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Reflections Paper

This Reflections Paper was drafted as background for the Workshop ‘Cohesionin a
policy-based, simpler and impactful MFF’ which took place in Brussels on 9 December
2024 involving senior officials from Member States and EU institutions (see Annex).' The
paper sets out ten recommendations as a starting point for discussion at the Workshop.

The paper takes as a starting point the Political Guidelines of the Commission President
and conversations with senior officials in DG REGIO, DG EMPL and DG BUDG and
others. The Guidelines advocate a ‘policy-based’ rather than ‘programme-based’ MFF,
fewer programmes, national planning by each Member State linking key reforms with
investment, and a European Competitiveness Fund.

The paper is divided into three sections: Cohesion as a pillar of the next MFF; Cohesion
as part of the European Semester (ES); and Cohesion instruments and a multi-level
governance approach.

The final section provides a summary of the Workshop discussions

COHESION AS A PILLAR OF THE MFF 2028-2034
1. Strategic Framework for Cohesion Policy

The Political Guidelines of the European Commission President include a welcome and
important commitment to Cohesion, notably the need for “a strengthened cohesion
and growth policy with regions at the centre... designed in partnership with national,
regional and local authorities...[to]...address regional and social disparities”.

As a basis for realising these ambitions, the EU should set out an overall strategic
framework defining both a vision and core objectives, including territorial Cohesion and
convergence. The vision and objectives need to be meaningful in order to:

e influence decisions on the European Semester and Country Specific
Recommendations (CSRs) as well as other EU strategies such as the National

"The paper was drafted by Professor John Bachtler and Professor Carlos Mendez, European Policies
Research Centre, University of Strathclyde and Delft University of Technology, on the initiative of the
Ministry of Development Funds & Regional Policy, Poland. The paper draws on discussions with officials
from Member States and EU institutions but is the responsibility of the authors alone.
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Climate & Energy Plans, the formulation of detailed policy/funding priorities, and
the development of national strategies; and

e facilitate coherence across EU policies.

Cohesion should be an EU priority with the same status as other EU goals, with an
explicit acknowledgement that achieving Cohesion objectives requires a combined and
coordinated approach involving all EU policies and actions of national and sub-national
authorities.

This should not be a ‘Competitiveness vs Cohesion’ issue. As the Draghi and Letta
reports emphasise, the future of the EU depends on being able to improve its
competitiveness. Equally, as the High-Level Group Report on the Future of Cohesion
Policy makes clear, EU growth and competitiveness will not be achieved unless
structural and institutional deficiencies — outside the major cities and core regions - can
be addressed. Thus, Cohesion must be seen as part of the solution to the EU’s
challenges, i.e. using untapped territorial potential for building EU competitiveness,
focusing on the regional implications of structural change. This includes supporting
speedier regional adaptation to the industrial, digital and green transformations on the
ground as well as managing the social consequences.

Specifically, a new EU strategic framework should:

(a) cover the entire MFF and have well-defined demarcation between MFF
circuits/instruments to avoid overlap and to create an environment that allows
synergies and complementarities to be achieved. It needs to clarify which
activities are covered by Cohesion Policy (e.g. SMEs) and which would be
covered by a new Competitiveness Fund (e.g. large/companies);

(b) have a cross-cutting objective of economic Cohesion applicable to all EU
policies in order to encourage and measure their contribution to economic,
social and territorial cohesion;

(c) include a policy explicitly dedicated to Cohesion. This would have an investment
pillar to provide financial support for the development and competitiveness of
regions in the context of economic and ecological transitions and for
strengthening the attractiveness and cohesion of territories, especially those
located outside the hinterland of metropolises/large agglomerations;

(d) stress the importance of shared management and multi-level governance of
policy interventions relating to Cohesion, and the involvement of regions;

(e) have a limited number of overall indicators, such as those used for Fit for 55; and



(f) establish a performance framework at EU level, making it possible to measure
the contribution of EU policies to the different objectives (including Cohesion)
and to assess synergies between Cohesion Policy and other EU policies.

