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1. Introduction 

Dear Madam, dear sir, dear participants, 

It is a great pleasure for me to be here today and I would like to thank 

the organisers for inviting me to this roundtable. The topic of today is 

indeed an important one. Public finances all over Europe are put 

under heavy pressure and the policy debate on the EU budget will 

inevitably lead to some tensions.  

Some Member States have already expressed their will to reduce the 

size of the community budget while at the same time some 

governments are struggling to maintain acceptable levels of public 

spending in their own economies and sometimes heavily rely on the 

EU budget to do so.  

Obviously, cohesion policy is at the forefront of that debate. Indeed, 

in the last financial perspective, cohesion policy represented more 

than one third of the community budget, being the second policy in 

importance after the common agricultural policy. For some Member 

States, the financial resources channelled by Structural and 

Cohesion Funds in their economies represent almost 4% of their 

GDP, or more than 8% of their public expenditure.    

1. The debate on the EU budget  

The outburst of the financial and economic crisis in 2008 has put 

public spending at the heart of the political debate as rising public 

deficits have obliged national governments to deeply reconsider 

public spending priorities. 
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At the same time, it is needed to preserve public spending in areas 

which are directly conditioning our growth prospects and our future 

capacity for fiscal consolidation. 

Accordingly, the following principle will strongly guide the elaboration 

of the future community budget:  

– the need to deliver key policy priorities: the EU budget will be the 

main instrument to deliver the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth.  

– the need to have a genuine EU value-added: the EU budget must 

finance EU actions that Member States and regions cannot finance 

themselves, or where it can secure better results. 

– It must be results-driven: spending programmes must have a real 

impact and incentives and checks must be in place to ensure that 

spending fulfils its real purpose; 

– Finally, it must be the expression of the EU solidarity: This is 

especially true given the increased the economic diversity which 

followed the two last enlargements.  

2. Cohesion policy Reforms  

In fact, the reforms proposed for shaping the future cohesion policy 

are completely in line with these principles underlying the EU budget.  

First, cohesion policy will be a key delivery mechanism of the Europe 

2020 strategy. In that respect, cohesion policy has a key comparative 

advantage. Indeed, it responds to one of the key lessons we learnt 

from the Lisbon strategy: that policies designed far away from firms 

and people face problems of implementation.   
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Second, even if it will cover the whole EU, cohesion policy will 

continue to concentrate its support on the poorest Member States 

and regions of the Union, thereby responding both to the need to 

support policy interventions with a high EU value-added and to 

promote the principle of EU solidarity.  

Third, the proposed reform will reinforce the effectiveness of the 

policy. Member States and regions will be required to develop 

strategies which concentrate EU and national resources on a small 

number of priorities of European importance, closely linked to the 

Europe 2020 priorities. Such a system will oblige Member States to 

prioritise investment and orient it toward growth-enhancing areas. 

We also agreed to introduce a system of conditionality and incentives 

meant to encourage structural reforms in Member States by 

providing funds to progress in areas directly linked to the operation of 

the policy.  

Last but not least, the reform proposes to introduce simpler rules and 

lighter procedures to address the complexity of delivery. Yet, it is 

often observed that the problems the policy faces are not inherent to 

the policy itself, but to national situations. It is therefore projected to 

pursue the support to administrative capacity building and even 

reinforce it where necessary. This is particularly relevant for some 

Member States. 

3. Tackling divergence in the points of view of Member States 

To what extent will the debate on the EU budget tackle divergence in 

the points of view of Member States? Let me try to answer to this 

question with a particular focus on cohesion policy.  
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It is of course difficult to predict whether the discussions concerning 

cohesion policy will contribute to bring the views of the Member 

States closer to each other. Some elements would support such a 

hypothesis, other would rather invite us to be prudent. 

On the one hand, as I explained, the reform for the future cohesion 

policy makes it very much in line with the key principles underlying 

the EU budget for the next multi-annual financial framework.  

On the other hand, due to the current economic situation, the 

pressures on the EU budget are severe. The UK asked that several 

of the largest nations in the Union support a real-term freeze of the 

budget and has received support from France and Germany.  

However, cohesion policy mostly finances public investments which 

are necessary for securing future growth and fiscal consolidation. 

Without it, a number of Member States will simply not be capable of 

fully playing their role in reaching the objectives of Europe 2020.  

It is therefore legitimate to plead for maintaining a strong cohesion 

policy and give it the financial means it needs to fulfil its tasks. 

Cohesion policy indeed has proven to have very positive impact on 

the Member States economies. This is particularly true for the 

newcomers where cohesion funding concentrates.  

Evaluations show that the effect of cohesion policy is significant in 

many areas of interventions. For instance it contributed to the 

development of many transport infrastructures such as international 

airports. It improved water treatment facilities, connecting thousands 

of people to modernised drainage system. It supported many SMEs 

in the field of innovation and RTD, thereby triggering the creation of 

many new jobs.  
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As a result, cohesion policy had a positive impact on global 

performance of these economies, both in terms of increased GDP 

per head and employment creation.  Such impact is in some case 

impressive. For instance, projections suggest that GDP per head in 

Hungary will be on average 2% to 4.5% higher thanks to cohesion 

policy over the period 2007-2013. 

This indicates that cohesion policy definitely has value for money. As 

such, it really can contribute both support Member States in their 

efforts to contribute to the Europe 2020 strategy while at the same 

time creating the conditions for fiscal consolidations tomorrow.  

Under these conditions, a consensus among the Member States on a 

strong future cohesion policy is not impossible. 

 Thank you for your attention. 


