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The Regional State Aid Maps for 2007-2013: 
Less and better targeted regional aid

Patrick DE RIDDER (1)

In May 2003 (2), the Commission announced its 
intention to review the Regional Aid Guidelines 
in order to give the Member States and the Com-
mission sufficient time before the end of 2006 to 
draw up, notify and approve the regional aid maps 
for the period after 1 January 2007.

Taking due account of the orientations of the State 
Aid Action Plan, calling for less and better tar-
geted state aid, the revised Guidelines on Regional 
Aid (3) (RAG) were formally adopted by the Com-
mission on 20 December 2005. Once all language 
versions were available, the RAG was communi-
cated to all the then 25 Member States along with 
proposals for appropriate measures, which were 
accepted by all the Member States. These measures 
stipulated that all existing regional aid schemes 
had to be limited to aid granted on or before 31 
December 2006. All aid from 1 January 2007 had 
to be in line with the approved regional aid maps 
for the period 2007-2013.

In consequence, all regional aid schemes had to 
be notified again to the European Commission 
for its approval. In order to simplify the tasks of 
the Member States, the European Commission 
adopted on 24 October 2006, under the EC Treaty 
state aid rules, a Block Exemption Regulation 
(BER) for regional investment aid (4). Member 
States no longer have to notify regional invest-
ment aid schemes to the Commission if they ful-
fil the conditions set out in the Regulation, which 
are in substance identical to those set out in the 
guidelines. The Commission has also adopted new 
notification forms for regional aid schemes that 
do not meet the conditions of the new Regulation 
and thus still have to be notified individually to 
the Commission for endorsement prior to their 
implementation. This BER and the new notifica-
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tion forms represent a major step towards simpli-
fication of the state aid procedures in the field of 
regional aid.

What is regional aid?
Regional aid is defined in Article 87(3)(a) and (c) 
of the EC Treaty as state aid granted by Mem-
ber States to promote the economic develop-
ment of certain disadvantaged areas within the 
EU. It consists mostly in investment aid to large 
companies (5), targeting specific regions in order 
to redress regional disparities.

What is a regional aid map?
A regional aid map defines those regions of a 
Member State which are eligible for regional aid 
and establishes the maximum permitted levels 
of such aid in the eligible regions. These regions 
are known as ‘assisted regions’. The adoption of a 
regional aid map is a precondition for a Member 
State to grant regional aid.

What are the criteria for qualifying as 
an assisted area?
Article 87(3)(a) of the EC Treaty provides that aid 
to promote the economic development of areas 
where the standard of living is abnormally low or 
where there is serious underemployment may be 
considered compatible with the common market. 
This derogation concerns only areas where the 
economic situation is extremely unfavourable in 
relation to the EU as a whole, i.e., according to 
the RAG, regions with a gross domestic product 
(GDP) per capita of less than 75% of the EU aver-
age and the EU’s outermost regions (6). In addi-
tion, for regions with a GDP per capita above 75% 
of the EU average only since the 2004 enlarge-
ment, there is a transitional period until the end 
of 2010 during which they remain eligible under 
Article 87(3)(a).

(5) SMEs in assisted areas can receive a top-up on the regio-
nal aid ceiling of 10% for medium-sized enterprises and 
20% for small enterprises. However no top-ups can be 
granted for investments with eligible costs exceeding 
€50 million. Member States can also provide aid to 
SMEs outside the assisted areas under the SME Block 
Exemption Regulation (OJ L 10, 13.01.2001, p. 33). 

(6) These regions are defined in Article 299(2) of the Treaty 
(Azores, Madeira, Canary Islands, Guadeloupe, Marti-
nique, Réunion and French Guyana).
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Article 87(3)(c) of the EC Treaty is wider in scope 
and allows regional development aid provided it 
does ‘not adversely affect trading conditions to 
an extent contrary to the common interest’. This 
derogation concerns areas that are disadvantaged 
in relation to the national average, but neverthe-
less have a GDP per capita above 75% of the EU 
average. As the regional handicap of these areas 
is less severe, both the geographical scope of the 
exemption and the aid intensity allowed are lower 
than for regions targeted by Article 87(3)(a). To 
determine the scope, the Commission has set a 
population ceiling at national level for each Mem-
ber State in Annex V of the RAG, taking into 
account, among other things, population density, 
unemployment and GDP per capita. Within this 
ceiling, the Member States can then select their 
eligible regions according to objective criteria set 
out in the RAG.

