Net programme managers that projects that would have been 

financed by the CP could be taken on by the RRF, ‘crowding out’ funding and leading to low 

absorption of CP. 

 Czechia: There is recognition that, for some themes at least, project applicants will 

favour the NRRP. The possibilities for transferring resources under shared management 

to RRF raises concerns over shifts in funding away from CP, increasing centralisation 

and undermining the CP governance model, based on the partnership principle. 

 Vlaanderen: The 100% financing option of the RRF and lower control burden, means 

that potential beneficiaries may look at RRF support before ERDF. However, the MA 
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can steer potential projects to the ERDF window when timing and thematic content 

are appropriate. 

 Ireland: In Ireland (SRA), there is concern that RRF will be perceived by potential 

stakeholders as an easier fund to work with. 

 Netherlands: The RRF could target SME innovation (the core business of ERDF), and 

competition could potentially arise as regular ERDF beneficiaries might apply for RRF 

funding (following its high co-financing rate).  

National authorities are making efforts to clearly differentiate RRF and CP measures, activities 

and projects to clarify any ‘grey zones’ and avoid duplication or ‘crowding out’ effects. 

Demarcation of investment decisions is being undertaken according to several principles. EC 

guidance suggested criteria that decisions on which investments should receive RRF or CP 

support should be based on:24  

 the objective of the support;  

 available allocations for the respective MS under the different programmes; 

 the level at which the competences for implementing a reform or investment are 

located;  

 the availability of mature projects and the envisaged timeline of their implementation 

(RRF timing is very strict, everything has to be finalised by 2026); and, 

  size of the investment considered.  

MS are using these criteria as they decide how to demarcate RRF and CP investments, with 

varying emphases in different national contexts (Box 12).  

Box 12: RRF-CP demarcation in the Polish NRRP  

Given the substantial scale and thematic scope of both RRF and CP funding in 

Poland, clear demarcation between these instruments is a vital precursor to the 

development of complementarities. As part of NRRP drafting, demarcation 

was based on three elements:  

- the time horizon needed to implement a given investment (taking into account that 

RRF investments must be competed by 2026); 

- links of the investment to systemic reforms (a requirement for RRF); and 

- whether the appropriate legal competences are in place to guarantee that 

milestones and targets can be met (given that positive assessment of RRF payment 

requests will be subject to the satisfactory fulfilment of the relevant milestones and 

targets).  

The latter criterion is important as finding agreement with the Commission on ambitious 

but realistic targets is a challenging process (e.g. related to commitments to reduced 

carbon emissions). 

 Source: IQ-Net research 
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Investment scale/type. Especially in countries with smaller CP allocations, RRF is being used to 

finance national and major reforms and large-scale investment projects, while Structural Funds 

are being used for smaller, more targeted measures. RRF, with a substantial budget may be 

able to tackle national-level structural issues, using CP for more targeted measures.  

 In Finland, there is demarcation between RRF and CP in terms of thematic priorities. For 

example broadband investments were taken out of the CP OP and will be funded and 

implemented via RRF. RRF projects cover national-level themes and in terms of volume 

will be much larger in size (e.g. large-scale physical investments such as broadband). 

 In Vlaanderen, 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. 

Beneficiary size or type (public, private): there is some evidence of RRF focusing more on larger 

companies, and Structural Funds supporting SMEs: 

 In Denmark, RRF is funding digitalisation of public authorities, while ESIF is funding 

digitalisation of enterprises – example of working hand-in-hand for matching action 

and achievement of synergies. 

Eligibility: RRF is being used to fund investments ineligible for CP either because of thematic 

concentration conditions, regional eligibility status (more developed / transition) or type of 

project. MS have noted concerns about limitations to some investment priorities in the CPR for 

2021-27 (e.g. related to investment in broadband infrastructure, rolling stock in rail transport, 

strengthening the institutional capacity of public authorities).25 

 Czechia: Thematic overlap between CP and RRF is considered an issue, particularly 

given thematic concentration requirements. Rivalry is a risk (noted in the PA 2021-27), 

especially in themes where there is low absorption capacity and which are bound by 

compulsory financial allocations under thematic concentration.  

