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Minister  

Honourable Member of the European Parliament  

Friends of Cohesion Policy, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

• It is a great pleasure to be here today and, first of all, I would like to 

thank the Hungarian Presidency for organising this event: another 

important contribution to the debate on the future Cohesion Policy. 

• This debate is coming to an end, at least as far as the Commission's 

preparations are concerned: 

o By end of June, the proposal for the new EU budget will be 

presented.  

o Immediately after, and ideally before the summer break, the 

Commission will present the new legislative framework for 

Cohesion Policy. 

• Today's event comes therefore at a critical juncture where many 

issues are still open, but ready to be closed. Many in Brussels and in 

Europe's capitals are looking at the debate on Cohesion Policy. Not 

only because of its budgetary implications, but first and foremost 

because of persisting doubts on the capacity of the policy to genuinely 

reform. 

 

The achievements of Cohesion Policy 



• Successes over the last years show that Cohesion Policy invests in 

growth and jobs.  

• The EU has achieved impressive economic and social convergence. 

While we have now 84 Convergence regions, according to the latest 

statistics we will have only 68 in the next period (or 34 million people 

now better off thanks also to our policy). 

• Many jobs have been created, while accompanying restructuring of 

regional economies (1.4 million jobs). Quality of life of EU citizens has 

been improved by providing access to basic services (waste water, 

waste recycling) and enhancing their quality. 

• I am convinced that large part of the success of Cohesion Policy is its 

governance system based on: 

o a multi-disciplinary, integrated approach; 

o a multi-annual framework, providing budgetary stability; 

o shared management and partnership between different levels of 

government (European, national, regional and local); 

o additional support to the national efforts; and most important  

o the involvement of regions – ensuring their ownership of 

development process 

• Equally important, however, has been its ability to adapt to changes 

over the time, which keeps it a young but experienced policy 

(enlargement of EU, frontloading of structural funds during the crisis, 

investing in the shift to a low carbon economy, using innovative 

financial instruments) 



• I think this ability to adapt is a feature that is of crucial importance for 

ensuring that this policy remains at the centre of the European 

construction.  

Need for determination on the main elements of the reform 

• The environment in which Cohesion Policy operates has become 

more difficult. Public budget are under severe fiscal constraints 

making painful austerity measures unavoidable. 

• Against this background, it is clear that if we want to maintain a 

credible budget for the necessary investments in growth and jobs we 

need to increase the impact and the results of the policy. And we 

need to convince that we mean it. This is precisely what is at stake 

today. 

• We have made progress in making our ideas more precise on many 

issues and have agreed on the importance of some core elements of 

the reform, notably on the alignment of the policy with Europe 2020. 

This was not only reflected in the adoption of the Council conclusions 

on the 5th Cohesion Report but also during the debate in the General 

Affairs Council. 

• The Commission has promised to involve countries and regions in 

further developing its ideas as we progress in the drafting of the 

regulatory proposals. The Commission has kept its promise. We set 

up a task force on conditionality and continue to exchange information 

with MS and regions in a transparent matter. And I can assure you 

that we will continue to do so.  

• But a reformed Cohesion Policy cannot be the concern of the 

Commission alone. Member States and regions should also play their 



part in providing constructive criticisms on the Commission's 

proposals, but also putting forward ideas on how better impact can be 

achieved. 

• Most important, we cannot afford hesitation on the direction of the 

reform. The message is sometime not clear and somewhat timid when 

it is a matter of increasing thematic concentration, establishing 

stronger links with the economic governance of the EU, and fixing 

clearer results and evaluation systems. Too often the message gets 

lost behind demands for simplification and flexibility. 

• Clearly, the reform should ensure that beneficiaries are confronted 

with a system which is simpler and more transparent; with rules that 

are stable and whose interpretation is shared; and with a more 

decisive application of proportionality. I will not compromise on this. 

• Yet, equal conviction should underpin calls for greater effectiveness, 

accountability, and orientation towards results. It is on these issues 

that the future of Cohesion Policy is played. At times where all our 

governments are introducing reforms to make the best use of limited 

resources, Cohesion Policy should prove that it applies the same 

standards of rigour. We cannot compromise on this. 

• I am aware that the debate is still in progress on what these few but 

crucial changes mean for Cohesion Policy in practice, and particularly 

on thematic concentration and conditionality. That's why I am very 

thankful for the discussion papers prepared by the Hungarian 

presidency for this event. They raise important questions, which need 

to be answered both politically and technically. 



• I know that you will be discussing these issues in depth during the 

next two days but let me say just a few words on that. 

On thematic concentration 

• The idea behind concentration is simple: countries and regions must 

make choices. Resources are limited and should be used in the best 

way concentrating on investments which make a genuine difference, 

creating critical financial mass, and maximising impact. 

• On what should resources be concentrated? Let me get rid of a 

misunderstanding: the apparent conflict between Europe2020 and 

Cohesion Policy. This is a false problem, which is taking a lot of our 

energies. 

• Europe2020 is about setting priorities for improving Europe's growth 

perspective, improving the quality of life of EU citizens, creating more 

and better jobs, making our economies more competitive. These are 

also the objectives of Cohesion Policy.  

• The European Council has already clarified that, in the field of 

Cohesion Policy, investment in infrastructure and administrative 

capacity are indispensable. The Commission has confirmed this 

several times, starting with the budget review.  

• Moreover, our analysis suggests that the large majority (more than 

90%) of what Cohesion Policy finances in the current period is already 

fully in line with Europe2020. 

• I am therefore convinced that the policy can only gain from a closer 

link with the EU strategy, while allowing MS and regions to define the 



appropriate policy mix within each of the thematic priorities selected. 

This is the sense of the motto "focus and flexibility". 

On conditionality 

• Since the Commission made its proposal in the 5th Cohesion Report, 

conditionality has been associated to many different things. 

• Again, the idea behind conditionality is simple. The current experience 

shows that investments sometime face obstacles which delay 

implementation. It is thus common sense to address those obstacles 

in advance, preparing the ground for faster and smoother 

implementation. 

• This ex-ante conditionality is unambiguously presented in the 5th 

Cohesion Report: it is directly linked to the areas of intervention of 

Cohesion Policy; it should leave room for adaptation to national and 

regional contexts; it should tackle problems linked to implementation; 

it should be discussed and agreed ex-ante. 

• Many examples of such conditionalities are already present in the 

current system. We propose therefore to turn today's unsystematic 

and ex-post checks into few, shared, and ex-ante preconditions. 

Some work has been done, and more has to come. 

• I am aware of the hesitations expressed in the context of the Task 

Force on conditionality and in particular the need to ensure a close 

link between the level which is responsible for fulfilling the 

conditionality and the level which is responsible for Cohesion Policy. 

We will take these concerns very seriously.  



• But I invite you to come up not only with your legitimate concerns, but 

also – over the next few weeks – with proposals to turn this key 

element of the reform into a system, which is manageable, simple, 

and transparent. 

Conclusions 

• Let me conclude by explaining why we need these changes. I have 

been convinced since I started my mandate of the need to make 

Cohesion Policy a permanent feature of the European landscape. 

• Europe needs an investment policy which operates everywhere; 

which is close to the citizens and their concerns; which adapts EU 

priorities to national, regional and local needs; which translates EU 

objectives into concrete action. 

• For this however, Cohesion Policy shall be reformed. We need to 

maintain the key elements of its management system; we need to 

look for simplicity everywhere is possible; but we need – most 

importantly – to make clear that we do not compromise on quality and 

performance. 

• This is the essence of the debate we are having. This is what is at 

stake today and in the next few weeks. 

 


