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Cohesion Policy in support of growth and jobs 

Speech by 
Johannes HAHN, Commissioner for Regional Policy 

EESC Plenary Session, Brussels, 25 April 2012 
 

Mr President (Dear Staffan),  

Dear Members of the European Economic and Social 

Committee,  

Dear colleagues, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to debate with 

you the Commission's proposals for a new Cohesion 

Policy beyond 2013.  And thank you to the rapporteurs 

for their extensive work in producing the five opinions 

the Committee will adopt today. Your work provides 

valuable input for the on-going negotiations with the 

Council and the European Parliament. 

Today I do not need to inform you of our proposals.  

You know them well – you have spent several months 

assessing them before finalising your opinions.  I would 

like to be a bit more personal today and highlight some 

of the issues which are for me unquestionably at the 
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heart of a successful and meaningful Cohesion policy in 

the European Union.   

1. European context 

I am pleased to see we all agree that business as usual 

is not an option for Cohesion Policy.  Even without the 

acute crisis we are experiencing, the European 

Commission would have proposed far-reaching reforms 

for Cohesion.  The extent and the seriousness of the 

crisis have only sharpened our minds and re-enforced 

our will to make sure we propose robust measures that 

will make cohesion policy an undisputed tool for future 

growth in the Union. 

Our policy has produced results.  The 2000-2006 period 

brought us close to 1,4 million new jobs, 85 billion euro 

dedicated to research and innovation, millions of 

citizens with better living standards and regions with a 

higher GDP than before ….   

In the future, we must do even better.  Europe needs to 

improve its use of limited public finance and invest in 

measures that will put us back on the path to growth 

and jobs.  The European Union has given itself a 



Page 3 of 9 

comprehensive strategy to achieve this.  It is called 

Europe 2020.  We must now turn Cohesion Policy into 

the main investment tool that will translate the Europe 

2020 objectives into reality for all our citizens.   

2. New Cohesion 

At the heart of this process there are three aspects 

which are to me essential conditions of our future 

success.  I am very grateful that your Committee 

broadly shares our views on these aspects: there is full 

agreement between us on the need to strive for results 

and performance, there is broad agreement on the 

introduction of conditionalities and we also generally 

agree that we need to focus our investments on a 

limited number of themes.   

But naturally, there are also some diverging views. 
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The Commission's proposals in relation to "thematic 

concentration" have raised some debate.  There is a 

feeling among stakeholders that concentration would 

limit the flexibility that countries and regions need to 

invest in what suits their specific needs.  I have to 

disagree with this position.  Our proposals do strike the 

right balance between focus and flexibility.  Whilst it 

is true that we ask regions to focus on a limited number 

of priorities which stem directly from Europe 2020 - 

there is ample flexibility in the type of actions that can 

be financed and in the mix of measures that can be 

supported to respond to specific challenges.   

I would like to emphasise again that if we are serious 

about implementing the Europe 2020 Strategy, then 

alignment of funding with the main objectives of the 

Strategy is of paramount importance.  Europe 2020 has 

been agreed by all European leaders.  We now have 

the responsibility to design the right tools to implement 

it and give Europe a chance to meet the ambitious 

targets we have set ourselves.   
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Promoting research and innovation, supporting SMEs 

and moving towards a low carbon economy is the only 

way Europe is going to get back on track and give its 

young people employment perspectives.  There is no 

doubt that new jobs will come from our capacity to 

innovate by for example shifting towards greener 

products and processes. 

I turn now to ex-ante conditionalities.  They have to 

be seen as incentives and not sanctions.  Empty 

business parks, bridges to nowhere or underused 

facilities serve no-one.  There are no winners when 

investments are made in the wrong place or at the 

wrong time.  No jobs will be created or maintained with 

bad investments.  Conditionalities are meant to address 

this.  They will be the guarantee that investments are 

made where the conditions are right to do so.  This is 

for in line with our obligations to ensure sound and 

effective financial management of EU and national 

resources. 
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The macro-economic conditionality has also been at 

the centre of much debate.  Some are of the opinion 

that macro economic governance and cohesion policy 

should be kept apart.  To them I say that cohesion 

funding cannot be seen outside the general public 

finance framework.  A sound macro-economic 
environment is conducive to growth.  Deepening 

deficits and increasing debts are in the long run 

damaging for competitiveness, growth and jobs. 

If we reform Cohesion Policy following these essential 

principles, we will make sure it plays a very significant 

part in pulling Europe out of the current economic 

stagnation.  Growth and jobs will only return to Europe if 

we are more strategic and smarter in the way we use 

public finance in general and European cohesion 

funding in particular.  We owe this political effort to our 

citizens. 

Now let me turn to partnership, a principle which is 

dear to your hearts and to mine.   
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You have noted that our proposals go beyond the 

current regulatory requirements when it comes to 

working together with the social partners and civil 

society.  We have gone a step further and reinforced 

the involvement of social partners at all stages of 

programme development and implementation.  

A European Code of Conduct on Partnership is being 

prepared and should be ready by the end of April.  It will 

set out objectives and criteria to support the partnership 

principle across the European Union.  Our aim is to 

ensure that Member States and regions conform to 

minimum standards when applying the partnership 

principle.  

Currently, there is a patchwork of practices.  This is can 

be justified by the diverse institutional set-ups among 

Member States.  But what is more difficult to accept is 

when the commitment to partnership is not equally 

taken on board across Europe.  Although Member 

States generally see the benefits of partnership, many 

have expressed reservations when it comes to binding 

them to minimum requirements.  Discussions in council 

are proving difficult on this.   
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We will need to work hand in hand on this issue and I 

count on your support in defending a principle that has 

in the past contributed to the success of cohesion policy 

by increasing ownership and responsibility.   

3. Conclusion 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

We are at the heart of discussions which will have a 

great impact on our future well-being in Europe.   

Cohesion Policy is the growth arm of the European 

Union. It guarantees public funding for investments over 

the next 7 years, which is an absolute necessity in light 

of the current austerity measures at national level which 

leave funding gaps in regional and local budgets across 

Europe. 

Cohesion Policy is also a cash injection into the real 

economy – supporting emerging markets within the 

European Union is of benefit to each and every 

European business and citizen wherever they are 

located in the Union.  Cohesion Policy is a real 

investment in our common socio-economic space. 
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The European Economic and Social Committee is an 

important interlocutor in the on-going dialogue.  You 

have today adopted your response to our proposals and 

I am grateful for the overall support you are giving us. 

The road ahead is still long and difficult.  The budgetary 

negotiations are likely to be hard – there will be strong 

pressure to reduce the Union's budget, even though in 

times of crisis we should do the opposite, and re-

enforce European added-value and solidarity.   

But if we recognise that Cohesion Policy is one of the 
keys that can unlock our economic transformation, we 

must defend it, and make every effort to increase its 

effectiveness.  

I know you are committed to this – it is good to have 

you by our side. 

Thank you for your attention. 