 Portugal: Consideration was being given to funding railway rolling stock through the 

RRF as the 2021-27 ERDF/CF Regulation introduces some limitations to this.26 

Several MS will use RRF to support public administration reforms and digitalisation projects. The 

2021-27 CPR indicates there will be more limited support for this compared to current 2014-20 

TO 11.  

The demarcation process is highlighting how and where complementarities or synergies can 

be pursued.  

Coordination in timing of RRF and CP measures is important. Certain investments are being 

funded under NRRPs in the first part of the period, and with CP thereafter (CZ, ES, PT, BE, DK, 

Vla). 
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 In Vlaanderen, the Flemish Recovery Plan notes a number of large infrastructural 

projects, which could use RRF support in the early stages (e.g. land purchase) with 

complementary ERDF support coming later on (e.g. for construction work).  

 In Denmark, RRF will finance national reforms and initiatives (tax breaks, buying land 

etc.), while ESIF are following up with more detailed, smaller scale project 

implementation.  

A positive, reciprocal relationship between large scale RRF reforms and investments and 

targeted CP measures can help roll-out innovative CP projects and/or tailor broader RRF 

measures to specific territories or groups (see Box 13). 

Box 13: RRF-CP potential reciprocal links in the Netherlands  

Although the RRF resources will not be available in the Netherlands until 2022, 

the fund is seen as a source for positive interaction with CP. The focus of RRF 

investment priorities on green and digital priorities is very similar to those of CP, 

and this potentially supports both the deployment of CP projects and 

innovations at a larger scale and the targeted support of national-scale RRF measures. 

Upon request of the involved ministries, the MAs have identified the following 

opportunities for this. 

 The broader ‘deployment’ of CP innovations through RRF. Larger RRF projects can 

follow on from pilot or experimental actions funded by CP. For instance, where 

ERDF would support small-scale neighbourhood projects to shift households away 

from gas supplies, RRF could fund large scale heat networks from renewable 

sources or scale up the neighbourhood projects to a wider area.  

 Targeted CP support for national RRF reforms or investments. For instance, if RRF is 

used on the labour market, it would be complementary to ESF+. Nationwide RRF 

reforms focussing on improving the skills of those in work, could be complemented 

by ESF+ support guiding specific groups of vulnerable unemployed and employed 

workers towards a (new) job. 

 Source: IQ-Net research 

There are specific sectors where RRF-CP complementarities are being considered, identified 

by IQ-Net programme managers and in other studies (see Table 17). 



 

41 

Table 17: Potential complementarities under thematic headings 

Theme Example 

Green transition RRF supports structural reforms for more competitive energy sectors, 

reducing incentives for fossils fuels, and facilitating access to town 

centres for electric vehicles and charging stations; ERDF SUD strategies 

fund further local investments in sustainable urban mobility. 

RTDI RRF supports basic infrastructures, e.g. a knowledge centre for climate 

and pandemic-related research or the development of hydrogen 

infrastructure, which could then be used for smaller-scale innovation or 

education-related projects (co-)funded by CP. 

Digitalisation RRF funds digitalisation of large enterprises, public authorities, while ESIF 

strengthens development of administrative capacities and skills in SMES, 

roll out of broadband in specific territories. 

Transport 

infrastructure 

A road infrastructure project could benefit from ERDF/CF, RRF, and 

Connecting Europe Facility for different parts of the operation as long 

as there is no double funding of the same expenditure. 

Labour market RRF can be used to introduce nation-wide active labour market 

measures, such as vouchers and compensation of training expenses for 

employers while complementary ESF+ support can target vulnerable or 

marginalised groups and provide longer term support. 

Source: based on Lopriore M and Vlachodimitropoulou M (2021) and IQ-Net research. 

