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ABSTRACT 

Structural reforms are essential to ensure an effective use of European Structural and 

Investment (ESI) Funds. At the same time, ESI Funds can contribute to implement 

structural reforms, specifically those that require public investments. An analysis of 

2014-2020 ESI Funds programming highlights that the Country-Specific 

Recommendations (CSRs), proposed by the Commission as part of the European 

Semester in 2012-2015, as well as other structural challenges identified in the EC 

Country Reports and in the Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) have been taken up in 

the strategic choices set out in Operational Programmes (OPs). An analysis of Specific 

Objectives (SOs) selected in the OPs shows that CSRs have not only been taken up in 

strategic choices but also that the ESI Funds are actually contributing to implement 

them. This study also highlights that ex-ante conditionalities and administrative 

capacity building financed by ESI Funds have been useful to stimulate structural 

reforms. The linkages between ESI Funds and CSRs are particularly well developed in 

relation to active labour market policy and network industries, less in other policy 

areas. Despite these linkages, the CSRs are often too generally defined, without 

targets and milestones for their implementation, and there is no systematic 

monitoring. Therefore, their alignment with the ESI Funds can be further strengthened 

by intervening on both the European Semester and the ESI Fund programming. 

 

Key words: Country-Specific Recommendations, structural reforms, ESI Funds, Ex-

ante conditionalities, Institutional capacity, post-2020 programming.   
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Country-Specific Recommendations 

and ESI Funds in the context of the 

European Semester  

The economic, financial and sovereign 

debt crisis of 2008-2010 revealed that 

poorly coordinated reactions of Member 

States may hamper the effectiveness of 

EU and national policy, considering how 

much European economies are 

interconnected. To improve the overall 

resilience of the Union, the EU economic 

governance was significantly revised, with 

the aim of better coordinating budgetary 

policies and national reform efforts.  

The European Semester, the EU's 

economic policy coordination framework 

introduced in 2010, ensures that Member 

States discuss their budgetary and 

economic plans with their EU partners at 

specific times throughout the year. This 

process allows them to comment on each 

other's plans and enables the Commission 

to give policy guidance before Member 

States adopt final decisions. Within the 

European Semester, each year in May, 

the Commission proposes Country-

Specific Recommendations (CSRs) for 

every Member State, except for those 

subject to a macro-economic adjustment 

programme. CSRs provide policy advice 

on priorities which can be achieved in the 

next 12-18 months. At the end of June or 

in early July, the Council adopts the CSRs 

and the European Council endorses them. 

Therefore, policy guidance is given to 

Member States before they start to 

finalise their draft budgets for the 

following year.  

The 2014-2020 ESI Funds Regulations 

required to take into account, in the 

preparation of the Partnership 

Agreements and the Operational 

Programmes, “relevant” CSRs, defined in 

the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR) 

as those relating to structural challenges 

which it is appropriate to address through 

multiannual investments that fall directly 

within the scope of the ESI Funds. 

Nonetheless, a Member State might as 

well decide not to address one or more 

relevant CSRs with EU resources for 

various reasons: the ESI Funding is 

limited and cannot address all CSRs; the 

Member State decides to focus on other 

priorities; a CSR or structural challenge is 

addressed by national measures and 

resources; a CSR is not relevant in a 

certain region. 

Within this context, the present study 

was aimed at: mapping CSRs and 

structural reform needs in the Member 

States of the EU between 2012 and 2015, 

years in which Member States designed 

their Partnership Agreements and 

Operational Programmes; assessing 

whether and how CSRs have been taken 

up in programming and whether and how 

ESI Funds contribute to address 

structural challenges and implement 

reforms; assessing the role of Ex-Ante 

Conditionalities (ExACs) and of 

institutional capacity; providing lessons 

and suggestions for the preparation of 

the post-2020 programming period, in 

particular on how to improve the 

alignment between ESI Funds and the 

European Semester.  

