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Ladies and gentlemen   

It is a great pleasure to be here with you.  I would like to thank the Italian authorities 

for giving me the opportunity to outline what lies in store for Cohesion Policy post 

2013. 

Let me start by saying that as Commissioner for Regional Policy, I am particularly 

pleased with the proposals which are now on the table – both the Multi-annual 

Framework and the Cohesion Package reflect to a large extent what my teams and I 

had set out to achieve. They are fully in line with the extensive consultations we have 

carried out since the publication of the 5th Cohesion Report.  For us it is therefore 

"Mission accomplished". 

1. New Cohesion 

We know that Cohesion policy works.  We have evidence to demonstrate this. For 

the period 2000-2006, 1.4 million jobs were created through cohesion policy.  34 

million European citizens live in regions which are now better off. No-one can contest 

this. 

Nevertheless, we must also recognise that we can do better and we must, in 

particular, adapt our policy to the current context. 

We are experiencing one of the most difficult crises of the last 50 years.  The 

economic and financial contexts are very challenging.   



Yet, Europe can and will respond. First, we have an extensive and far-reaching 

strategy which aims at making our economy more competitive, based on job creating 

growth. Europe 2020 is undoubtedly an important document, which sets out clear 

goals and objectives shared and agreed by all. 

In my view, Cohesion policy must be consolidated as the main investment strategy 

of the European Union, the central tool which will allow us to reach the objectives of 

Europe 2020. We want to ensure that it continues to be a policy for all regions and 

citizens, an investment which generates growth and jobs for all. 

We also want to see a quantum leap in the way in which this new cohesion policy 

performs and delivers.   

Let me outline how we propose to do this. 

 

2. Thematic concentration and increased effectiveness 

First, public investment should be aimed more than ever at a small number of 

growth-enhancing investment priorities as outlined in Europe 2020. We have called 

this thematic concentration. It means we will prioritise investments to ensure that 

they have the maximum impact and added-value.  I know that there are concerns – 

also in Italy – about the restrictions this thematic concentration may create. 

Let me reassure that this is not the case. We propose to concentrate resources on 

areas, which everybody agrees are central to any development strategy for the XXI 

century: innovation, energy efficiency, renewable energies, and competitiveness of 

SMEs. And we propose to leave sufficient margins to finance other priorities. 

I firmly believe that the proposals are sufficiently flexible to ensure that all regions can 

select their investment strategy based on their own development needs.  I have said 

it many times before:  focus and flexibility.  But we need to be serious on both sides 

of the equation. 

 



Second, I want programmes to become more effective and of a higher quality and 

in order to achieve this, we are proposing three major new aspects: 

1.  stronger target setting and  monitoring systems 

2.  ex-ante conditionalities 

3.  performance reserve 

Let me take these three key elements one by one. 

When developing the new programmes, we want to ensure there has been proper 

preparation for effective investment and clear results that can be measured and 

monitored have been defined. We will put the necessary resources into developing 

an extensive and solid monitoring mechanism. Regions and countries must set clear 

targets and identify the indicators necessary to measure progress. It is a matter of 

transparency, accountability, and good public governance. It is also essential to 

respond to those critics who ask "what is the impact and value added of regional 

policy". 

Second, we are proposing to link funding to the existence of the conditions 

necessary ensure the investment context is right.  If a region intends to invest in 

innovation it should based these investment on a comprehensive innovation strategy, 

to avoid fragmentation and ensure coherence. If a country wants to invest in energy 

efficiency, it needs to have fixed the minimum parameters to assess energy 

performance. If a programme invests in skills to reduce school drop out, a system for 

collecting data and evaluate competences must exist. We are ready to discuss the 

exact definition of these conditions, but we are not ready to compromise on the 

principle.   

Third, the regulation proposes clear provisions to reward programmes that perform 

well.  This is not about programmes competing with one another – it is about making 

sure that programmes are on track to meet their targets and objectives, it is about 

rewarding good performance. Five percent of the allocations will be set aside to be 

allocated on the basis of an extensive review during 2019. This is certainly an area 

where Italy a long experience constructed through several programming periods. 



Much has also been said and written about macro-economic conditionality.  Let 

me highlight once again that this option is very much a last resort measure, when 

everything else has failed. Only if Member States persist in not responding to the 

challenges of striving for healthy public finance, do we propose to first review 

strategies and programmes to ensure that they fully contribute to address economic 

difficulties, and only as an ultima ratio to consider targeted and proportional 

suspension of EU support. 