What is the proportion of assisted areas 
in the EU?
Given the exceptional character of state aid, there 
should be substantially fewer assisted regions in 
the EU than there are unassisted regions. Moreo-
ver, given the European Council’s repeated calls 
for less state aid and the widely shared concerns 
about the distortive effects of investment aid for 
large companies, the Commission set a limit in 
December 2005 on overall population coverage, 
corresponding to 42% of the total population of 
the then 25 Member States.

The mapping exercise for the period 
2007-2013
In the period 2000-2006, 52.2% of the EU-25 pop-
ulation lived in regions eligible for regional state 
aid. 34.2% of the EU-25 population were living in 
regions considered to be disadvantaged compared 
to the overall EU-25 average and thus eligible 
for aid under Article 87(3)(a) of the Treaty, at the 
highest rates (30% – 50%). The other 18% lived in 
regions that were relatively less disadvantaged and 
were eligible for aid under Article 87(3)(c) of the 
Treaty, at the lower rates of 10% – 20%.

Under the new RAG, the overall population cov-
erage for regional state aid is 43.1% of the EU-25 
population. This includes a safety net to ensure 
that no Member State loses more than 50% of its 
previous coverage.

Regions with less than 75% of the EU-25 average 
GDP per capita (i.e. disadvantaged) qualify for 
the highest rates of aid under Article 87(3)(a), as 
well as for operating aid (regional aid to reduce 
company operating expenses). These regions con-
stitute 27.7% of the EU-25 population. Given the 

huge disparity in wealth between these regions, 
ranging from 32.2% to 74.9% of the Community 
average, they are divided into three categories. 
The maximum aid rates for regional aid to large 
companies in these regions range from 30% to 
50% (see table I).

Table I: Maximum aid rates for large companies.

Regional GDP as % 
of EU-25 GDP

% of EU-25 
population

Maximum aid rates 
for large companies

< 75% 14.05% 30%

< 60%  6.30% 40%

< 45%  7.37% 50%

Because of their specific handicaps, the outermost 
regions qualify as disadvantaged under Article 
87(3)(a), irrespective of their relative GDP.

What are termed the ‘statistical effect regions’ — 
which have less than 75% of EU-15 GDP but more 
than 75% of EU-25 GDP (3.6% of the EU-25 popu-
lation) — will enjoy a transitional status as ‘dis-
advantaged’ and qualify for the lowest rates of 
aid under Article 87(3)(a) of the EC Treaty, with a 
30% aid rate for large companies, until 31 Decem-
ber 2010. The situation of these regions will be 
reviewed in 2010. If their situation has deterio-
rated, they will continue to benefit from Article 
87(3)(a). Otherwise, they will be eligible under 
Article 87(3)(c) for an aid rate of 20% as from 
1 January 2011.

As regards regions with more than 75% of the 
EU-25 average GDP per capita, Member States 
will be able to allocate regional aid at lower rates 
(between 10% and 15%) under Article 87(3)(c) 
of the EC Treaty to areas they define themselves 
in line with their national regional development 
policy, subject to a maximum population coverage 
and some minimal conditions to prevent abuse.

Transitional arrangements are in place until 2010 
for regions suffering the biggest reductions in aid 
rates and, until 2008, for regions losing eligibility 
under the new Guidelines.

Aid rates can be increased in all assisted areas by 
20% for aid given to small enterprises and 10% for 
aid given to medium-sized enterprises.

What is the impact on the Member 
States?

The following table provides a comparison by 
Member State of the population covered under the 
exemptions of Article 87(3)(a) and Article 87(3)(c) 
in the periods 2000-2006 and 2007-2013.
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Table II: Regional aid coverage by population, 2000-2006/2007-2013.

MS
Period 2000 – 2006 Period 2007 – 2013

Art. 87(3)(a) Art. 87(3)(c) Total Art. 87(3)(a) ‘Statistical 
effect’ Art. 87(3)(c) Total