 

In 2012-2015, EU Member States had 

1,092 CSRs and additional structural 

challenges relevant to the ESI Funds 

A mapping of 2012-2015 CSRs as well as 

of other relevant structural challenges, 

extracted from Country Reports 

(previously Staff Working Documents) 

and the Memoranda of Understanding 

(MoU) for the countries that carried out 

an adjustment programme, was carried 

out. 536 CSRs were proposed in the 

period 2012-2015. These can be broken 

down into 1,000 sub-parts, to “isolate” 

recommendations specific to a single 

policy area. 504 additional structural 

challenges were extracted from Country 

Reports and MoU. Therefore, in the 

considered period a total of 1,504 

CSRs/structural challenges were 
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examined. Out of these, 1,092 are 

relevant to ESI Funds and can be directly 

related to one or more Thematic 

Objectives (TOs). In practice, CSRs and 

structural challenges are relevant when 

they recommend multiannual 

investments which concern: business and 

innovation; network industries and 

environment; active labour market and 

employment; inclusion discrimination and 

poverty; health and social infrastructure; 

education and training; institutional 

capacity. CSRs and structural challenges 

which cannot be directly related to a TO, 

such as those concerning public finance 

and taxation, pension system, 

liberalisation, banking, corruption, reform 

of state-owned enterprises, regulatory 

issues as labour taxation or employment 

protection legislation, are not considered.  

87% of relevant CSRs and structural 

challenges, require an investment or a 

combination of investments and 

regulatory changes. Approximately 50% 

of the recommendations were repeated in 

part or fully in the considered period. 

Those that are repeated are likely to 

reflect important and still not fully 

resolved issues. The frequency of the 

repetitions shows that even though the 

Semester is an annual process, structural 

challenges identified by CSRs and 

Country reports are persistent, longer 

term issues. Considering the repetition of 

CSRs, and that the absolute number of 

reform needs is relatively limited for each 

MS, this suggests that the funds can 

provide a positive contribution to the 

implementation of reforms. The relative 

importance of specific policy areas varies 

across countries but the most important 

areas addressed by ESI Funds relevant 

CSRs/structural challenges are those 

concerning active labour market and 

employment as well as institutional 

capacity. These are followed by network 

industries and environment. Target 

groups are made explicit in 23% of the 

CSRs/structural challenges. In general, 

the needs of these target groups are 

pursued by ESF OPs. The most important 

target groups include: young people, 

older workers and the elderly, Roma 

communities and other groups at risk of 

social exclusion, women (whom are 

relevant in all recommendations on 

gender equality, reconciliation of work 

and private life, and child care). Migrants 

or people with migrant background are 

also targeted in nearly 10% of the cases 

and their importance grew over the 

years. 

  

CSRs/structural challenges have 

been taken up in the strategic 

choices set out in ESI Funds 

programmes, but linkages can be 

strengthened 

CSRs and additional structural challenges 

have been taken up in the strategic 

choices set out in Partnership Agreements 

and Operational Programmes. A financial 

analysis of 2014-2020 ERDF, CF and ESF 

estimates that 85% of the total resources 

were allocated to address 2012-2015 

CSRs/structural challenges. In turn, the 

current programming period OPs cover 

60% of the whole “universe” of 

CSRs/structural challenges relevant to 

ESI Funds. Linkages between OPs’ 

strategic choices and CSRs/structural 

challenges tend to be stronger in 

countries and regions that are in greater 

need of structural reforms, where ESI 

Funds are relatively more important. 