2. Coherence of EU strategic objectives

Achieving EU strategic objectives requires coherence between centralised (spatially
blind, sectoral) programmes and territorial programmes, taking account of regional
differences in development needs and opportunities. This is the core challenge which
the EU has had great difficulty in addressing effectively in the current and previous
programming periods.

In practice, this means setting out the EU-wide challenges, objectives and priorities,
their territorial variation across the EU and potential to be exploited, and the role of
territories in achieving EU-wide goals. The EU strategic framework should explicitly
highlight complementarities (and acknowledge potential trade-offs) between centrally
managed and place-based policies (shared management) and be structured
accordingly.

The framework should seek to maximise alighment across programmes that would
facilitate synergies and complementarities across different budget headings and
associated programmes. Any achievement of complementarities and increase in the
efficient use of financial resources will require programming and implementation rules
to be unified; it will not be possible to achieve complementarity if the current difficulties
in implementing different EU instruments continues without a single rule book covering
areas such as auditing, reporting, cost calculations etc.

Specifically, this requires:

e fewer EU Funds and standardisation of eligibilities and common rules for all
Funds supporting territories (regional and rural) — without exceptions or
specificities;

e more and better use of a performance-based system applied to all policies (in
ways which take account of the territorial situation of countries and regions) and
based on evidence of RRF effectiveness, exploiting lessons learnt from simplified
cost options (SCO) and Financing Not Linked to Costs (FNLC);

e consistent recognition of the Cohesion objective under all policies (whether
centrally managed or under shared management);

o fewer conditionalities, including reducing the current overlap in green
conditionalities (thematic concentration, enabling conditions, climate proofing,
climate tagging, DNSH); and



e more flexibility for Member States and regions to transfer funding between
instruments and categories of regions but based on need.

COHESION AND THE EUROPEAN SEMESTER
3. Cohesionin the European Semester

The European Semester (ES) could serve as a key policy coordination mechanism
between the Commission and Member States with a relevant focus on long term
development including transition processes. It should identify essential reforms at the
right administrative level and strategic investments that:

e align with above-noted strategic priorities and themes, from the EU down to
national and regional levels;

e reflect Cohesion as one of the key objectives in line with the EU’s Strategic
Framework; and

e involve a limited number of strategic reforms that are directly linked to the
investments at the right national/territorial level and together allow for better use
of territorial potentials and addressing of excessive disparities.

Apart from addressing strategic priorities and themes, the ES process should help to
coordinate and monitor policies for economic, social and territorial cohesion, including:

(a) identifying territorial disparities of European significance;

(b) setting out the need for forward-looking transformational strategies for different
types of territories (by, for example, focusing on productivity, innovation, just
transition and social inclusion etc); and

(c) recognising complementarities among EU, national and subnational policies and
their impacts/implications.

4. Territorial dimension in the European Semester and CSRs

The reference point for ES assessment should be the overall vision noted above i.e. the
EU should set out an overall strategic framework defining both a vision and core
objectives, including territorial Cohesion and convergence.

Country Reports should include a territorial review of the country’s territorial disparities
with reference to the overall vision of EU territorial development, identifying investment
needs as well as reforms relevant for Cohesion and convergence. They should identify
specific territorial challenges (and where appropriate specific territories) and note
where these should be the tasks of different EU policies and national sources.
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Member State and, where relevant, regional authorities, need to be involved in the
identification of investment priorities and reforms as well as the negotiation of relevant
CSRs. This is important as a partnership exercise, not just an MS ‘fact check’, ensuring
context-specific CSRs aligned with Medium-Term Fiscal Structural Plans (formerly
NRPs) and taking account of institutional capacity to deliver priorities. This implies a
much more interactive and partnership-based ES process than has been the case to
date.

CSRs should be a basis for identifying key reforms and investments accompanied by a
limited number of strategic milestones/targets (see also below).

