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Speech by Commissioner for Regional Policy Johannes Hahn on 4th 

October 2012 at the General Assembly of the Peripheral Maritime 

Regions, Byałystok, Poland 

 

President Le Drian,  

Distinguished guests, 

Ladies and gentlemen  

 

 

Thank you very much for this invitation and the opportunity to address all of you 

today. In the last few months, you have been in regular contact with my services and 

I think exchanges of this kind with regional and local actors are of key importance for 

the success of cohesion policy. 

 

Your General Assembly takes place in critical times. We near the end of negotiations 

on the budget and subsequently, the end of negotiations on our Cohesion policy 

reform proposals. The European Union still faces the challenge of exiting the 
crisis and restoring sustainable growth. This exit strategy is based on three pillars: 

restoring sound public finances, structural reforms for improving competitiveness and 

targeted investments for growth and jobs.  

 

It is in this new economic governance that cohesion policy needs to play an 

important role. We have come a long way to change the image and the importance 

of cohesion policy for growth and jobs. I remember when I took office cohesion policy 

has not been attributed the role it really disserved by policy makers on a European 

level. I don't want to hide that we had also to fight hard for that in our own house.  

 

Today, almost 3 years afterwards, cohesion policy has a central role in all economic 

key documents at EU level: beginning with the budget proposal, over the country 

specific recommendations till the recent growth compact adopted by the European 

council last June. 

  

Ladies and Gentlemen, this image change has not come from nowhere.  
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No. In the last years cohesion policy has undergone a major paradigm shift in setting 

investment priorities and has undergone a major reality-check. 

 

My predecessor, Danuta Hübner, set the course by earmarking cohesion policy 

investments according to the Lisbon Agenda. I further recall the frontloading of 

structural funds in the beginning of the economic crisis to cushion the consequences 

of it. 

 

Under my leadership we took further important measures: we increased the co-

financing rates, especially of Member States most affected by the crisis, to address 

liquidity constraints of member states and regions. We changed the legislation to 

facilitate SME access to finance and we reprogrammed more than 20 billion euro to 

focus more on areas supporting sustainable growth and jobs such as in R&D and 

innovation, SME support, E-services, EU infrastructures (TEN-T, sustainable energy, 

clean transport and ICT infrastructures), energy efficiency, labour market policies for 

vulnerable groups (particularly on young people).  

 

Of course, these efforts wouldn't have been successful without your contribution and 

readiness to act swiftly and smartly and I would like to thank you for that. 

 

But these measures alone were not enough. We enshrined these principles of smart, 

sustainable and social inclusive investments through thematic concentration on the 

most growth enhancing areas, through the principle of conditionality to underpin 

structural reforms and through focussing on more results in the cohesion policy 

reform proposals. Moreover, under the cooperation goal, we opened new avenues to 

encourage common initiatives across border, notably with the EU strategies for the 

Baltic and Danube Regions. 

 

I am convinced it is the sum of all those measures which have helped to put 

cohesion policy at the heart of the European agenda.  

 

However, ladies and gentlemen, being at the heart of the European agenda brings 

also growing responsibility and cohesion policy is without any doubt in the spotlight 

and under high scrutiny. 
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That means that we have to deliver on our promises.  

We need to demonstrate that cohesion policy funds are used efficiently and 

effectively and that we stand ready to do whatever it takes to enhance growth and 

jobs, especially for young people. 

 

And, we need to demonstrate that we are serious about our reform proposal on 

thematic concentration, result orientation and principle of conditionality.  

 

We need to show that through thematic concentration we make sure that there is a 

right mix of investments. I am aware that this might not be the most welome by 

CPMR pillar of the reform. But believe me: examples of the past where we have 

seen a lot of investments in basic infrastructures which couldn't tap its full potential 

due to lack of investments in SMEs, research and innovation and energy efficiency 

measures should be avoided. Moreover, it will help create a critical mass of 

investments to make a difference and ultimately to better sell the policy in future. 

 

Result orientation through milestones and quantifiable targets will help evaluate 

progress of the respective programmes and establish the basis for a real political 

debate on substance rather than on procedures. Smart specialisation strategies play 

an important role in that as they will require solid analysis and the need of collecting 

relevant data which will ultimately also help us to better sell this important policy. 

 

At the same time we need to underline our contribution to growth and jobs through 

the system of conditionality in our reform proposal to underpin structural reforms. 

 

Here again I know that some of you have reservations with regard to certain aspects 

of these principles. But let me tell you that these principles are the core of the reform 

and reflects the ultimate question: To be or not to be. 

 

If we fail to be credible on this we run the risk that the policy loses its importance and 

might be marginalised in the future. I think this is a price nobody wants to pay. 

In addition it is equally important to consolidate the policy beyond the period 2014-

2020. The role and objectives of cohesion policy are changing. It does not only 
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support poorer regions to catch up. It has more and more the task to implement 

European objectives Europe wide giving financial incentives to all regions. This is 

also reflected in the architecture encompassing less developed, transition and more 

developed regions and means finally a consolidation of the policy beyond 2020.      

 

In the light of the ongoing budgetary discussion it would be important today to renew 

your commitment to cohesion policy as growth policy and to send a strong signal to 

your respective national governments on these issues. 

 

In return I can reassure you that I will support you in advocating and addressing 

territorial matters and specificities, the importance of the partnership principle and 

simplification of the policy. Issues that you - CPMR - very strongly advocate. For this 

ideas however you need also to lobby directly Member States. 

 

On the partnership principle I have already asked Luc van den Brande to publish a 

report by the end of 2013 on how member states have integrated the partnership 

principle in the preparation of the next programming period. This will help put 

additional political pressure on member states to include all relevant stakeholders. 

 

I can also tell you that also on simplification there is work in progress. I have always 

said that simplification is a two way street and therefore needs a joint effort of the 

respective players. The report of auditors recalled that two third of the error rate is 

due to national legislation and burdens. My DG is examining the different 

requirements for projects in order to identify which layers are unjustifiably added by 

member states and result in "gold-plating". 

 

Let me close by reminding you the logic of the new cohesion policy. I have 

consistently argued since the beginning of my mandate that cohesion policy is, first 

and foremost, an investment policy to support and deliver EU priorities. In doing so, 

the policy helps all regions to develop faster and to improve the quality of life of all 

their citizens.  
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In turn, its success depends on our collective commitment to make real, sometime 

difficult, choices; to concentrate funds where it matters; to fix clear targets; to ensure 

that we manage available resources according to the highest standards.  

 

I am looking forward to the negotiations in the trilogue with the Council and the 

European Parliament. I am confident that we will lay the foundations for a reformed 

cohesion policy that will achieve real impact on the ground and make a difference to 

the life of our citizens. 

 

I thank you for your strong and contructive voice in the debate on the future of 

cohesion policy. You know: regions - your regions - are the spearhead of human 

evolution! 
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