Linkages are weaker in the MS with 

limited ESI Fund resources, where 

thematic concentration becomes a 

constraint. In the majority of cases the 

linkages between the European Semester 

and the programming documents tend to 

be broad and general, in particular the 

Partnership Agreements do not explain 

how the Funds will support the 

implementation of the structural reforms, 

their targets and timing. By and large this 

depends on the broad scope of the CSRs 

which lack a precise implementation 

strategy, making it challenging to target 

them through programmes characterised 
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by precise financial allocations and 

specific policy measures. Despite these 

limitations, the analysis clearly indicates 

that the CSRs as well as the Country 

Reports have been an important starting 

basis for the selection of ESI Funds 

priorities, especially in the MSs accessing 

the Union in 2004 and after. 

 

ESI Funds contribute to implement 

CSRs and address additional 

structural challenges 

The study highlights that there is a 

satisfactory linkage between the CSRs 

and the Specific Objectives (SOs) 

selected in the OPs in most countries. The 

analysis of the SOs, complemented by 

the findings of a survey of Managing 

Authorities, has shown that on average 

more than 63% of CSRs are targeted by 

SOs. The tie between CSRs and ESF and 

ERDF OPs is particularly strong while 

there is a weaker link between CSRs and 

other ESI Funds (EAFRD and EMFF). 

Considering the intervention logic of the 

OPs and assuming that the SOs will be 

achieved to a satisfactory degree during 

the programming period, we can safely 

assume that the ESI Funds contribute to 

implement the CSRs. The contribution of 

ESI Funds is likely to be significant where 

the linkage between CSRs and SOs is well 

defined and the intensity of ESI funding 

(i.e. the amount of per capita resources) 

is substantial, while it can be marginal 

where the available resources are limited 

and/or the linkage between the 

recommendations and the SOs is weak. 

The survey of Managing Authorities 

confirmed these findings and highlighted 

that the CSRs were reflected in the 

design of the selection criteria defined in 

the OPs. This is a further indication that 

the strategic choices made on the basis of 

the CSRs have been implemented during 

the first years of the programming 

period.  

 

The need to incorporate CSRs in OPs 

has not created significant obstacles 

to programming but some difficulties 

exist 

The generic contents of the CSRs could 

be easily incorporated into programming 

documents as they are interconnected 

with national priorities. However, CSRs 

are characterised by a national scope and 

do not consider the impact they may 

have on different sub-national territories. 

This is a constraint to incorporate them in 

OPs. Moreover, the 2014-2020 

programming introduced several 

constraints in priority selection, especially 

in more developed regions, and in 

resource allocation1 which prevent 

pursuing a high number of CSRs. In some 

cases these factors conflicted with a 

bottom-up approach to programming and 

resulted in a “formal” rather than 

substantial compliance with CSRs, 

especially in large MSs with many 

regional OPs (e.g. Italy, France and 

Germany).  

 

The linkages between ESI Funds and 

CSRs are well developed in relation 

to active labour market policy and 

network industries, less in other 

policy areas 

CSRs/structural challenges relevant to 

ESI Funds are concentrated on two main 

                                           
1 Financial and thematic concentration has 
been introduced to improve the strategic focus 
of the OPs and constrain the allocation of 
resources. For example, in more developed 
and transition regions, at least 80% of ERDF 
resources at national level are allocated to 
energy efficiency and renewable energy 

sources, innovation and SME support, of which 
at least 20% are allocated to energy efficiency 

and renewables. Less developed regions have 
a broader range of investment priorities to 
choose from, but have to devote at least 50% 
of ERDF resources to energy efficiency and 

renewables, innovation and SME support. At 
least 20% of the ESF resources have to be 
allocated to promoting social inclusion and, in 
addition, ESF programmes concentrate 
funding on a limited number of ‘investment 
priorities’. 
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broad policy areas: “Active labour market 

policy” and “Network industries and 

environment”, which account for around 

45% of the total relevant CSRs/structural 

challenges. 14% of relevant 

CSRs/structural challenges concern 

“Education and training”. Other broad 

policy areas, such as business and 

innovation, inclusion, discrimination and 

poverty, and institutional capacity obtain 

10% to 12% of the total CSRs/structural 

challenges. The screening of specific 

policy areas contained in each broad area 

makes it possible to identify the most 

frequent fields where intervention is 

recommended: 13% of the relevant 

CSRs/structural challenges concern 

“access to employment and employability 

of workers” and 10% target: “energy 

networks, renewable energy sources and 

emissions” as well as “research and 

technology”. “Transport” and “labour 

market integration of young people” are 

also important policy fields, each 

accounting for approximately 6% of total 

relevant CSRs/structural challenges.  