Key to such complementarities is the shared commitment to economic, social and territorial 

cohesion. However, these objectives are not prominent in NRRPs. Although economic, social 

and territorial cohesion are explicitly in the scope and objectives of the RRF, cohesion does 

not appear to be a significant objective of NRRPs. For the most part, NRRPs follow a ‘sectoral 

logic’ with a focus on maximising national economic recovery and growth. Primacy is given to 

investments that promote the green and digital transitions which require minimum thresholds 

of expenditure. While cohesion is in many cases mentioned among the general objectives / 

expected impacts of the NRRPs, there is often a lack of detail on how this will be delivered, as 

well as a lack of performance and impact assessment information. Cohesion is sometimes 

interpreted as cohesion arising from national economic growth (i.e. more growth and 

investment is beneficial to all regions) rather than the territorial meaning of cohesion and 

place-based approach understood under CP. Some stakeholders have assessed the NRRPs as 

only partially addressing the territorial dimension and as being ‘miscoordinated’ with Cohesion 

Policy.27  

There is an important indirect impact on cohesion arising from NRRP focus on sectors that have 

differentiated territorial profiles.28 NRRPs have sectoral perspectives but under some headings 

there will be territorial variation in the need for support. Territories within MS have varied 

infrastructure gaps and connectivity deficits (e.g. roads / railway networks, broadband access, 

digital skills, water management, support for sanitation, urban energy poverty / energy 
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efficiency / heating, urban regeneration, sustainable urban mobility, housing) or social 

inequalities (social inclusion / poverty, access to healthcare, education). 

Table 18: Potential complementarities under thematic headings 

Theme Example 

Support for organic farming / ecological agriculture / green transition in 

agriculture 

DK, ES 

Sustainable forest management ES, PT 

Transition of areas affected by lignite phase-out EL 

Energy transition in coal regions BG, PL 

Specific measures dedicated to overseas territories / islands FR, EL 

Targeted support for deprived/lagging settlements HU 

Small municipalities, rural or urban areas BG, ES, GR, RO  

Measures related to mitigating climate or other natural hazards FR, PT 

Source: based on Lopriore M and Vlachodimitropoulou M (2021) and IQ-Net research. 

Given this, several MS have acknowledged that a more explicit territorial dimension may 

emerge as the NRRPs are implemented, in the development of project selection criteria and 

projects, ring-fencing of funding or targeting of specific areas. There are also some references 

to the correlation of RRF interventions with CP-supported integrated territorial approaches. For 

example, there are cases of RRF measures intended to be implemented using (or ensuring links 

with) CP investments under ITI or SUD interventions. 

 Poland: The NRRP has a sectoral perspective but under some headings there will be 

territorial variation in the need for support and this will be reflected in the preference 

given to different territories (e.g. energy transition in coal regions and touristic regions 

affected by the COVID-19 crisis). Moreover, the NRRP plans to ‘ring fence’ a small 

amount of investment with an explicit territorial dimension (e.g. for ‘green traffic zoning’ 

in cities which has clear links with CP investments in sustainable urban development). 

 Greece: There is a sensitivity to the transition needs of areas affected by the lignite 

phase-out, the connectivity of islands, urban energy poverty and job creation for 

particular groups (i.e. youths, the unskilled, the highly skilled).29 

 Czechia: There have been discussions on the “territorial dimension” between the 

representatives of the NRRP drafting team and of the Ministry of Regional 

Development: there will be variation in the territorial dimension across RRF headings 

and there could be some emphasis on project applications from underdeveloped 

regions in the NRRP. 
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3.3 Effective management and implementation of CP and RRF 

Arrangements for the implementation of RRF and how these related to CP delivery systems are 

key for the support of complementarities and to ensure sufficient administrative capacity. For 

different implementation tasks (e.g. monitoring system, system of project calls), approaches 

and experiences from the implementation of CP are generally seen as important resources for 

RRF. The use of CP institutional / management and implementation systems and procedures 

in the implementation of the NRRP measures is in some cases viewed as a way to ensure the 

synergy of implemented activities, avoid double financing and promote consistency. 

 Poland: The use of the CP institutional system for programming and implementation of 

funds under the NRRP should allow for ensuring synergy of implemented activities and 

avoiding double financing of the same initiatives.  

 Czechia: Given the short time-space for the preparation of NRRP implementation 

systems there has been discussion on the adoption of processes and experiences from 

the implementation of CP (e.g. monitoring system, system of project calls). 

