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Introduction 

This document aims to summarise the positions expressed by the national associations 
representing the local intermediate authorities which are part of CEPLI. 

CEPLI appreciates the considerations expressed by the Fifth Report on Cohesion, in 
particular concerning the idea of a cohesion policy able to react to the real and concrete 
needs of territories. In this sense, the focus should be on results evaluation and impact 
assessment. Local actors should be involved, at the national and European level, not only as 
beneficiaries of the cohesion policy, but also as participants to the decision making process,  
giving a contribution to the analysis and programming of territorial development policies. 
Such participation would be the best way to ensure the achievement of targets in line with the 
specificities of the different territories. 

 

Q 1. How could the Europe 2020 Strategy and cohesio n policy be brought closer 
together at EU, national and sub-national levels? 

Keeping in mind the necessity to preserve a correct application of the subsidiarity 
principle and the bottom-up approach, it is very important that development priorities 
to be chosen at local/regional level and not to be imposed by the priorities/objectives 
identified only at European or national level. Closer ties between Europe 2020 
Strategy and Cohesion Policy can therefore only be achieved in cases where 
development priorities/targets identified at the two levels coincide or/and are 
compatible. 

Even if the Europe 2020 Strategy priorities can build the basis for the discussion on 
the future development of cohesion policy goals, they do not necessarily reflect the 
needs and priorities identified in less developed regions. We are of the view that the 
association of the Europe 2020 Strategy to the Cohesion Policy must be done only if 
the development priorities of the first are in favour of fulfilling one of the specific 
objectives of the later, and, in any case, vice versa. 

Moreover, a certain level of flexibility should be assured when establishing the number 
of priorities, taking into account the overarching idea that development needs differ 
from region to region within a Member State. A too strict and centralised thematic 
concentration will have a negative effect on flexibility. However, flexibility is urgently 
needed in order to fully implement the notion of local development strategies, which 



will play, according to the 5th cohesion report, a major role in the future design of the 
cohesion policy. 

With regard to the governance of Europe 2020 Strategy and cohesion policy, we 
regret that local authorities have not been seriously involved in the definition of 
National Reform Plans, despite the orientations expressed by the European 
Commission, the European Parliament and the Committee of Regions. We believe 
that the European Commission should encourage and monitor the elaboration by 
national institutions of new methods and instruments to better involve local actors in 
these processes. This way, Cohesion Policy and Europe 2020 Strategy would be 
oriented more effectively on the needs and specificities of the territories. 

 

Q 2. Should the scope of the development and invest ment partnership contract go 
beyond cohesion policy and, if so, what should it b e? 

Since local and intermediate authorities will not be partners in the partnership 
contracts between the European Commission and the Member States, they will have 
less weight on the content of the Operational Programs, because the overall lines will 
already have been set out in the contract without the involvement of these authorities. 
Therefore CEPLI proposes to include local and intermediate authorities already in the 
process, during the definition and the setting-up of contracts. This proposal is in line 
with the need to fully implement the institutional partnership during all the stages of 
Cohesion Policy and at both the national and European level. In order to do so, central 
governments should better include local and intermediate authorities in the Cohesion 
Policy governance. 

Assuming that Development and Investment Partnership Contracts would mean, in 
fact, a summary of development strategies and commitments taken by Member 
States, we are of the view that, if we refer to Cohesion Policy, the scope of contracts 
should not go beyond it.  

Conditions to be set through Operational Programmes  should be reflected exactly, by 
taking into account the necessary actions proposed by Member States, through full 
consultation with territories to which the cohesion policy finally addresses. 

In any case, the scope of such an agreement should allow the establishment of a 
coherent system of structural funding. 

We believe that new indicators should be defined, in order to allow a redefinition in 
itinere of the operational programmes, in the event of unexpected changes of the 
economic and financial context. It would also be important to strengthen the ability of 
managing authorities to collect information on what happens during the management 
of the projects and to communicate these data to local authorities. This information is 
really important, in order to promote a factual and concrete debate on the planning of 
development policies. A useful instrument to achieve this goal is represented by the 
information contained in the yearly reports on development policies. 