Although the ESI Funds address 60% of 

the relevant CSRs issued between 2012 

and 2015, as mentioned above, coverage 

varies by policy area, ranging from a 

maximum of 74% of CSRs/structural 

challenges in “education and training” to 

a minimum of 34% in “health and social 

infrastructure”. This is related to a mix of 

factors such as: the correspondence or 

mismatch between CSRs and the 

priorities assigned to ESI Funds 

interventions by MSs; the insufficient ESI 

Funds resources, which limit the coverage 

of CSRs (for instance, in small North-

central European countries and in those 

in which more developed regions prevail); 

the constraints in the allocation of funds 

required by the concentration principle of 

the ESI Funds; the nature of the CSRs 

which may require a regulatory 

intervention and not direct financial 

support. 

 

Within the ESI Funds framework, Ex-

Ante Conditionalities have been a 

useful tool to stimulate structural 

reforms 

Ex-ante conditionalities (ExACs) are pre-

conditions for the use of ESI Funds and 

were introduced to reinforce OPs 

implementation. ExACs which require 

explicit changes in strategy, new policy 

developments or legal changes (e.g. new 

laws and regulations) were an important 

leverage to stimulate structural reforms.  

Importantly, this study focused on ExACs 

that have not been fulfilled or only 

partially fulfilled after the approval of the 

PAs. Overall, 29 general ExACs in 10 

different MSs, and 190 thematic ExACs in 

18 different MSs have been assessed as 

capable to initiate reforms. Only in ten 

countries ExACs did not initiate reforms. 

The analysis shows a positive correlation 

between the amount of received ESI 

Funds and the capacity of ExACs to 

initiate reforms. This is not surprising as 

“less developed” countries and regions 

need more structural reforms and at the 

same time had more unfulfilled ExACs at 

the time of the approval of PAs. ExACs 

speed up the implementation of reforms 

by providing a foundation for additional 

changes and new policies, facilitating the 

involvement of the political level in the 

decision making process and hence 

reinforcing the overall commitment to 

reforms.  

ExACs also have drawbacks: they mean 

extra work for administrations which, at 

times, revealed a lack of capacity, as well 

as difficulties in involving stakeholders 

quickly; the lack of a monitoring and 

evaluation system – once a conditionality 

is considered fulfilled – limits the 

effectiveness of ExACs; dealing with a 

large number of ExACs may create 

management problems to the EC, as not 

all conditionalities deserve the same 

attention in the different countries while a 

wide expertise is required to follow all of 

them.  
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Administrative capacity building 

financed by ESI Funds also supported 

the implementation of the structural 

reforms underlying CSRs 

Institutional and administrative capacity 

is a fundamental pre-condition for 

structural reforms. According to the 

analysis, CSRs/structural challenges may 

address three institutional capacity 

dimensions and hence implement 

different kinds of capacity building 

policies: a) general reform of Public 

Administration; b) improvements in 

administrative capacity in specific sectors 

(for instance the labour market, health, 

judicial system, transport etc.); c) 

