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Ladies and gentlemen,  

Dear colleagues,   

It is a great pleasure to be back in Prague.  I am 

grateful for the opportunity to outline to you directly the 

Commission's vision for the next programming period.   

1. Cohesion and the Crisis 

We are experiencing testing times in Europe.  The talk 

has been centred around austerity and tighter public 

budgets.  Public deficits and better management of 

public finance need to be addressed.   

But more recently, it has been agreed that emergency 

budgetary actions need to be accompanied by robust 

actions to stimulate growth.  I have been arguing this for 

a long time and I have at times felt like a lone voice 

preaching in the desert…  
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We have now agreed that we must look at immediate 
and long-term policy changes to stimulate growth and 

make it possible for businesses to create employment.   

Those of us who deal with Cohesion Policy have 

already started doing this.  Because we know that 

Cohesion Policy is undoubtedly one of our main tools 

out of the crisis.  I would like to highlight in particular the 

very rapid response the Commission has put in place 

to tackle the very serious and dramatic issue of youth 

unemployment in eight Member States.  We are also 

working very hard with the national and regional 

authorities in several Member States to examine ways 

in which we can use remaining cohesion policy funds to 

boost employment and assist SMEs, or to speed up 

investment in crucial infrastructure.   

The crisis has lead many to recognise more fully that 

Europe needs Cohesion Policy at the heart of our 
common action.  Recovery and renewed growth will 

only happen if we use Cohesion Policy as a genuine 

investment tool.  But we need to do this in a much more 
strategic and efficient way than we have done in the 
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past – the world is changing and our response to new 

challenges needs to adapt too. 

But we need not start from scratch as I have heard 

some European leaders argue.  No, Europe already 

has tools to make the right investments for growth in 

the longer-term. We have a strategy: Europe 2020 and 

we have an investment mechanism: Cohesion Policy. 

Cohesion Policy has already proved its worth by 

contributing to our relative prosperity over the past three 

decades. In the future Cohesion Policy must become 

more than ever our investment policy for sustainable 

growth.  Without investing smartly in technologies, in 

energy, in services, in people there will be little growth 

in Europe in the years to come. 

2. Reform of Cohesion Policy 

For Cohesion Policy, business as usual is not an option.  

We must imperatively become more efficient.  To this 

effect, the European Commission has tabled extensive 

proposals for the next programming period.  They are 

part of a major exercise to reach increased 
effectiveness and impact.  There are at least three 
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aspects I would like to highlight as they are for me, 

essential conditions of our future success. 

First and foremost, Cohesion Policy must make a 

clear and visible contribution to the concrete targets set 

out in Europe 2020.  In other words, we must show 

results.   

For instance, when it comes to the Digital Agenda or to 

Youth Employment, our programmes must in the future 

demonstrate what they have achieved – both in 

terms of quantity and quality.   

Secondly, we need to focus on a limited range of 

priorities to ensure maximum impact.  For this, we have 

proposed a menu of priorities to be selected according 

to the principle of "thematic concentration".  Studies 

have more than amply demonstrated that a thin spread 

of funding over many priorities simply does not work.  At 

the same time, our proposals leave enough flexibility for 

regions to be able to adopt the priority mix which is right 

for them.  We all know that a "one-size-fits-all" 

approach will not work.  This is exactly why we propose 

a balanced combination of focus and flexibility.  Not 
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mutually exclusive concepts, but two sides of the same 

coin in intelligent use of public funds.   

And at the top of our priorities is innovation.  According 

to our European innovation scoreboard the Czech 

Republic is a "moderate innovator".  This indicates that 

much more can and should be done.  Cohesion policy 

can provide a decisive push to put your country on the 

innovation fast track, using for instance the regional 

smart specialisation approach we have been 

advocating.  I know that you are using current 

programmes to prepare new measures that will put the 

Czech Republic on the innovation map.  Specialised 

centres such as the Extreme Light Infrastructure cluster 

or the Centre of Polymer Structures are showing the 

way.  Nevertheless much more needs to be done to 

stimulate innovation in companies or to strengthen 

cooperation between universities, businesses and 

research institutions.   

It is my strong belief that growth in Europe will largely 

depend on our capacity to innovate.  I understand 

innovation in the broad sense of the word and not in a 

purely technological sense – we want to see innovation 
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in products, services, business and social models.  

Cohesion Policy will play its part in fostering innovation 

for growth.   

A third major aspect of the new proposals is the 

introduction of conditionalities.  As the implementation 

of the current programmes shows, there is a need to 

ensure that any investment is made where the 
conditions to do so are right.  When Cohesion Policy 

has failed to deliver fully, it has often been because the 

legislative or policy framework was not in place. 

Ex-ante conditionalities as we propose them should not 
be seen as a stick that will be used to beat you on the 

head.  On the contrary, they should be seen as a carrot 

for more effective use of limited public funds.  They will 

not be imposed but agreed between the Commission 

and Member States. 

You will agree with me that an effective public 

procurement system or a competent and highly 

motivated public service, are all necessary pre-

requisites for a successful investment policy.  Without 

those there is no way we can maximise the impact of 

our and your investments. 
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If we invest our reduced public funding following these 

three essential principles – results, concentration, 

conditionalities - Cohesion Policy will play a significant 

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. 

There are a number of additional points to make before 

I conclude. 

Our budget proposal for the next period amounts to 336 

billion euro, which is in net prices a 5% cut in the 

Cohesion Policy budget compared to the current 

budget.  As the recent regional GDP figures show, most 

Czech regions will continue to be eligible for substantial 

financial support.  Prague, as the thriving Czech capital, 

would benefit from special measures to ensure that the 
key role of capital cities in the economic development 

of the country is fully recognised.  Capital cities attract 

investments which would otherwise not be realised.  

These investments can have a genuine spill over 
effect over a much wider area.  This is why we propose 

to make it possible to transfer a limited amount of 
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resources from less developed regions to more 

developed regions, where this is clearly justified and 

appropriate.   

Territorial Cohesion is now fully integrated in the 

Treaty and needs to be more visibly part of Cohesion 

Policy.  That is why we are proposing new measures 

such as increasing our investments in the sustainable 

development of urban regions or in territorial 
cooperation.  I know that cross border cooperation in 

particular is of great importance to the Czech Republic 

– you are at the heart of Central Europe, and most of 

your regions share borders with one of your five 

neighbours.  The Commission proposal raises the 

budget for ETC by 30% – I do hope that we will have 

your full support in ensuring that this is not endangered 

in the difficult budget negotiations we will have during 

2012. 

Finally, a word on simplification. The Commission too 

has drawn lessons from the current period.  We have 

taken bold steps to ensure future programmes are 

simpler to implement and funds easier to access.  

We propose greater harmonisation of rules across the 
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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 facilitated by clearer rules.  But our 

simplification efforts should not be thwarted by adding 

golden plating at national or regional level.  For 

example, a recent Commission study on project 

selection procedures shows that the Czech Republic 

uses a very complex, lengthy and costly selection 

process – simplification must also come from Prague! 

3. Conclusion 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

We are at the heart of discussions which will have a 

great impact on our well-being in Europe.  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. 

For those involved in programming and implementation, 

there is much work in 2012.  First we must 

consolidate the implementation of the existing 
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programmes and secondly we must prepare the new 

period, including by investing resources in developing a 

strong pipeline of smart and mature projects, by 

reflecting on the efficiency of the management 

structures and by ensuring full ownership of the 

strategic planning process right across the country. 

Thank you for your attention. 