 

Q 3. How could stronger thematic concentration on t he Europe 2020 priorities be 
achieved? 

In our view, the thematic concentration proposed by the Europe 2020 strategy 
represents an interesting framework, but we are afraid that a too high concentration 
will neglect the bottom-up approach.  



The Europe 2020 priorities might not totally fit with the territorial approach of the 
Cohesion Policy, and, by consequent, will not properly address the territorial 
development. The thematic concentration could be achieved only by taking into 
account the territorial (local) specific needs, and by pursuing a European Cohesion 
Policy dedicated to the alleviation of disparities between less favoured and rich 
regions. The thematic/sectorial concentration must be regarded as overall objectives 
of the EU to be reached under the Europe 2020 Strategy which might be addressed 
also through other financing instruments under the existing transversal policies and 
not by mixing it with the key objectives of the Cohesion Policy. 

Even if we agree that the future Cohesion Policy should contribute to the achievement 
of the Europe 2020 objectives, we strongly support the idea that the budget for the 
period 2014-2020 should continue to support the less developed regions of Europe, by 
taking into account their specific development needs. Only in this way the overall 
objectives established at European level through the Europe 2020 Strategy could be 
met, while keeping applying the key principles defining the Cohesion Policy - 
concentration, programming, additionality and partnership.  

We strongly support the idea of maintaining the current “key” for the allocation of funds 
under the Cohesion Policy, being of the view that the development degree expressed 
by the GDP per capita is a relevant criteria in allocating resources. We should 
however also take into consideration the possibility to include supplementary 
indicators in the process of Structural Funds evaluation and assignment. Those 
indicators would better take into account local specificities in their capacity of 
implementing public policies especially for what is related to EU Cohesion Policy. In 
some cases, in fact, assigning structural funds on the sole basis of GDP doesn’t allow 
to give a complete picture of the real economic and social situation of the regions 
involved. 

In order to support a balanced development of regions, Member States and regions 
should have the opportunity to select priorities and areas of intervention depending on 
their local specific conditions and socio-economic and territorial challenges, with 
enough margins for maneuver and flexibility, ensuring a nonstop dialogue and 
interaction with local and intermediate authorities. This would mean, for example, 
extensive choices and even mid-term evaluations giving the right to change the initially 
established priorities. 

 

Q 4. How could conditionalities, incentives and res ults-based management make 
cohesion policy more effective? 

There are serious doubts that conditionalities related to other European policies, 
strategies or objectives, like Stability and Growth Pact, would make cohesion policy 
more efficient. We strongly believe that cohesion policy should remain separated from 
the stability and growth pact, as it should be considered as an investment policy. It is 
obvious that territories needing support in order to reach a certain level of 
development, and reducing thereby the deep disparities between them and most 
developed European territories will not be encouraged or will not be able to achieve 
their specific development objectives if they will be penalized for failing to comply with 
objectives not belonging to them. 

Taking into account the definition of the cohesion policy, any kind of corrective 
measures raising from these conditionalities would be in contradiction with the Lisbon 



Treaty provisions, namely with the overall objectives of economic, social an territorial 
cohesion. 

Moreover, conditionalities cannot be applied in the case of territorial cooperation 
objective, because this would lead to penalties for the other partner regions where one 
of them failed to comply with previously established conditionalities. 

As regards the incentives related to the degree of fulfilment of territorial development 
objectives, these would be more than welcomed if they will be based on the evolution 
principle. This would mean the establishment of such performance criteria able to 
demonstrate the real added value of implemented projects, taking into accounts the 
specific conditions and development needs in each territory. 

In addition, incentives could be provided for Member States encouraging local 
development concepts, making this important tool more attractive and widespread.   

 

Q 5. How could cohesion policy be made more results -oriented? Which priorities 
should be obligatory? 

Priorities are those identified in each territory, they can not be generalized because 
needs vary from one region to another and from one Member State to another. A more 
results-oriented cohesion policy should not start from the identification of a generally 
applicable priority, but rather from the obligation to identify the development priorities 
in each region. In one Member State regions are not identical, so priorities are not 
identical. In order to identify them, it is necessary to give a juridical basis and to 
ensure in practice a structured participation of local and intermediate authorities to the 
analysis and programming of actions. In this sense, a good practice is represented by 
new governance instruments, such as “inter-institutional pacts” for the implementation 
of the operational programmes. 

