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European regional policy: investing in the benefit of us all 
 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, representatives of the media and of many regions, good evening, 
bonsoir and goedenavond, 
 
Beste minister Vanraes, goedenavond eveneens, it is a great honour  to meet you here, 
 
 
It is a pleasure to be here and I have to agree with your president, Mr. Friedrich, that it was 
absolutely necessary that a city like Brussels, with the biggest press corps in the world 
needed a meeting place like this. 
 
 
Ever since taking up my post as Commissioner for Regional Policy, one particular issue has 
struck me. Occasionally European citizens and now and again – when I speak to 
representatives of the media – journalists have a bit of an outdated view of structural funding. 
Very often our activities are being perceived as giving subsidies to poor regions, to build 
motorways, railways and ports. In most cases people believe a sign with the EU flag shows 
that a particular project has been funded from taxpayers' money and for a lot of citizens the 
story ends there.  
 
 
I'm happy to see you here tonight and get the occasion to say that EU cohesion funding, 
regional policy, is a lot more than just motorways, ports and railway line construction. First 
of all we do not run a charity policy. Our job is not to just channel taxpayers' contributions 
from the EU budget to projects here and there, according to the national allocations for 
regional and structural funding. Our policy is an investment policy, and I think it is important 
to stress this now more than ever. We invest in people, in their training, their opportunities 
and the infrastructure to improve their chances. We do so in cooperation with member states 
and regions, as our investment partners.  
 
 
These investments – ladies and gentlemen - can indeed be in infrastructure in the more 
traditional sense, like bridges, airports, tram and railways lines and ports facilities. But 
increasingly we are investing in modern infrastructure, like broadband. Ask the population of 
Cornwall in the United Kindgom what they think of first when regional policy is concerned. 
The chance is very big they will mention their new high speed internet links, co funded by 
the European Regional Development Fund. 
 
 
Furthermore, we invest in innovation, developing new products and production methods, 
which can give the European Union the lead in a changed and globalised economy. We are 
focusing more and more on energy efficiency and combating climate change, especially in 
cities, where more than 80 percent of CO2 emissions take place.  
 
 



 
 
 
These are the kind of investments – in smart, sustainable and socially inclusive growth – 
which can realise the Europe 2020 Strategy, making sure this Strategy is not a paper tiger, 
but that it will be realised on the ground. Regional policy is the way to deliver. And – ladies 
and gentlemen – the fact that minister Vanraes is here, is a sign that we run an investment 
policy which aims at and interests all regions, not just the poor. Nobody has the guarantee for 
wealth forever, therefore we have to keep investing in all regions in the European Union, in 
order to keep competitive and create jobs in all Member States. 
 
 
Regarding this, I would like to signal a few figures on the effects of cohesion policy. A 
comprehensive study of the previous funding period, from 2000 until 2006, has shown that 
our investments are more than worthwile. In the previous period, with our investments 
directly over 1,4 million new jobs were created. Nearly 6000 kilometres of new motorways 
and railway lines were constructed and 23 million EU citizens got access to clean drinking 
water and waste water treatment. Here in Brussels it may seem strange to you, but it is a fact 
that these kind of investments still have to be done. But we have invested in setting up more 
than 800.000 dynamic new small companies and created 68.000 lasting high end research 
jobs. Overall, an additional effect of 1,4 percent economic growth per year was created all 
over the EU. 
 
 
This means we run a policy that benefits all. Yes, our investments are one of the most 
tangible effects of European solidarity, whilst funding projects in member states and regions 
that need to catch up. But we invest in the internal market, too. The engineering works for the 
Sofia metro are being done by a French company. Of every German euro that goes to Poland, 
only from regional policy investments, 85 cents return in direct orders for German 
enterprises. For every member state two thirds of the exports is within the internal market. 
The United Kingdom has a bigger external trade relation with Ireland, than with China, India 
and Russia combined. Keeping investing in our regions, rich and poor, the more developed 
and the catching up ones, remains necessary. 
 
 
Of course one can and has to learn from experiences. One can only get better. Therefore, 
together with my colleague Laszlo Andor, who is responsible for Employment and Social 
Affairs, next month I will table proposals for cohesion policy after 2013. I cannot of course 
reveal any details yet, but let me outline our vision behind these proposals. 
 
 
Our overarching aim is to improve the impact and effectiveness of investments. We therefore 
will introduce the principle of investment contracts, with regions and where necessary 
member states. In these contracts we will set ambitious, but realistic targets, tailor made per 
region to achieve quantifiable results. These targets will have to focus on specific investment 
sectors, like social policy and training, energy efficiency and renewable energy and 
innovation, not only in the field of product development but in service and marketing as well, 
to realise the Europe 2020 goals. And for those regions which do best, we want to create a 
performance reserve, a kind of bonus, to encourage more highly quality project investments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
The quality of the planned projects will be of vital importance. We know very well we 
handle and invest taxpayers' money. Effectiveness of spending and an adequate financial 
control are of prime concern to us all. We know very well we cannot simply hand out money; 
no, we need to ensure that money is properly spent. That is what we are already continuously 
working at and we will continue to do so. So, in future we will  not invest in Elton John 
concerts either.  
 
 
As well, we want to give more attention to cross border projects, for instance making it 
possible that with relatively small amounts of money cross border ambulance and public 
transport services can be given more attention. Furthermore, to help regions which have been 
catching up, but which have not yet bridged the gap with the most developed ones, we will 
propose as well to have a category of intermediate or transition regions. This will be a special 
category for one unique period of seven years, to give these transition regions a special and 
extra boost. 
 
 
Some of you here would of course like to know how much money we can allocate to these 
regions, but I'm afraid I will not be able to say so at this stage. In general, I think I will have 
to disappoint all of you who – at the end – want to know how much funding will be available 
as of 2014 per member state or per region. After the Commission has tabled its realistic and 
very balanced proposal for the long term budget as of 2014, it is first up to the member states 
and the European Parliament to decide on the overall budget. Then we start looking at more 
detailed budgets. 
 
 
You can however be assured that our ideas and proposals for the regulations for cohesion 
policy as of 2014, will be just as realistic and balanced, but they will be innovative and 
ambitious too. We want to build on the benefits of what has been done in the past, but 
introduce stricter targets to improve the impact and get a manifold return, for all of us. So, I 
sincerely hope to see you back next month, when we will table our proposals, and we can 
finally do away with any outdated views you might have had on cohesion policy. 
 
 
 
I thank you very much for your attention. 