COHESION INSTRUMENTS AND THE SHARED MANAGEMENT APPROACH
5. National Framework for Cohesion

The strategic planning document for the next MFF should be national frameworks or
agreements for Cohesion, drafted by the Member States, covering a seven-year period,
in partnership with regions. Their purpose is to translate the EU strategic framework and
CSRs into a dedicated strategy at national levels in partnership with regional levels. As
such, they would resemble former National Development Plans. The national
frameworks would contain:

a) more detailed analysis of the issues identified in Country Reports at NUTS 1, 2
and 3 levels (and covered in Member State sources) of regional development
opportunities and needs. This should be both retrospective (trends in disparities)
as well as prospective (future challenges in relation to competitiveness, climate
change, demography....and identification of regional vulnerabilities);

b) how EU and domestic policies will address the development needs and
opportunities set out in the Country Report;

c) how reforms with an impact on Cohesion are to be implemented at national and
regional levels;

d) the framework for territorial action, promoting transformation and capacity
development of areas in need (lagging, underperforming or those with other
specific needs);

e) how, with respect to EU funding, shared management funds are intended to be
deployed;

f) explicit vertical linkages to EU strategic priorities; and

g) where relevant, a limited number of milestones and targets, for monitoring the
overall performance of implementing national frameworks.
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A more detailed operational set of ‘intermediate’ milestones and targets will need to be
agreed between the Commission, Member State and regions with the flexibility to be
adapted in line with changing circumstances.

The frameworks would serve as a primary structural policies coordination mechanism
between the Commission and the Member State including Cohesion and territorial
developmentissues. This underlines the critical role of DG REGIO and DG EMPL, on the
one hand, and the involvement of relevant sub-national authorities on other, to ensure
effective shared management.

In drawing up national frameworks, Member States should be encouraged to make
wider use of Territorial Impact Assessment (ex-ante) and make provision for the
monitoring and evaluation of the territorial effects of interventions.

The analysis and assessment of policy priorities should be updated in advance of the
mid-point of the implementation period as a basis for the adaptation of frameworks,
and revisions of milestones and targets.

National frameworks should be programmed taking the territorial organisation of the
respective Member State and their territorially differentiated socio-economic
challenges into account.

Where regions (devolved or deconcentrated) or other territorial entities have a strategic
responsibility for growth and Cohesion, each region should have the possibility to
prepare - at NUTS 1/2/3 level(s) or functional areas as appropriate - a regional plan
implemented through ITI, CLLD, regional financial instruments or another territorial
mechanism determined by the Member State. The regional plans would set out the
strategy and operational arrangements which would contribute to the achievement of
strategic goals (milestones and targets) set out in the national framework. The Member
State would be responsible for assessing (hon)compliance and reimbursing funds. At
project level, SCOs would be applied where possible.

6. Multi-level governance

Multi-level governance is essential for an effective, place-based approach to growth and
Cohesion.

A strategic framework of EU priorities needs to be balanced by the involvement of
regional and local authorities in designing growth and Cohesion strategies and
delivering EU funding in ways that take account of the distinctive development
opportunities and needs of places (partnership). This is essential for the model of
European integration to be seen as democratic and accountable, for people and
communities to be more involved in EU policies, and to ensure that the EU funding is
‘visible’.



The approach taken to multi-level governance and the allocations to regions are the
responsibility of each Member State. However, Member States should be encouraged to
ensure that at least 25-35% of Cohesion/growth funding is spent by regional/local
authorities or regional offices of the State.

7. Eligibility for EU Cohesion and Growth Funding

All regions should be eligible for EU growth and Cohesion funding, recognising growing
intra-regional disparities and the challenges facing both richer and poorer regions.
However, the scale, share and form of EU funding should depend on the level of
development measured by GDP/relative to GDP per capita.

The argument that EU funding should be concentrated exclusively on ‘poorer regions’ is
increasingly undermined by the evidence on the challenges facing growth and Cohesion
in the EU. Research indicates that there are growing disparities between regions within
Member States, and within regions (rather than between EU regions). The challenges of
competitiveness, green transition and demographic change are affecting placesin
richer as well as poorer regions.

8. Funding allocation method

The Berlin formula has underpinned the allocation of funding, based on two or three
categories of regions, since 1999. The most recent three-year averages of GDP/GNP per
head have remained the principal criteria, although with increasingly complex use of
coefficients and premia to take account of (un)employment, migration, population
density, and education, as well as ceilings, floors and caps.

