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Dear ministers, 

Ladies and gentlemen,  

Portugal has been a fine member of the European Union for over 25 years. Your country 
has always been a staunch supporter of the European project, and has provided us with 
a President for 8 years already. 

The current crisis has hit your country particularly hard. I believe the resilience shown 
by Portuguese institutions, businesses and people has been re-enforced by the previous 
achievements of cohesion policy.  

Nevertheless, unemployment has reached critical levels, especially for young people. A 
serious situation, which is further compounded by the low level of qualifications of the 
labour force and the very high early school leaving rates. 

The crisis and related budgetary constraints have highlighted the need to concentrate 
future cohesion policy resources on long-term strategic objectives addressing the major 
weaknesses of the country. 

Before I outline to you the Commission's reflection on the next programming period, I 
would like to thank all of you for your excellent cooperation in tackling the acute 
problem of youth unemployment. The re-programming of Structural Funds which took 
place earlier in the year has been successfully finalised, with formal signature expected 
in the next few days, hopefully not weeks.  

This success is the result of very close and constructive cooperation between the 
Commission services and the Portuguese authorities, always guided by a wish to 
improve. As a result of this reprogramming, we expect that close to 90,000 young 
people will benefit from employment measures and that 4,500 SMEs will receive 
targeted support to deliver a sustainable impact and effect. 

Now to your future programmes. We must be guided now and in the future by measures 
that target the improvement in particular the business sector, which is a backbone of 
every society, and not by the desire to relieve budgetary constraints. 

The Commission's recommendations for the future can be summed up in one word: 
competitiveness. 

Portugal needs to concentrate its efforts on developing further its production of tradable 
goods and services. Recurring trade imbalances seriously damage public finances. In 
addition, a failure to modernise your industrial base will lead to the disappearance of 
know-how and innovation capacity. 

To improve its competitiveness Portugal needs to invest in innovation and more energy-
efficient production. It needs to invest in education and training, developing skills which 
better match the needs of the labour market. It also needs to focus on providing access 
to finance for promising SMEs. For example to strengthen the agri-food processing 
sector, in particular higher value and diversified products. 

By focusing on these key growth-enhancing priorities, Portugal will have the best chance 
to come out of the crisis stronger and better prepared for the challenges of increased 
globalisation.  

Budgetary constraints also call for an increased concentration of funds on carefully 
selected priorities. Interventions in the future will need to focus on the areas with the 
highest growth potential. They will also need to be used more efficiently and 
strategically.  

Portugal has specific territorial challenges: there is a persistent development gap 
between coastal and inland regions, between urban centres and the rural areas.  
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All more reason for a high degree of coordination between the different EU Funds. The 
Maritime and Fisheries Fund and the Rural Development Fund should be used in 
conjunction with the Social Fund and the Regional Development Fund. Portugal will need 
a clear vision for all its regions if it is to offer all its citizens higher living standards and 
better chances to acquire skills and find employment. 

When it comes to the European Regional Development Fund, we would like to see strong 
measures in favour of entrepreneurship and business innovation. Future growth will 
depend on a buoyant private sector, on SMEs that are ready to face the challenges of a 
fast developing global market. The funds should be used to devise robust mechanisms to 
help those who have know-how and vision. The maritime nature of Portugal is a major 
asset that needs to be better exploited and SMEs active in the "blue economy" should be 
further supported. 

There is also a clear need to continue to invest in a resource-efficient economy. Energy 
efficiency is not only about protecting our environment and saving resources. It is also 
about producing more competitively by reducing production costs and energy bills. 
Making your industry and your transport system energy-efficient is a win-win scenario. 

But we must be better than in the past at mixing policies and funding. Investing in 
business infrastructure or in energy-saving measures is in itself not enough to secure 
growth and jobs. There must be relevant accompanying measures to better educate and 
train young people, to make sure that the skills required by the labour market are 
available.  

This brings me to another important point. We must all show that we are serious about 
the core elements of the current reform of cohesion policy. We must improve the way in 
which we programme, implement and monitor spending, with more attention to results. 
Result-orientation is the key phrase for reform of cohesion policy in the next period. 

Therefore, we have proposed a number of conditions which need to be fulfilled by 
individual Member States before the funds become available, so that we only spend 
money where the prerequisites for success are in place. 

In Portugal, progress will be needed to develop an innovation strategy for smart 
specialisation, including in the field of digital growth. For energy efficiency investments 
to be productive, reforms are needed in the legal framework of the energy sector. 
Further work is expected in the field of water and waste management. Education and 
training policies need to be adapted to current conditions. This list is not exhaustive – 
you will find all the details in the Position Paper we are presenting to you today. 

Finally a word on the two outermost regions. Madeira and the Azores will continue to 
benefit from the specific provisions which support the outermost regions. They have 
special needs related to their location and physical features. As outlined last summer in 
our Communication on this topic, we will be working closely with the regions to develop 
individual Action Plans where we want to see a real strategy for their future 
development, based on their individual strengths and competitive advantages. I was in 
the Azores last September and I saw for myself the progress made with the support of 
cohesion policy – particularly in the field of renewable energy. I also saw the potential 
the archipelago has for future growth. As to Madeira, it is already now a more developed 
region. It will be important to consolidate this position and not to lose out to increased 
competition in key sectors. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

In the coming weeks, you are going to enter into a crucial dialogue with the European 
Commission, on how the next cohesion funding package should be used. It is in our 



 

 4

common interest to come to partnership agreements in the next year. That will, of 
course, depend on achieving a budget, which, I hope, leaders will agree later this month. 
It is important to have an early decision because investment policy is decisive for 
markets. It will give them certainty so investors know what the prospects are for the 
future perspective. 

Cohesion Policy will continue to be the main public investment instrument for 
Portugal in the foreseeable future. It is our joint responsibility to ensure that this 
investment produces the desired results. Together, we will take important decisions that 
will define the socio-economic future of your country. 

Together with my services I am looking forward to working with Portugal to help bring 
you back to competitiveness and convergence with the rest of Europe. 

You can count on the European Commission's support and I know I can count on your 
commitment. 

Thank you very much for your attention 

Muito obrigado! 


