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countries 
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Prague, 22 March 2012 
 

 

Ministers, Secretaries of State, 

Dear Colleagues,   

We meet again, this time in Prague, to review where we 

stand on the negotiations of Cohesion Policy post 2013. 

I want to thank you for having engaged in a constructive 

dialogue with the Commission on the key elements of 

our proposals. I welcome in particular your commitment 

to a strong Cohesion Policy, which will be important 

when it comes to the difficult budget discussions ahead 

of us. 
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1. Cohesion and the Crisis 

The financial and economic crisis touches the lives of 

citizens everywhere. The debate around the solutions to 

the crisis has highlighted the importance of managing 

public finances better. But since last December the 

debate has shifted towards the importance of promoting 

growth and jobs if we are to experience any recovery.  

In a way, the crisis has sharpened our senses and has 

made us think more clearly about our economic model 

and the place of Europe in an increasingly global 

environment. At recent European summits, it has been 

agreed that emergency budgetary actions need to be 

accompanied by robust actions to stimulate growth.   

This is a very important background for our negotiations 

of the MFF and of the new regulations.  It is clear in fact 

that when it comes to growth and employment we need 

not start from scratch. Europe already has tools to 

make the right investments for growth. We have a 

strategy: Europe 2020 and we have an investment 

mechanism: Cohesion Policy. 

 



Page 3 of 9 

2. Reform of Cohesion Policy 

However, business as usual is not an option for 

Cohesion Policy.  We must imperatively strive for much 

more effectiveness. I know I can count on your support 

for this.   

In 2012, Cohesion Policy will represent in the Visegrád 

countries between 40 and 80% of your total public 

investment. This is very significant.  If we want to be 

able to maintain this level of support we must work 

together at reforming and improving Cohesion Policy. 

I know that there are aspects of the Commission's 

proposals which you have reservations about. This is 

part of a normal and healthy debate.   

It is important however to have a clear understanding 

and agreement on the fundamental objective of the 

proposal: to increase the policy's effectiveness and 
impact. Not only in principle, but also on the concrete 

mechanisms needed to fulfil this objective. 

Let me share with you some thoughts and provide you 

with some preliminary responses to your concerns.   
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First and foremost, we need to focus on a limited 

range of priorities to ensure maximum impact. The 

credibility of our policy is on the line here and we must 

show that we are serious about it. 

At the same time, regions across the Union have 

specific features, strengths and weaknesses.  They are 

all unique. This is why we propose to leave enough 

flexibility for regions to be able to adopt the priority mix 

which is right for them. 

The Commission is ready to examine how the proposed 

mechanism can be better adapted to different 

circumstances. But, let me be very clear, we need to 

show that concentration is not an empty word: a visible 

and ambitious share of the available resources must be 

concentrated on key priorities.  

"Focus and flexibility" are not mutually exclusive 

concepts, but two sides of the same coin for the 

intelligent use of public funds.   
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Secondly, we need a stronger focus on results and 

performance. The performance framework the 

Commission proposed is a central element of the new 

policy. Without it, we are back to business as usual and 

we will expose the policy to serious and sometime 

legitimate criticisms.  

We must show results and be ready to be assessed 

and engage in evaluation in a constructive manner.  

The performance mechanism proposed is based mainly 

on incentives to perform better. The exclusion of 

competition between programmes or countries will 

ensure that we do not fall in the trap of setting easy 

targets. And sanctions would only come into play where 

there is serious underperformance or reluctance to 

address significant shortcomings. I hope I can count on 

your support on this critical question. 

Finally, conditionalities.  As the implementation of the 

current programmes shows, there is a need to ensure 

that investments are made where the conditions to do 
so are right. Too often in the past we have seen 

projects fail because the legislative or policy framework 

was not in place.  
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We have many concrete examples – the absence of a 

land register has delayed infrastructure projects for 

years in some cases; the absence of water pricing 

policy has blocked crucial investments in water 

distribution systems; the absence of innovation 

strategies has lead to ineffective investments in 

business infrastructure. We can no longer afford to go 

down that path. 

I agree with you that these conditionalities need to have 

a direct and genuine link to the investment priorities 

which you will choose. The Commission is ready to 

engage in this discussion, provided that the principle 

and the mechanism are firmly upheld.  

Now for the macro-economic conditionality, which I 

know many of you oppose. Cohesion Policy is an 

integral part of your national public investment 

programmes.  By linking cohesion funding with broader 

economic governance, we recognise its central place in 

our public finances. And incentives to improve 

economic governance can only benefit the quality of the 

investments made with Cohesion Policy.   
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In addition, the texts are clear: cohesion funding would 

only be negatively affected if a country fails to take the 

necessary measures to address structural macro-

economic or fiscal problems.  This will in my opinion be 

a rare occurrence. And I agree with you that it is 

imperative to ensure that its application is fair and 

balanced. 

If we invest our reduced public funding following these 

three essential principles – concentration, results and 

conditionalities – Cohesion Policy will play a crucial 

part in pulling Europe out of the current economic 

stagnation.  This is of paramount importance, not only 

to the Commission or to Member States and regions, 

but to our citizens. 

A few additional points to conclude. 

Capital cities in your countries would qualify as more 

developed regions, thanks to their good economic 

performances. We know that capital cities attract 

investments which would otherwise not be realised and 

that these investments can have a genuine spill over 
effect over a much wider area.   
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The combination of the Cohesion Fund which operates 

at national level and of the possibility to transfer up to 

2% from less developed regions to more developed 

regions, where this is justified and appropriate, is a fair 

way to secure support for capital cities whilst not losing 

the benefits of geographical concentration. 

Finally, a word on simplification. I know that you 

consider that we did not go far enough in simplifying the 

policy's operational framework. I do not agree.  

We propose greater harmonisation of rules across the 

funds, more flexibility for the management and control 

systems, increased proportionality and extended use of 

simplified reimbursement methods such as flat rates, 

lump sums or unit costs. The use of financial 

instruments is also facilitated by clearer rules.   

We will listen to any concern you might have – but let's 

not forget that part of what we have proposed depends 

on the outcome of the discussion on the Financial 

Regulation and that our simplification efforts should not 

be thwarted by adding golden plating at national or 

regional level.   
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I would like here to refer you to a recent study 

commissioned by DG Regional Policy which clearly 

demonstrates that the project selection process put in 

place by Managing Authorities in many cases is very 

long, burdensome and costly.  Just like it takes two to 

tango, it takes two to simplify…    

3. Conclusion 

Ministers, 

If we recognise that Cohesion Policy is one of the keys 
that can unlock our economic transformation in the 

coming decade, we must defend it, and make every 

effort to increase its effectiveness. 

The Commission's proposals are all geared towards 

reaching this objective – time has come to go beyond 

words and to agree the concrete steps that will lead to 

better Cohesion Policy.   

We can only defend an ambitious budget for a strong 

Cohesion Policy if we demonstrate our commitment to a 

modern and smart implementation process. 

Thank you for your attention. 