The allocation of funding for Cohesion Policy to Member States should continue to be
driven principally by GDP per head. This could be over longer time periods (e.g. 7-10
years) to take account of development traps. Secondary indicators can be included but
the primary purpose is to reflect the current situation of regional development in the
Member States as accurately as possible. A modified (simplified) Berlin allocation
method should apply to all structural instruments - single fund, single rules, single
allocation method.

Under Interreg, the allocation method should be directly by ‘cooperation space’to
promote a greater identity for the cooperation space.

9. Inter-regional cooperation and development of functional linkages

Inter-regional cooperation should be expanded and strengthened to support the widest
possible contribution of regions to EU strategic priorities.

In the strategic planning process, particular attention should be devoted to the
promotion of cooperation between stakeholders at the level of functional areas (such
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as through ITls). As demonstrated and recommended by the OECD?, these are the levels
at which regional policy can be most efficient and effective.

There is increasing evidence of the importance of European scale inter-regional
cooperation, particularly for innovation, to overcome fragmentation in collaboration
activity. Examples are the initiatives under Cohesion Policy and EU RTDI policy to
promote innovation networks, especially between more advanced and less advanced
regions in different areas of specialism (e.g. creating cross-border value chains under
smart specialisation strategies, Interreg R&l collaboration projects, regional innovation
valleys).

These types of approaches should be included in national frameworks for Cohesion,
funded by both centrally managed and shared management programmes, and
potentially incentivised with higher rates of co-funding. More emphasis should be
placed on innovation, climate change and cross-border infrastructure and services.

10. Institutional capacity

The research evidence indicates that institutional capacity is a significant factorin
determining performance in absorption, regularity and effectiveness of EU spending. A
new approach to supporting institutional capacity is needed to enhance performance
across regions.

National and regional strategies for Cohesion should demonstrate that the requisite
institutional capacity to design and deliver priorities is in place or foresee the necessary
actions to safeguard effective planning and implementation.

Consideration should be given to a stronger linkage between national/regional
strategies (and investment choices) and capacity.

The current approach to using Technical Assistance (TA) under Cohesion Policy to
support the bodies responsible for coordination and implementation of the funds
should be widened to include all bodies responsible for implementing EU investment
and reforms. Consideration should be given to broadening TA support, such as the
(re)introduction of a specific objective (as under TO11 in 2014-20) to provide funding for
more organisational capacity. An example might be the establishment and staffing of
technical support bodies with a mix of experienced practitioners from different
countries/regions/levels to ensure the availability of specialised expertise.

Institutional capacity-building must transcend national and regional borders. Support
for building partnerships and networks between regions (especially between more
developed and less-developed regions) should be expanded and intensified.

2See for example the recommendations of the Council on Regional Development Policy:
https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/en/instruments/OECD-LEGAL-0492
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WORKSHOP SUMMARY
The Workshop was structured around five questions

e What kind of strategic framework is needed to promote a more coordinated and
coherent approach to EU priority objectives?

e Whatrole could/should the European Semester play in policy coordination, particularly
to ensure a more coherent approach to Cohesion?

e What kind of planning/programming approach for Cohesion can ensure that EU strategic
priorities are translated effectively into practice?

e What should be the role of sub-national levels in delivering strategic EU priorities?

e Which experiences from implementing the RRF could simplify delivery of Cohesion
Policy? What are the opportunities and limitations of SCOs and FNLCs?

The main points made in the discussion were as follows.

Q1. What kind of strategic framework is needed to promote a more coordinated and
coherent approach to EU priority objectives?

The discussion emphasised the importance of Cohesion Policy as a central tool for achieving
EU priority objectives, highlighting its role in fostering resilience, competitiveness, and
democratic norms such as rule of law and trust in the EU. Speakers and participants underlined
the value of a place-based approach and multilevel governance, ensuring that EU priorities are
tailored to territorial needs and involving diverse actors at different levels across public, private,
and civil sectors.