 Ireland: The extension of CP management systems to other instruments such as RRF is 

seen as a way to break down institutional barriers. For example, if different instruments 

were covered by the same audit authority, this would allow shared learning and 

capacity building. 

Most MS plan to establish links between CP and RRF implementation but there is a risk of 

administrative overload. Implementing RRF (as well as REACT-EU and the JTF) alongside CP will 

bring additional workload to public administrations. Differences in RRF-CP investment 

scale/type, beneficiaries, timescales inevitably creates parallel processes for data collection, 

monitoring and reporting. This potentially creates a significant additional overload for 

authorities already involved in the ESIF, particularly in MS with relatively small CP administrative 

systems.30 

 Vlaanderen: The MA is involved in giving advice on constructing RRF management and 

control arrangements, based on its strong experience in implementing EU programmes. 

However, these are only a small proportion of public investment sources and the MA’s 

capacity would not suffice to implement the RRF. 

 Netherlands: In their current capacity, the regional MAs would not be suited to become 

involved in delivering parts of the RRF.  

The involvement of sub-national levels in RRF implementation can help target reforms and 

investments and build complementarities with CP. However, their role is uncertain. Although it 

has a strong sectoral orientation, RRF is intended to support cohesion, implying a territorial 

diversification of investments and a differentiated territorial impact of RRF reforms. Regional 

and local authorities are arguably essential in identifying and assessing the specific investment 
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needs spelled out in the plans.31 However, the regulation does not provide any indication on 

the matter leaving it to the specific constitutional arrangements in each MS.  

Some MS, particularly those with federal systems, foresee an important role for sub-national 

authorities in RRF implementation and this is strengthening the scope for complementarities 

with CP. This is the case in Vlaanderen. Although RRF planning at the Belgian level is still 

ongoing, coordination of management and implementation systems is likely to happen at the 

Flemish level. The federated entities will be responsible for designing and implementing their 

‘part’ of the funding, and the federal government will also have its share. The current ESIF MAs 

have been informed about the potential RRF projects, and are seen as complementary to 

some of the projects outlined in the Flemish Recovery Plan. The Flemish ERDF MA can steer 

potential projects to the programme when appropriate.   

Elsewhere, however, the involvement of local and regional authorities in NRRP implementation 

could be more marginal, potentially undermining complementarity and reducing the place 

sensitivity of EU funding. A concern is ensuring that national leadership on decision making in 

RRF does not reduce the overall role of sub-national levels and CP partnerships. A weak 

territorial dimension of the RRF has potential implications for CP and territorial cohesion, 

including reducing the role of sub-national levels and undermining the multi-level governance 

principle.  

 In Poland (W-M), the provisions of the proposed mechanisms for NRRP implementation 

(the Implementation Act proposed by the Ministry of Development Funds and Regional 

Policy) are as yet unclear but there are some concerns at regional level concerns as 

to the inclusion of sub-national actors in implementation. 

 In Finland, there is a perception at the regional level there has not been a sufficient 

discussion of RRF-CP synergies and overlaps. There is recognition of the need to 

coordinate these instruments in order to achieve the best possible results but sub-

national levels will be key to coordinated implementation ‘on the ground’. 

 In Slovakia, the NRRP is seen as a tool for national investment and reform with no 

particular territorial targets. On the other hand, there are plans for CP to take a more 

ambitious approach in ensuring the territorial dimension of its support, and 

strengthening the role of regional Partnership Councils and Regional Territorial 

Development Plans, incorporating a portfolio of CP projects. This can potentially 

increase the challenges in pursuing synergies between NRRP and the single Slovak OP, 

as the former will be implemented at the national level, while the latter will 

accommodate diverse regional and local priorities and will delegate responsibilities to 

the sub-national level. 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 

Across IQ-Net programme authorities, there is recognition of the potential benefits in supporting 

positive interactions between ESI Funds, both internally and externally with RRF:  

 supporting more efficient absorption by identifying risks of duplication; 

 encouraging more strategic investment by exploring complementarities and potential 

synergy effects; and 

 strengthening implementation through sharing of capacities, resource and knowledge 

across funding bodies. 