EU-27 38.2 16.9 55.1 32.2 3.4 10.8 46.4

EU-25 34.2 18 52.2 27.7 3.6 11.8 43.1

AT 3.4 24.1 27.5 0 3.4 19.1 22.5

BE 0 30.9 30.9 0 12.4 13.5 25.9

CY 0 100 100 0 0 50 50

BG 100 0 100 100 0 0 100

CZ 88.4 11.6 100 88.6 0 0 88.6

DE 17.3 17.6 34.9 12.5 6.1 11 29.6

DK 0 17.1 17.1 0 0 8.6 8.6

EE 100 0 100 100 0 0 100

EL 100 0 100 36.6 55.5 7.9 100

ES 58.4 20.8 79.2 36.2 5.8 17.7 59.6

FI 13.7 28.5 42.2 0 0 33 33

FR 2.7 34.0 36.7 2.9 0 15.5 18.4

HU 100 0 100 72.2 0 27.8 100

IE 26.5 73.5 100 0 0 50 50

IT 33.6 10 43.6 29.2 1.0 3.9 34.1

LT 100 0 100 100 0 0 100

LU 32 0 32 0 0 16 16

LV 100 0 100 100 0 0 100

MT 100 0 100 100 0 0 100

NL 0 15 15 0 0 7.5 7.5

PL 100 0 100 100 0 0 100

PT 66.6 33.4 100 70.1 3.8 2.8 76.7

RO 100 0 100 100 0 0 100

SE 0 15.9 15.9 0 0 15.3 15.3

SI 100 0 100 100 0 0 100

SK 88.6 11.4 100 88.9 0 0 88.9

UK 8.6 20.1 28.7 4.0 0.6 19.3 23.9

Administrative processing of the 
notified regional state aid maps
On average, the Commission needed 3 months, 
with a minimum of 1 month and a maximum 
of 9 months, to assess the notified regional aid 
maps and issue a decision (see table III). This 
includes the period during which the assess-
ment was suspended pending the submission of 
 additional information by Member States. All 
but two Member States (the Netherlands and 

Italy) were able to notify their regional aid maps 
before the end of 2006. The notification of the 
 Bulgarian and Romanian regional aid maps was 
registered on their date of accession. For 18 Mem-
ber States the regional aid map was approved 
before the end of 2006, thus meeting, at least for 
those Member States, the objective announced 
in 2003 to complete the whole revision exercise 
before the end of 2006. For 7 Member States, deci-
sions were issued within the first three months of 
2007.
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Table III: Timetable for the approval of the state aid maps.

Aid No Member State Notification date Decision date Processing

N343/2006 France 1/06/2006 7/03/2007 9 months

N359/2006 Finland 9/06/2006 20/12/2006 6 months

N374/2006 Ireland 14/06/2006 24/10/2006 4 months

N408/2006 Greece 23/06/2006 31/08/2006 2 months

N431/2006 Sweden 30/06/2006 20/12/2006 6 months

N434/2006 Slovenia 4/07/2006 13/09/2006 2 months

N447/2006 Latvia 5/07/2006 13/09/2006 2 months

N459/2006 Germany 11/07/2006 8/11/2006 1 month

N469/2006 Slovakia 13/07/2006 13/09/2006 2 months

N466/2006 Estonia 14/07/2006 13/09/2006 2 months

N487/2006 Hungary 18/07/2006 13/09/2006 2 months

N492/2006 Austria 20/07/2006 20/12/2006 5 months

N510/2006 Czech Republic 27/07/2006 24/10/2006 3 months

N523/2006 Luxembourg 3/08/2006 12/10/2006 3 months

N531/2006 Poland 8/08/2006 13/09/2006 1 month

N626/2006 Spain 19/09/2006 20/12/2006 3 months

N631/2006 Malta 20/09/2006 13/10/2006 1 month

N641/2006 Lithuania 27/09/2006 24/10/2006 1 month

N673/2006 United Kingdom 11/10/2006 20/12/2006 2 months

N693/2006 Denmark 13/10/2006 21/02/2007 4 months

N727/2006 Portugal 9/11/2006 7/02/2007 3 months

N745/2006 Belgium 16/11/2006 21/02/2007 3 months

N814/2004 Cyprus 4/12/2006 24/01/2007 2 months

N1/2007 Bulgaria 1/01/2007 24/01/2007 1 month

N2/2007 Romania 1/01/2007 24/01/2007 1 month

N249/2007 The Netherlands 2/05/2007 27/06/2007 2 months

N324/2007 Italy 12/06/2007 28/11/2007 5 months

Were the objectives reached?