We would strongly support the continuation of the current Structural Funds earmarking 
system under the following conditions: 

- earmarking will only succeed if “tailor-made” initiatives and projects on the local 
and intermediate level will be made possible, taking into account the local context 
and development strategy; 

- specific choices should be made, but the number of priorities should not be 
strongly reduced, and 

- if regions will be obliged to focus in the Operational Programmes on a reduced 
number of priorities, there should be the possibility to redefine priorities if 
necessary, in the framework of a midterm review. 

 

Q 6. How can cohesion policy take better account of  the key role of urban areas and 
of territories with particular geographical feature s in development processes 
and of the emergence of macro-regional strategies? 

We do not understand the real reason for the special focus on urban areas, while 
there are still enormous problems at rural level in least favoured regions, both in terms 
of poverty and early school leaving (or even non access to school), the state of 
infrastructure and access to health services, demographic issues related to the high 
percentage of elderly population in rural areas, etc. 



Demographic change will raise, in rural areas, the ratio between surface and 
population density, reaching a critical level in the future. Thus, there will be an 
increasing need for focused and structured interventions in terms of social inclusion, 
and innovation. 

Without forgetting or neglecting the importance of various problems faced by urban 
areas and the benefits of a greater attention to the improvement of energy saving and 
emissions reduction, transport, infrastructure, etc., this special focus on the urban 
agenda may seem exacerbated without an adequate correlation, at the same level of 
importance, with the structural problems faced by rural areas and small towns. 

In our opinion, at least three of the five Europe 2020 Strategy targets, more specifically 
in terms of employment, education and poverty/social exclusion, should be the subject 
of a common urban-rural agenda in the context of the future Cohesion Policy, which 
would take into account the differences between cities, small towns and rural areas, 
ensuring thus a consistent development strategy in a given territory. This kind of 
approach would allow and encourage rural areas and small towns to contribute with 
their potential to the fulfillment of Europe 2020 objectives. 

We would like to remind that in the Chapter of the Lisbon Treaty (Articles 174 to 178) 
dedicated to the Economic, Social and Territorial Cohesion there is no special mention 
about urban areas per se. Of course, the provisions of this Chapter are to be applied 
also to urban areas only if they are qualifying as privileged beneficiaries of the 
Cohesion Policy, as clearly defined by the Treaty. 

CEPLI is of the view that the development of the relation rural-urban areas and an 
increased relevance of the articulation of cities (most of them medium and small-sized) 
is an important issue, the territorial balance having to include the urban development 
liaised with the rural one. 

The Cohesion Policy should continue its role, aiming at “reducing disparities between 
the level of development of various regions and backwardness of the least favoured 
regions”. This role could be better achieved only by taking into account the realities on 
the ground, by consulting with local authorities on their real problems and not by 
assuming that development needs are the same everywhere in Europe. 

The territorial debate in Europe is an open discussion in constant renovation and 
reformulation, at the same time as the EU and its players have been progressing and 
developing socially and economically. The territorial dimension and local authorities - 
regions, intermediate local governments, municipalities and communes are key 
elements in the processes of understanding Europe and to configure it. Therefore, in 
the context of the open debate on macro-regions, as part of the territorial dimension of 
European strategies, local authorities are essential for the conception and 
consolidation of these macro-regions throughout Europe. 

  

Q 7. How can the partnership principle and involvem ent of local and regional 
stakeholders, social partners and civil society be improved? 

Partnership principle and involvement of local and all the other stakeholders could be 
improved through a real and adequate consultation about their development priorities 
during the negotiations stage as well as through an adequate allocation of resources. 

With regard to negotiations, local and intermediate authorities should be involved in a 
transparent way, at the European, national and regional level, in policy definition and 
programming, as well as in impact assessments and in the implementation of 



Cohesion Policy actions. Concerning the financial aspect, the involvement of local and 
regional stakeholders should not only mean more responsibilities without securing the 
related resources. 

