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Ladies and gentlemen   

1. Introduction and Accession 

These are important times for Croatia.  Accession to the 

European Union is just round the corner.  These are 

also important times for the European Union: 

welcoming Croatia as its 28th Member State 

demonstrates that the European project is still alive. 

As Commissioner for Regional Policy, I am here today 

to outline the benefits of Cohesion Policy for the 

Members of the European Union.  And in the near 

future for Croatia too.   

But before I do so, let me reflect with you on what will 

be different for you after 1 July next year…. 

You will become members of a family of 500 million EU 

citizens. 

You have already seen new opportunities open up in 

terms of mobility – student mobility with programmes 
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such as ERASMUS and, later, working mobility.  

Mobility is a great thing. It allows us to open our minds 

and learn new ways of approaching and handling our 

environment. 
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But mobility is not one-way traffic, from East to West or 

from South to North.  The World Economic Forum 

publishes a "brain drain index" covering 142 countries 

worldwide, in which Croatia does not rank very well : it 

is on the 128th place out of 142 countries.  This is not a 

satisfactory situation. In Europe we need to make sure 

that our talents want to stay and work in the regions 

they come from where they can make a real 

contribution to socio-economic development.    

The future of Croatia sits in this auditorium today.  My 

message to you is to learn, develop and exchange with 

others in order to be rounded individuals and leaders 

who can work in the spirit of cooperation and 

consensus which characterises the way we do business 

in the European Union. 

2. Cohesion and the crisis 

Let me now turn to Cohesion policy, one of the concrete 

and visible manifestations of this spirit of cooperation 

which underpins the process of European integration.   
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Mobilizing the development potential of all the 

European regions, providing opportunities for citizens 

and businesses, reducing exclusion and poverty are 

very important objectives of the Union.   

Today we face the deepest crisis for a generation.   

Europe is being shaken by financial and economic 

turbulences on a scale we had not seen for decades.  

Some of our member states live through very harsh 

times, and there is no doubt that our faith in the 

European project is being tested. 

But undoubtedly, getting out of the crisis and getting 

back on the path of growth and jobs must be our main 

objective in the coming years.   

Much has already been done to ensure that we address 

fundamental weaknesses in our financial governance – 

by joining the European Union, Croatia agrees to 

implement structural reforms that will make its public 

finance stronger and more stable.  

But we must also devote much energy to boost growth 

in Europe, and to support businesses and jobs.  This is 

now an accepted line.   
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After much soul searching, we have come to the 

conclusion that a strict financial discipline goes hand in 

hand with growth enhancing measures to get us out of 

the crisis.  Growth is back on the agenda as is clear 

from the recent informal European Council summit of 

Wednesday where European leaders decided to boost 

growth around three major pillars : 

- mobilising EU policies in support of growth, which 

means accelerating the implementation of the Single 

Market Act or giving new impetus to the Digital Agenda; 

- secondly, stepping up investments for growth, via a 

redeployment of Cohesion policy and a possible 

recapitalisation of the European Investment Bank.  

They also agreed that the Multi-annual Financial 

Framework for 2014-2020, which is the Commission's 

multi-annual programme, should be geared fully to 

growth and jobs. 

- and thirdly to strengthen job-creation via robust 

National Job Plans and a refocusing of Cohesion Policy 

on measures to combat youth unemployment and 

promote quality traineeships. 
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These are all very concrete steps Europe is taking now 

to show the world and its citizens that it is determined to 

find its way back to growth.  

The challenge is that we must invest in growth without 

creating holes in our public finances and being riddled 

with ever-increasing debt.  What we need is not 

spending more, but spending better. 

European Cohesion Policy is one of the answers to this 

difficult balancing act.  With 65 billion euro per year on 

average combining European and national funding, 

Cohesion Policy is the European investment 

mechanism for growth.  It does not operate in a 

vacuum.  It invests along the agreed growth priorities of 

Europe 2020, and it uses tried and tested mechanisms.  

In some Member States, Cohesion policy has provided 

as much as 40 or 50 % of the total public investment 

over the period 2009 to 2011.  This is not negligible, 

particularly in the constrained financial climate that 

prevails at the moment.    

Cohesion policy has provided a real boost for the 

economies of countries which have joined us in 2004 

and 2007.  GDP per capita in new Member States has 
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increased significantly mostly because of cohesion 

policy investments.    