 

3. Simplification 

Let me now turn to an issue which was raised very frequently during our consultation 

exercise after the publication of the 5th Cohesion report – simplification. 

The Commission has carefully looked at ways of simplifying the overall framework 

for Cohesion.  We want to make it easier for beneficiaries to access funding. This 

includes harmonising rules and common provisions on management and control, not 

only between the different Structural Funds but also with rural development and 

maritime and fisheries policies.  We have proposed a single overarching regulation 

which sets out common features and mechanisms for 5 structural instruments [the 

European Regional Development Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the European Social 

Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the European 

Maritime and Fisheries Fund].  This is a bold step towards simpler access and better 

coordination. 

Further simplification can be found in the daily management of the funds – the 

rules on eligibility have been harmonised between the funds, the use of simplified 

costs has been extended and we have introduced the notion of annual rolling closure 

which will reduce the administrative burden on beneficiaries. Moreover, programmes 

can be multi-fund to overcome sectoral divides and design truly integrated 

programmes.  And we propose clearer rules for financial engineering instruments. 

 

 



4. Budget 

I cannot close this presentation without turning to the question of financial 

resources.  In the Multi-annual Financial Framework 2014-2020, 336 billion euro 

are allocated to Cohesion policy.  It is both a realistic and ambitious proposal.  In the 

face of the economic crisis, we have to do more without an increase in our budget by 

investing in a smarter and wiser manner.  

71% of cohesion resources will go to less developed regions – we must continue to 

support these regions to modernise their economies, to provide a good framework for 

business and growth.    

But Cohesion policy is a policy for all.  We will therefore also support those regions 

which are performing well in order to ensure they continue to be engines of the 

European economy and they receive the seed money they need to respond to the 

challenge of sustainable growth.   

Finally, we propose to allocate 12% of the funding to support regions in economic 

transition. I know that Italy is opposed to the creation of this new category. Let me be 

clear on this point. First, it is an illusion to believe that less money for these regions 

would mean more money for other regions. It would simply mean less money for 

Cohesion policy. Second, this proposal is coherent with one of the key principles of 

Cohesion policy defended consistently by Italy: EU support must reflect the relative 

wealth of regions. There is no reason why two regions with the same GDP should 

receive significantly different support from the EU budget. The transition category 

addresses this problem. 

A final point on additionality. This is an issue on which Italy and the Commission 

have through the years developed a common vision. I am convinced that additionality 

should remain at the centre of this policy. EU resources are not there to replace 

national resources, but to ensure that the overall investment effort is bigger. But this 

principle can be effective only if it can be measured. This is why we propose to 

establish a clear link with the reporting system under the stability and convergence 

programmes. This would simplify the reporting system; provide reliable data; and 

improve transparency. I count on the support of Italy in the negotiation to defend this 

principle and its application. 



5. Conclusion 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

The future of this policy, and the position of Italy in the negotiation, will largely 

depend on what we do with the current programmes. We cannot expect to obtain a 

consistent budget if we are not able to demonstrate that we can spend well and 

rapidly the resources we have now. 

A lot has been said and written in the past months on the so-called "rate of 

absorption" of cohesion funding in Italy, and in particular in the South. Not always 

what was said and written was correct.  

I know that the situation varies from programme to programme and that there are 

positive signs of programmes reaching their cruising speed. And this must be 

recognised. I know that the overall economic situation is imposing budgetary 

constraints, which make co-financing more difficult. But – let's be clear – the overall 

picture is worrying and require a decisive action. 

During the European Council on Sunday, President Barroso presented the state of 

utilisation of structural funds: Italy ranked 26th just in front of Romania and behind 

Bulgaria, with a dismal 15%, five years into the programming period. 

This is no longer sustainable and urgent measures are needed to redress the 

situation. Italy needs the structural funds resources to finance those key investments 

necessary to put its economy back on a growth path; Italian regions need those 

investments to modernise their economies; and Italians need those essential services 

which give sense to the social contract on which Europe is based.  

Italy has always been an enthusiastic contributor to European integration – it has 

always been at the heart of Cohesion policy. I very much count on the Italian 

authorities – on all of you – to demonstrate that in times of difficulty Italy and Europe 

can work together to put Italy and Europe back on track. 

I very much look forward to our future exchanges of views. 

Thank you very much for your attention. 