While CP provides a strategic framework for territorial development and investment, it also
requires simplification, legal certainty, a single audit model and coherence across rules and
policies (e.g., state aid, procurement). Greater flexibility in thematic concentration is important
to address territorial needs effectively, alongside alignment of EU key performance indicators
and greater use of territorial impact assessments for all EU policies.

However, the role of Cohesion Policy faces pressures from competing priorities and due to EU
budget constraints including a reluctance of Member States to agree on increasing
contributions and the need for debt repayment in the future.

Q2. What role could/should the European Semester play in policy coordination,
particularly to ensure a more coherent approach to Cohesion?

The discussion on the European Semester’s role in policy coordination revealed mixed views,
particularly regarding its potential to support a more coherent approach to cohesion. Concerns
were raised about its complexity, rigid annual cycle, and limited emphasis on the territorial
dimension, with suggestions for a longer-term approach (e.g. three- or five-year cycles). While
the European Semester goes beyond the scope of Cohesion Policy, there was agreement that
CP should only address directly relevant investment and reform priorities.

Linking the Semester more effectively to Cohesion Policy was proposed, alongside the need for
greater involvement of regions and a stronger focus on administrative capacity. A territorial
impact assessment of country-specific recommendations and conceptual clarity on
milestones, targets, and reforms were deemed essential. It was acknowledged that Cohesion
Policy is part of macroeconomic policy, and its integration into the Semester framework is



necessary, but excessive focus on project-level investments within the Semester could be
counterproductive.

Q3. What kind of planning/programming approach for Cohesion can ensure that EU
strategic priorities are translated effectively into practice?

The discussion emphasised the importance of a performance-based approach involving regions
to ensure EU strategic priorities are effectively translated into practice, though significant
simplification is required. Support was expressed for continued eligibility of all EU regions with a
focus on structurally weaker regions. Concerns were raised about the restrictive nature of
thematic concentration, alongside a need for better data, indicators, evaluations, and impact
assessments. Participants stressed the strong European added value of territorial cooperation,
which also enhances global and national value chains. Synergies between regional and national
development policies were seen as critical, requiring strategic coherence with domestic
policies. Key principles identified included a place-based approach, partnership, and
performance-driven strategies involving regions, though achieving a "step change" in
simplification remains a significant challenge.

Q4. What should be the role of sub-national levels in delivering strategic EU priorities?

The discussion highlighted the importance of a strategic, multilevel governance approach to
delivering EU priorities, avoiding a strictly top-down or bottom-up model. The domestic
allocation of competences and the principle of subsidiarity must be respected in aligning
Cohesion Policy with the European Semester and CSRs. Participants stressed the importance
of regions being able to engage directly with Commission services in Cohesion Policy,
reinforcing the idea of a policy designed for, with, and by the regions. The Commission also
expressed support for maintaining strong partnerships with regional actors, underlining their
critical role in implementing strategic EU objectives.

Q5. Which experiences from implementing the RRF could simplify delivery of Cohesion
Policy? What are the opportunities and limitations of SCOs and FNLCs?

The discussion highlighted that Simplified Cost Options (SCOs) and Financing Not Linked to
Costs (FNLCs) provide positive examples for simplifying Cohesion Policy delivery and enhancing
performance, though coherence issues and the need for regional involvement remain.
Participants emphasised the importance of balancing outputs and results while ensuring
flexibility in setting and adapting targets.

Finally, concerns were raised about the risk of adding performance obligations from the RRF to
the existing cost-based audit framework in CP, potentially increasing complexity rather than
simplifying processes. However, lessons from the RRF show that decoupling payments from
costs can enhance both effectiveness and assurance. The discussion also noted that reforms
and investments can be mutually reinforcing, with institutional reforms being particularly
beneficial for CP linked to the existing enabling conditions approach. While the RRF has
accelerated the implementation of difficult reforms, concerns persist regarding lower
transparency on final beneficiaries.
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ANNEX : WORKSHOP AGENDA
COHESION IN A POLICY-BASED, SIMPLER AND IMPACTFUL MFF

Brussels, 9 December 2024

1. Objective of the Workshop

The purpose of the workshop is to facilitate an expert discussion and allow for an open
exchange of views between practitioners and Commission services on how Cohesion
objectives and funding could be organised and implemented in the MFF 2028+.