Croatia too is set to benefit greatly from cohesion. It will 

boost its competitiveness and increase its living 

standards.  

The European budget for cohesion post 2013 is still to 

be decided as part of the Multi-annual Financial 

Framework the Union will set for itself until 2020.  In the 

Commission we are examining ways to accelerate 

budgetary decisions in relation to growth – we could for 

instance envisage taking an early decision on the 

"Smart and Inclusive Growth" budget heading of the 

MFF in order to mobilise resources as early as possible 

and give clear signals to citizens and investors.  

New Cohesion 

Having said this, it is also widely accepted that business 

as usual for cohesion policy is not an option.  We must 

take all the necessary steps to make our Cohesion 

investments more effective than in the past.   
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This is exactly what I have proposed in the new 

Cohesion legislative package, which is currently on the 

table. 

Let me highlight three essential aspects of our 

proposed reform: results, focus, which means thematic 

concentration, and conditionalities. 

First - we must show results. Cohesion Policy must 

make a clear and visible contribution to the concrete 

targets set out in Europe 2020.   

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 – to ensure maximum impact the 

programmes must concentrate on a limited number of 

investment priorities, to be selected in a pre-set menu, 

in line with the specific challenges of countries and 

regions and in line with the overall European growth 

strategy Europe 2020.  

Studies have more than amply demonstrated that a thin 

spread of funding over many priorities simply does not 
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work.  There is never enough money to do everything 

we might wish to do.  Careful decisions have to be 

taken how best to use what we have. 

Thirdly - the conditions for an effective policy must be 

secured, at macro-economic and at policy levels.  As 

the economic crisis has shown, sound macroeconomic 

policies, a favorable macroeconomic environment and a 

strong and appropriate institutional framework are 

preconditions for stimulating growth, creating jobs and 

bringing about necessary structural changes.  

Too often in the past we have seen projects fail 

because the legislative or policy framework was not in 

place: the absence of water pricing policy has blocked 

crucial investments in the water distribution system; the 

lack of innovation strategies has led to ineffective 

investments in business infrastructure. We can no 

longer afford to work like this. 

Croatia is aware of these challenges.  And I am happy 

to say that we are working well together. 

Your institutions have already had a flavour of what it 

means to implement cohesion policy.  Pre-accession 

funding has been used to invest in different projects 
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around the country – and it has also served as capacity-

building for cohesion policy.   

The programmes which have been agreed and 

managed jointly by the European Commission and 

Croatia have given your public administration the 

opportunity to learn by doing.   

But even with this level of knowledge the challenge 

ahead should not be underestimated.  Croatia will need 

to respond with a quantitative and qualitative leap.   

The amount of funding will increase dramatically, 

meaning that the country has to be prepared to absorb 

much more. And adequate mechanisms will have to be 

set up to respond to the increased emphasis on results 

and effectiveness. 

4. Preparing Croatia for Cohesion 

If I look at Croatia now, I can see a number of priorities 

for the country to meet the challenges of Cohesion and 

reap the associated benefits. 

First of all, the country must have a strong, competent, 

dedicated and stable public administration, at all levels.  
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Without this, programmes and projects will fail and 

funds will be lost.   

The entire life cycle of cohesion policy – from 

preparation and programming to implementation and 

evaluation - must be in the hands of highly professional 

civil servants who are given the means to perform their 

tasks well.  I hope some of you will be among the future 

Cohesion policy managers. 

Secondly, there must be a clear pipeline of mature 

projects, ready for implementation.  The sectors which 

are financially supported are known to everyone.  

Roads, railways, water, waste, innovation, SME 

support, the low carbon economy, education and 

training, employment and labour are all themes that will 

be at the heart of Cohesion Policy.  Projects in these 

sectors will be vital to success.  The clock is already 

ticking if you want to be well prepared on time. 
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5. Conclusion 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

I have outlined important points about our future 

Cohesion Policy.   

For Croatia things do not start on 1 July 2013….   

Now is the time to get ready.  Your country is already 

following the debates in Council and in Parliament.  The 

future actors of Cohesion Policy need to start now with 

serious preparations: solid programmes and mature 

projects are a fundamental element of success.   

Cohesion policy is an outstanding opportunity for 

Croatia.  All of you can help turn this opportunity into 

reality. 