Reduced population coverage / 
Better targeted aid
The main objective of the new RAG was to 
ensure that the population living in assisted areas 
remained well below the number of people living 
in non-assisted areas, which means well under 
50% of the total population. Without correction, 
the population living in assisted areas would have 
increased automatically to 55.1% of the EU-27 
population following the accession of Bulgaria and 
Romania on 1 January 2007, due to the fact that all 

the NUTS-II regions of these Member States have 
a GDP below 75% of the EU average. As a result 
of the new mapping exercise the population living 
in assisted areas has been reduced to 46.6% of the 
EU-27 population, i.e. 35.6% in regions covered by 
Article 87(3)(a) and 11.0% in regions covered by 
Article 87(3)(c). Compared with the previous map 
for the period 2000-2006, the regions covered 
under Article 87(3)(a) shrank by 9%, whereas the 
regions covered under Article 87(3)(c) declined 
even more by 35%. This shows that the eligible 
population is now concentrated more in those 
regions most in need in an enlarged EU and that 
regional aid measures are thus better targeted.
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Reduced aid intensities / Less aid

Another objective was also to have less state aid. 
This objective was obtained by reducing the maxi-
mum available aid intensities in line with the 
socio-economic situation of the regions eligible 
for national regional state aid.

An important simplification measure was the 
abolition of the concept of ‘net grant equivalent’ 
(NGE) in favour of the ‘gross grant equivalent’ 
(GGE). The method for calculating the NGE was 
initially introduced by the Commission to take 
account of the different tax systems of the Mem-
ber States when comparing the possible economic 
effects of aid measures in the Member States in 
order to assess their distortive effects. This theo-
retical concept became very difficult to apply in 
a consistent way, given the rapid change in taxa-
tion systems and the shift in the type of aid from 
traditional subsidies to tax exemptions. The new 
approach takes account only of the discounted 
value of future investments and future aid ele-
ments, expressing them at their value at the same 
given moment in time.

As far as the regions covered by Article 87(3)(a) are 
concerned, the maximum aid intensities have not 
changed dramatically. They remain 50%, 40% and 
30%, although the socio-economic situations to 
which these different intensities apply have been 
adjusted to give a clear preference to the most 
disadvantaged regions. The aid intensity of 50% 
is now only available for regions that have a GDP 
of less than 45% of the EU-25 average. The 40% 
aid intensity is available for regions with a GDP 
below 60% of the EU-25 average and the 30% for 
those with a GDP below 75% of the EU-25 average. 
Following enlargement, the highest aid intensities 
now focus on the new Member States, effectively 
reducing the available aid intensities in the old 
Member States.

For the regions covered by Article 87(3)(c), the 
maximum aid intensity has been effectively 
reduced from 20% to 15%.

The reduction in the levels of state aid, taken 
together with the smaller population living in 
assisted areas, ensures that the objectives of less 
and better targeted aid are clearly attained.

Any changes ahead?
Although the RAG provides for the possibility to 
keep part of the covered population in reserve in 
order to respond to future economic disasters, only 
France has made use of this possibility. France can 
now notify a supplement to its approved regional 
aid map in the years to come. If an economic dis-
aster occurs in one of the other Member States, 
areas with a population equivalent to those they 
then propose for coverage will have to be taken 
out of the map, which is only possible at the time 
of the mid-term review in 2010.

In 2010 the Commission will reassess the situa-
tion of the ‘statistical effect’ regions. At the time of 
the decision on the distribution of the population 
over the different Member States, these regions 
had a GDP above 75% of the EU-25 average but 
below 75% of the EU-15 average. For the period 
2007-2010, these regions qualify under Article 
87(3)(a) of the Treaty for an aid intensity of 30%. 
If the mid-term assessment shows that their GDP 
has fallen below 75% of the EU-25 average, their 
status will remain unchanged. Otherwise they 
will become automatically eligible under Article 
87(3)(c) for an aid intensity of 20% for the period 
2011-2013.

Next programming period 2014-2020?
The initial proposal of the Commission on embark-
ing upon the revision of the guidelines on regional 
aid was to limit regional aid to those regions that 
met the criteria of Article 87(3)(a) (i.e. GDP below 
75% of the EU-25 average). The only exceptions 
proposed under Article 87(3)(c) of the Treaty were 
the phasing-out regions (NUTS-II regions previ-
ously eligible under Article 87(3)(a)) and the low-
population areas (with a population density below 
12.5 inhabitants per km²). All the other regions of 
the European Union could still receive state aid 
under horizontal objectives such as aid to SMEs, 
training, employment, environmental protection 
and RD&I. This approach would have had the 
merit of simplicity and would have given a clear 
message that regional aid is focusing on those 
regions most in need. This proposal fell by the 
wayside this time, but is maybe worth revisiting 
when the preparation of the next programming 
period starts.