Positive interactions between ESIF and RRF will give a substantial boost to investment and 

reforms, contributing both to the immediate recovery of EU economies as well as supporting 

the longer term goal of ‘building back better’ and meeting EU goals for green and digital 

transitions.32 

However, the pursuit of positive interactions continues to be challenged by regulatory gaps 

between EU funds and instruments and differences in governance systems. 

 Internally, although the new CPR provides a ‘common rulebook’ for funds under ‘shared 

management’, individual ESI Funds have their own regulations and challenges for internal 

ESIF complementarities remain.  

 In terms of external interaction with RRF, the ESIF model of multi-level governance, 

performance framework, and financial management is very different and much more 

complex than under the ‘direct management’ RRF framework. 

Efforts to address these challenges are evident in different components of policy design and 

delivery.  

Governance structures and mechanisms are being used to encourage positive interactions, 

usually in the form of working groups or networks dedicated to exploring complementarities 

and synergies between specific instruments or through programme architectures (multi-Fund 

OPs and bodies that combine management tasks across multiple programmes). 

 At the stage of planning and strategy definition, there have been efforts to integrate 

thematic / sectoral / policy areas. Ambitious plans to deliver complementarities and 

synergies have been set at this stage. 

 Information in PAs and OPs on how positive interactions are pursued varies across MS, 

depending on a range of factors. Some countries with relatively high funding levels, 

complex programme architectures and a comprehensive range of thematic objectives, 
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include detailed descriptions of mechanisms to demarcate ESI Funds and support positive 

interactions. In other cases, information is much more limited. 

 There has been experience where provisions set out in structures of PAs and OPs to guide 

the interaction of ESI Funds have been quite rigid and aimed mostly at demarcation and 

the avoidance of overlaps. 

 Over time, meetings among programme authorities have a tendency to become focused 

on technical issues rather than the pursuit of complementarities and synergies. 

Overarching, strategic issues gradually fall down the agenda as discussions became 

focused on the more pressing technical aspects of programme implementation.  

 For ESIF-RRF interactions, there has been a separation of structures responsible for preparing 

the NRRP and PAs/OPs but ministerial meetings and working groups have supported 

complementarity in drafting, albeit with limited sub-national input in NRRP preparation. 

 Given the scope for duplication of ESIF and RRF spending, demarcation mechanisms are 

important and to varying degrees national authorities are making efforts to clarify ‘grey 

zones’. However, the demarcation process has been a necessary stage in identifying how 

and where complementarities or synergies can be found.  

 For both internal ESIF interaction and ESIF-RRF linkages, informal networks of authorities 

responsible for management and implementation are as important as formal governance 

arrangements, particularly given time pressures. 

Setting shared strategic priorities strengthens the scope for positive interactions between funds 

and instruments but the scope for this varies across thematic fields. 

 Assessments of the pursuit of synergies between ESI Funds show that that much of the 

activity in increasing the scope for complementarities focuses on specific themes: research 

and innovation (sometimes facilitated by S3 strategies), social inclusion and sustainable 

urban development (supported by ITIs).  

 Concerning ESIF-RRF interactions, although there is a broad, shared commitment to 

promoting cohesion, strengthening resilience, and supporting the green and digital 

transition, many NRRPs do not have economic, social and territorial cohesion as an explicit 

goal. Insofar as cohesion is mentioned, there is a lack of information on how it is interpreted 

and will be delivered. The involvement of subnational partners and the strength of the 

territorial dimension in planned spending varies greatly across MS.  

Implementation systems are crucial to realise the provisions made in strategic frameworks and 

achieve complementarities in practice but this is challenging. Integrated or aligned 

management and implementation structures and processes or the implementation of 

integrated territorial instruments support this. However, it is often the case that the impetus for 
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developing complementarities and synergies declines over time, and particularly between 

strategic planning and implementation phases.  

 When implementation begins the practical challenges of bringing together funds with 

different regulations, aims, target beneficiaries etc. becomes clear. In some contexts, the 

cross-over point where the funds meet is very narrow. 

