Structural Funds

Background information

The Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund are intended to narrow the gaps in economic and social development among the regions and Member States of the European Union. Representing more than one third of EU’s budget, the Funds constitute substantial financial assistance that shapes the long-term development of the recipient countries and regions. 

Main features of the current programming period 2007-2013 – For the period 2007-2013, cohesion policy benefits from 35.7% of the total EU budget (347.41 billion euros), and its general framework has undergone major reforms to tackle challenges raised in particular by enlargement. Aiming at a more strategic approach, and a more decentralised management, Cohesion Policy has been concentrated on HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/object/index_en.htm"three main objectives, each targeting specific types of  HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/region/index_en.htm" regions and  HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/fonds/pdf/annexe-recto.pdf" Member States: 

convergence (81.54% of funds, mostly targeted at regions with a per capita GDP at less than 75 % of the Community average);

regional competitiveness and employment (15.95%);

European territorial cooperation (2.52%). 

These objectives are to be met mostly through three funds: European Regional Development Fund ( HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funds/feder/index_en.htm" ERDF), the European Social Fund ( HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funds/fse/index_en.htm" ESF) and the  HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funds/cf/index_en.htm" Cohesion Fund (Member States whose GNI is lower than 90% of the EU average). New financial instruments have also been created to support innovative approaches and cooperation with the European Investment bank: HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funds/2007/jjj/index_en.htm"Jaspers, Jeremie and Jessica. 

For the first time, strong coherence between cohesion policy, the Lisbon and Gothenburg strategy is also required: according to the “earmarking” process, at least 60% of the funds (in convergence regions, 75% for competitiveness regions) should be targeted towards  HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/regulation/pdf/2007/general/ce_1083(2006)_corr_en.pdf" Lisbon related fields supporting a “growth and jobs” approach. 

What can the funds do to tackle poverty and exclusion? Although primarily known for their contribution to growth through support to physical infrastructures, structural funds have significantly contributed to tackle poverty and exclusion since the creation of the ESF in 1957 and ERDF later on. This was achieved by supporting a wide range of projects more or less directly employment-related, ranging from community support to formal, but also non formal education and training, support for access to services....

New developments

The role of Structural Funds in the Flagship initiative on the European Platform against Poverty 

Commitments have been made to dedicate adequate financial resources to social inclusion and the poverty reduction as well to simplify the access and delivery for the ESF for small NGOs through an easier access to global grants and an improved access to funds for groups with multiple disadvantages and at high risk of poverty. 

The future of Cohesion Policy: backing the Europe 2020 targets

The future of Cohesion Policy will have a key role to play in contributing to the achievement of the new targets of Europe 2020 Strategy. A increased thematic concentration of resources on fewer priorities is proposed. A reinforced strategic programming and a more strategic negotiation process and follow up aiming at translating the Europe 2020 targets into a comprehensive investment strategy. Member States will have to define their national strategy for cohesion policy in line with NRPs. To strengthen the performance of Cohesion Policy, conditionalities and incentives could be introduced as well as a more result oriented approach. 

Timeline:

- Member States’ annual report on implementation of the funds (to be sent by June each Year)

- Member States’ concise report to the Commission in 2009 and 2012 forming the basis of two Commission strategic Reports (2010, 2013)

- Debate on future of structural funds: July – September 2011 legislative proposals on ESF, ERDF. 

Responsible for the Structural Funds process:

National level: National Ministries (mainly, Finance Ministry; but also Social Affairs, Employment, Environment may be involved, to a lesser extent). In decentralised Member States, regional authorities may have a relevant role in the process. 

EU level: 

European Parliament: Regional Development Committee 

Commission: DG REGIO, DG EMPL., Employment and Social Affairs Committee. Contacts to the relevant EC officials are provided in the following documents: 

EAPN key positions and past action

Making a difference to tackle exclusion - Since the 90’, EAPN has been involved in advocating the European institutions to promote a legal framework for the Structural Fund policy which promotes the fight against poverty and social exclusion. It has also worked closely with National Networks and member organisations to enhance a stronger NGO involvement in the Structural Fund process both at national and European levels, and to provide timely information for a better access of NGOs to all stages of Structural Funds.

EAPN’s view on the current programming period 2007-2013 - EAPN was rather satisfied with the 2007-2013 structural funds legislative framework, which had picked up some of our amendments to strengthen the social dimension of the Funds and the principle of partnership with civil society. However, the way Structural Funds have been implemented since then led EAPN to adopt a much more critical point of view. From EAPN Members’ perspective, since more than two years that the current programming period has been in place, the structural funds have fallen far short of their potential to promote social inclusion. The main reasons are the following:

- A lack of use of the partnership principle and the very useful means such as global grants,

technical assistance and capacity-building which makes the access to funding complicated for social NGOs

- A non-satisfactory involvement of social inclusion NGOs in monitoring which keeps them too far from the decision-making process

- A weak transnational dimension which results from the failure to mainstream the EQUAL programme 

- A weaken structural funds management which prevents the European commission from having an effective oversight on the Structural Funds and their contribution to social inclusion. 

- A slow and incomplete reorientation of Cohesion Policy in response to the economic crisis

Key messages for the Post 2013: 

For EAPN, Cohesion Policy should promote a comprehensive and integrated delivery of the social targets (and especially the poverty reduction one) by:

Dedicating an ambitious budget for cohesion Policy and mobilizing Structural Funds to lift the most vulnerable groups of people out of poverty and social exclusion especially in time of crisis and austerity measures. 

Making social inclusion and the fight against poverty a binding priority in all Operational Programmes primarily through active inclusion approaches (OPs) with social earmarking mechanism

Strengthening the link between Structural Funds and the new social OMC with National integrated strategies and plans on social protection and social inclusion discussed within the European Platform against Poverty as basis for Structural Funds proposals focussed on the objective of reducing poverty and social exclusion. 

Making the partnership principle a binding requirement in the SF General Regulation and the availability of global grants and technical assistance resources for NGOs in all OPs with a particular support for NGO-driven technical assistance services at EU and regional level are crucial. 

Setting up a social conditionality and incentive system aiming at ensuring progress towards the agreed targets and a more social friendly evaluation system (social outcome indicators and social inclusion proofing system.

EAPN key references:

-  HYPERLINK "http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/socialinclusionindicatorseapn2008_en.pdf" Developing social inclusion indicators for the structural funds – Guide for social inclusion NGOs and other NGOs and other monitoring committee members, 21.01. 2008
-  HYPERLINK "http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/socialinclusionindicatorseapn2008_en.pdf" EAPN Structural Funds manual 2009 – 2011 by Brian Harvey, 3rd Edition, December 2008. 

-  HYPERLINK "http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/socialinclusionindicatorseapn2008_en.pdf" The contribution of Cohesion Policy to social inclusion. What role for social NGOs? EAPN mid-term Assessment of the current programming period and perspective for Post-2013, 5.10.2010
-  HYPERLINK "http://www.eapn.eu/images/stories/docs/EAPN-position-papers-and-reports/eapn-2011-response-to-the-5th-cohesion-report-en.pdf" EAPN Contribution to the European Commission consultation on the fifth Cohesion Report, 28.01.2011