2. Reflection Paper

The Workshop will be introduced with a background paper drafted by the European
Policies Research Centre (EPRC, University of Strathclyde and TU Delft), initiated by the
Ministry of Development Funds & Regional Policy, Poland, and drawing on informal
discussions with Member States and European Commission officials over the past six
months The paper is intended to provide a basis for an open and frank exchange of views.

From a Cohesion perspective, a restructured MFF needs to ensure:

e aclear commitment to the importance of Cohesion in the post-2027 EU strategic
agenda and European Semester;

e a territorial (place-based) approach to delivering Treaty objectives relating to
Cohesion; and

e a multi-level governance approach that ensures involvement of subnational
authorities in both the design and implementation of Cohesion spending
programmes or schemes.

The workshop will explore how these objectives can be addressed in line with the Political
Guidelines of the Commission President. It will focus on the strategic objectives of the
next MFF (formation of EU-level strategy, European Semester) and their implementation
in practice at Member State and subnational levels. The intention is to help develop a
workable approach to Cohesion within the next MFF capable of commanding support
within the Commission, Parliament, Member States and European Committee of the
Regions.
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3. Participants

The Workshop will be a closed session, by invitation only. The participants will include
representatives of Member States, Commission DGs, European Institutions and invited
experts.

4. Agenda
The Workshop will be a half-day meeting with the following programme:

14.00 Welcome by organisers

14.10 Introduction of discussion
e Prof. John BACHTLER, European Policies Research Centre,
University of Strathclyde, and Delft University of Technology

14.30 Panel discussion 1 - EU strategic priorities and the place of cohesion

What kind of strategic framework is needed to promote a more
coordinated and coherent approach to EU priority objectives?

What role could/should the European Semester play in policy
coordination, particularly to ensure a more coherent approach to
Cohesion?

e Dr Georg SCHADT, Director, Federal Ministry of Agriculture,
Forestry, Regions and Water Management; Directorate III/6 -
Coordination Regional Policy and Spatial Planning, Austria

e Katefina NEVESELA, Director of the EU Funds Management and
Coordination Department, Ministry of Regional Development,
Czech Republic

Participant discussion

15.10 Panel discussion 2 - implementation of the new strategic framework
- programming, performance, governance, financing.

What kind of planning/programming approach for Cohesion can ensure
that EU strategic priorities are translated effectively into practice?

What should be the role of sub-national levels in delivering strategic EU
priorities?

Which experiences from implementing the RRF could simplify delivery of

Cohesion Policy? What are the opportunities and limitations of SCOs and
FNLCs?
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15.50

16.10

17.15

17.30

5. Venue

e Dr Daniela HEIN-DITTRICH, Head of Unit ID2, EU-Cohesion Policy
and Structural Funds; Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and
Climate Action, Germany

e Dr Peter WOSTNER, Senior Researcher at the Institute of
Macroeconomic Analysis and Development at the University of
Ljubljana, Slovenia

e DrPiotr ZUBER, Principal Advisor, Strategy Department, Ministry of
Development Funds and Regional Policy, Poland.

Participant discussion
Coffee break

Commentaries by European Commission DGs
e Peter BERKOWITZ, Director, DG REGIO
e Maria Teresa FABREGAS, Director, RECOVER, Secretary-General
e Ruth PASERMAN, Director, DG EMPL
e Franck CONRAD, Head of Unit, DG BUDGET

Participant discussion

Concluding reflections
e Professor Carlos MENDEZ. European Policies Research Centre,
University of Strathclyde, and Delft University of Technology
e DrPiotr ZUBER, Principal Advisor, Strategy Department, Ministry of
Development Funds and Regional Policy, Poland.

Close

Representation Office of Hessen, Emilia-Romagna, Nouvelle-Aquitaine and
Wielkopolska, Rue Montoyer 21, 1000 Brussels
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