improved capacity in managing ESI 

Funds. All these types of intervention 

were supported by the ESI Funds to a 

different extent and according to national 

priorities. Overall, 60% of the ESI Funds 

relevant CSRs/structural challenges with 

an institutional capacity dimension are 

addressed by the 2014-2020 OPs. 152 out 

of the 17 countries which use TO11 

(Improving the efficiency of public 

administration) have allocated ESI Funds 

to pursue CSRs/structural challenges 

concerning institutional capacity. In these 

countries, most in need of public 

administration structural reforms and 

predominantly from Eastern and 

Southern Europe, capacity building 

interventions are quite extensive and 

often embrace all the different 

institutional capacity dimensions 

mentioned above. ESI Funds provide a 

direct support to Public Administration 

reform by means of training, exchanging 

good practices, study visits, reorganising 

offices, ICT diffusion, outsourcing and 

integrating salaries. Other countries also 

use ESI Funds to address CSRs on 

institutional capacity, but capacity 

building intervention is predominantly 

                                           
2 Malta, Latvia, France, Slovenia, Estonia, 
Poland, the Czech Republic, Croatia, Portugal, 
Bulgaria, Slovakia, Greece, Hungary, Romania 
and Italy.  

oriented to reinforcing coordination 

between different administrative levels or 

to improving administrative procedures 

throughout the management of the ESI 

Funds. TO11 and the launch of specific 

OPs for capacity building allowed several 

countries to focus on these issues and 

aggregate different and fragmented 

interventions to reinforce the Public 

Administration under a single Operational 

Programme. In some cases, specific CSRs 

obliged MSs to focus on administrative 

capacity and promoted innovations, as in 

the case of the Administrative 

Reinforcement Plans introduced in Italy. 

Even though there is a clear linkage 

between ESI Funds and CSRs concerning 

institutional capacity, also in this case the 

OPs are vague as regards the strategies 

and on how envisaged initiatives may 

contribute to structural reforms.  

 

A policy problem: how to improve the 

alignment between ESI Funds and 

the European Semester 

The analysis has highlighted the linkages 

between OPs and CSRs/structural 

challenges but also that the CSRs are 

often too generally defined, without 

targets and milestones for their 

implementation, and with no systematic 

monitoring. As a consequence the 

alignment between the CSRs and ESI 

Funds is often vague and can be further 

strengthened. Therefore, a policy 

“problem” is how to safeguard and 

further improve the “alignment” between 

ESI Funds and the EU Semester. 

Implementing structural reforms 

underlying CSRs is essential to ensure 

that the ESI Funds are used effectively. 

At the same time ESI Funds can 

contribute to implement reforms, 

specifically those which require 

investments or a mix of investments and 

regulatory changes.  

There are several obstacles to a more 

effective alignment between the bottom 

up policy approach of ESI Funds, 

characterised by subsidiarity, multi-level 
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governance, an important role of private-

public partnership, and the top-down 

Semester process. Satisfactory results 

can be obtained by intervening on both 

the European Semester and the ESI Fund 

process. Potential changes may occur in 

the new general regulation of the ESI 

Funds with the revision of the 

multiannual financial framework, but also 

in the rules of the European Semester 

which have been the target of some 

criticism and proposals of reform, such as 

those raised in the Five Presidents’ 

Report3. 

 

POLICY OPTIONS CONCERNING THE 

SEMESTER 

The process of identification and 

adoption of the CSRs can be improved 

by:  

1) A better definition of the CSRs, limiting 

the number of different themes in the 

same CSR and identifying a set of targets 

and deadlines with the MS concerned; 

there may be no specific penalty for non-

compliance but a real commitment of the 

MS could be fostered by new and 

targeted incentives. Incentives are 

already defined in the flexibility 

procedures of the fiscal compact, but 

they could be extended in relation to the 

level of public investments.  

2) Making an effort to better connect 

CSRs/structural challenges to the ESI 

Funds, for instance through: Country 

Reports and National Reform Programmes 

with a longer-term horizon; considering 

administrative and economic impacts of 

structural reforms at sub-national level; 

taking into account possible trade-offs 

between short- and long-term effects of 

structural reforms or between fiscal and 

social policies, especially in relation to the 

Macro-economic Imbalance Procedure 

(MIP).  