Moreover, in order to ensure genuine consultation and involvement of local authorities 
in defining priorities and development strategies, incentives and sanctions related to 
the degree of compliance with the consultation requirements could be envisaged 
for/against Member States. 

Member States should not only be obliged to include local and intermediate authorities 
in the process of planning, decision making, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation. In order to achieve an adequate involvement of these authorities 
(regarding financial means, vision development and infrastructure) in the 
implementation of local and intermediate level initiatives is necessary to put into praxis 
an integrated vision. 

 

Q 8. How can the audit process be simplified and ho w can audits by Member States 
and the Commission be better integrated, whilst mai ntaining a high level of 
assurance on expenditure co-financed?  

Unfortunately, very few of the measures proposed by the Commission regarding the 
reform of Cohesion Policy are designated to support Member States. Such measures 
could cover simplification of procedures for the allocation of EU funds and improving 
monitoring and control systems on their use, harmonisation of different funds and 
programmes, etc.  

Another important element allowing simplification would be the establishment of single 
audit mechanisms, replacing different organisms responsible for this issue under the 
current control machinery. 

In the meantime, involving local and regional authorities in both decisional and 
evaluation process, in a real spirit of partnership, which should become a binding one, 
could increase their spirit of responsibility. 

 

Q 9. How could application of the proportionality pr inciple alleviate the 
administrative burden in terms of management and co ntrol? Should there be 
specific simplification measures for territorial co operation programmes? 

We are of the view that a correct application of the proportionality principle would 
certainly alleviate the administrative burden. More streamlined, harmonized, clear and 
simple rules and regulations and fewer changes during the same programming period, 
as well as less controls and audits, could lead to the fulfilment of this goal. 

Moreover, the proportionality principle should be also applied when designing 
management procedures and, consequently, control procedures, which should be, 
both of them, proportional to the projects’ size. More simplified procedures for 
accessing European funding would lead to increased opportunities for local authorities 
in terms of funds management. 

In terms of territorial cooperation programmes, we believe that they must be decided 
at local/regional level and not at central government level. Thus, funds would be 
available directly to territories, through European programs for specific territorial 
cooperation projects and not at the Member States level, simplifying and streamlining 
thereby the interest and also the access to this kind of programmes. 



 

Q10. How can the right balance be struck between co mmon rules for all the Funds 
and acknowledgement of Funds' specificities when de fining eligibility rules? 

The most appropriate way is to preserve, on the one hand, clear rules generally 
applicable to all funds under the Common Strategic Framework (related, for example, 
to financial and control aspects), and on the other hand, to have simplified rules 
addressing eligibility and implementation issues specific to each fund. Eligibility rules 
should take into account the former programming period experience, providing a 
sufficient scope for specific situations in each territory. 

 

Q11. How can financial discipline be ensured, while  providing enough flexibility to 
design and implement complex programmes and project s? 

Financial discipline should not necessarily mean the multiplication of controls. It can 
be improved by reducing unclear aspects and ambiguities in the regulations, based on 
those already reported by Member States. In addition, a closer and faster cooperation 
between management authorities and the European Commission or even between 
direct beneficiaries and European Commission (for example through interactive tools) 
in order to clarify issues of concern to them may constitute a step forward. 

 

Q12. How can it be ensured that the architecture of  cohesion policy takes into 
account the specificity of each Fund and in particu lar the need to provide 
greater visibility and predictable funding volumes for the ESF and to focus it on 
securing the 2020 objectives? 

The ESF objective should continue to be to “reduce differences in prosperity and living 
standards across EU Member States and regions, and therefore promoting economic 
and social cohesion”. This is why it should continue to focus on less developed 
territories, securing thereby the related 2020 objectives at European level. Like ERDF, 
ESF addresses specific problems encountered at the regional level, which would 
justify a regional approach for an adequate management of this fund. 

 

Q13. How could a new intermediate category of regio ns be designed to accompany 
regions which have not completed their process of c atching up? 

The idea of creating a new category of regions in the framework of the cohesion 
policy, namely the "transition category”, may be accepted only if it will not affect the 
adequate funding for the three objectives: convergence, competitiveness and territorial 
cooperation. 
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