 Over time, meetings among partners have a tendency to become very focused on 

technical issues rather than aspirations about synergies. The more strategic discussions 

gradually drop off the agenda, while discussions became focused on the more pressing 

technical aspects of programme implementation. There are doubts whether programme 

authorities would speed up or delay project calls in order to synchronise it with others. 

 This highlights the importance of programme-level and sub-national input and flexibility in 

pursuing positive interactions across ESI Funds. There has been experience where of 

provisions set out in structures of PAs and OPs to guide the interaction of ESI Funds have 

been rather rigid and aimed mostly at demarcation and the avoidance overlaps. 

Programme authorities have found that complementarities are detected afterwards, 

during, for instance during the assessment of projects and even after the funding decision 

has been made. Often, potential complementarities or synergies are demand-driven, 

responding to changing circumstances at programme level and these are better 

addressed at that level in a flexible and ad hoc way.  

 Ensuring strong input from the programme level in making provisions for complementarities 

is crucial, especially where sub-national bodies have important management and 

implementation responsibilities. At the stage of PA and OP drafting, discussions of 

complementarities and synergies at the central level have often been ambitious and sub-

national input into the process is crucial to assess the practical implications.  

 Similarly for ESIF-RRF, the involvement of CP programme authorities and sub-national actors 

in drafting NRRPs has been uneven across MS, potentially undermining complementarity 

and reducing the place sensitivity of EU funding. 

 For both internal ESIF interactions and external ESIF-RRF interactions the demands of 

pursuing complementarities and synergies should not be underestimated. Programme 

authorities note that close complementarity or synergy across funds should not always be 

seen as the ultimate goal. The complexity and administrative cost involved in pursuing 

complementarities may not be justified by the level of funding involved under some 

thematic headings. Where funding is relatively limited, demarcation rather than 

complementarity may be the focus. Thus efforts to develop complementarities and 

synergies, both internally between ESIF and externally with RRF, must be clearly justified, for 

instance in: leading to a reduction in the administrative and implementation burden, also 

for the beneficiary; not posing a risk to regulatory compliance.  
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6 ANNEX 

RRF allocation per Member State compared to CP allocation in 2021-27 (current prices) 

  

Member State RRF Cohesion Policy 

 € millions % of RRF & CP € millions % of RRF & CP 

Netherlands 6,000 82.27 1,293 17.73 

Denmark 1,600 75.65 515 24.35 

Austria 3,500 75.32 1,147 24.68 

France 39,400 70.06 16,835 29.94 

Belgium 5,900 68.69 2,689 31.31 

Spain 69,500 66.27 35,376 33.73 

Luxembourg 100 63.29 58 36.71 

Sweden 3,300 63.22 1,920 36.78 

Italy 68,900 62.08 42,085 37.92 

Germany 25,600 58.12 18,445 41.88 

Finland 2,100 55.96 1,653 44.04 

Cyprus 1,000 51.05 959 48.95 

Ireland 1,000 45.56 1,195 54.44 

Greece 17,800 45.43 21,379 54.57 

Croatia 6,300 40.99 9,069 59.01 

Bulgaria 6,300 38.28 10,157 61.72 

Portugal 13,900 37.09 23,577 62.91 

Slovenia 1,800 35.44 3,279 64.56 

Slovakia 6,300 32.89 12,852 67.11 

Romania 14,200 31.91 30,305 68.09 

Latvia 2,000 30.25 4,612 69.75 

Malta 300 26.36 838 73.64 

Lithuania 2,200 25.17 6,539 74.83 

Czechia 7,100 24.60 21,761 75.40 

Hungary 7,200 24.22 22,526 75.78 

Poland 23,900 24.16 75,034 75.84 

Estonia 1,000 23.12 3,325 76.88 

EU27 338,200 - 369,423 - 
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Number of CLLD LAGs across Europe and combinations of ESI Funds 

 
Source: Kah S (2021) Implementing cohesion policy funds through multi-Fund CLLD, LDnet, https://ldnet.eu/implementing-cohesion-policy-funds-through-multi-fund-clld/  

https://ldnet.eu/implementing-cohesion-policy-funds-through-multi-fund-clld/
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