                                           
3 Junker, J.C. (2015) in close cooperation with 
D. Tusk, J. Dijsselbloem, M. Draghi and M. 
Schulz, Completing Europe’s Economic and 
Monetary Union, European Commission. 

3) Avoiding repetitions in CSRs and 

making a list of long term structural 

reforms to implement. Every year the 

Council could adopt only new CSRs, to be 

added to a list which includes previous 

years’ CSRs that have not been 

adequately addressed and hence are still 

relevant.  

Participation in the identification of the 

CSRs and the accountability of the entire 

process can be enhanced by:  

1) Simplifying the European Semester 

and increasing MS’s ownership. The 

Semester and the resulting documents 

could be streamlined in order to make 

them easily accessible by a larger 

audience and facilitate the involvement of 

the stakeholders. This aspect is 

recognised in the Five Presidents’ 

Reports4 and would require: reducing the 

number of procedures (e.g. MIPs, 

Stability and Growth Pact - SGP) affecting 

CSRs, simplifying the entire process 

(bilateral and multilateral meetings, 

technical Committee and sectoral Council) 

limiting the number of documents 

(Annual Growth Survey - AGS, Country 

Reports, NRPs etc.) to facilitate their 

understanding.  

2) Promoting a more participated 

‘national’ Semester, which could facilitate 

the debate and a national ownership, 

before and after the final adoption of the 

CSRs.  

3) Ensuring a more substantial dialogue 

at national level between the bodies 

responsible for the design and 

implementation of the Semester and 

those managing the ESI Funds; this could 

be stimulated at national and regional 

level, when appropriate. 

Monitoring and evaluation of the 

Semester can be also improved by means 

of: 

                                           
4 According to the report “(...) the addition of 
numerous ‘packs’, ‘pacts’, ‘procedures’ and 
manifold reporting requirements has blurred 
its [the Semester’s] rationale and 
effectiveness”. 
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1) Medium-long term monitoring of 

structural reforms within the NRPs to 

highlight clearly implementation 

mechanisms and bottlenecks. Section 5 

of the NRPs on the use of the ESI Funds 

could be more detailed and integrated 

with specific ESI Funds indicators.  

2) An evaluation of the identification of 

CSRs to be addressed by the Funds and 

of their implementation would be an 

important step in the direction of an 

improved accountability. At national level, 

the National Productivity Boards could be 

responsible for assessing the progress of 

the structural reforms and, at EU level, 

the Commission could launch an 

independent evaluation on the entire 

process every 3 years. These evaluations 

could also use findings of other national 

evaluations on whether and how the 

CSRs are supported by the ESI Funds. 

 

POLICY OPTIONS CONCERNING THE ESI 

FUNDS 

ESI Funds can implement CSRs/structural 

challenges without significant strategic 

and operational changes. In fact, ESI 

Funds programmes already cover the 

large majority of CSRs. One of the main 

obstacle to the alignment is that CSRs are 

not detailed in strategic and operational 

terms and this makes it more difficult to 

assess the effective commitment of the 

MSs and the actual contribution of ESI 

Funds to their implementation. Hence, a 

programme or a roadmap to implement 

CSRs/structural challenges needs to be 

incorporated in the ESI Funds 

management process to improve the 

linkage between the funds and the 

Semester. CSRs/structural challenges 

require an important and sometime 

radical change in the existing policy of a 

MS. This means that new policies have to 

be defined and/or the policy mix, as well 

as the public resource allocation, needs to 

be adjusted. At the moment ESI Funds do 

not fully acknowledge these implicit 

requirements of structural reforms and 

the linkages with CSRs tend to be too 

general with no clear result orientation. 

The implementation of the 

CSRs/structural challenges does not 

necessarily require a significant amount 

of financial resources but often requires a 

mix of regulatory adjustments, capacity 

building and public investments. This mix 

varies according to the type of 

CSRs/structural challenge. This means 

that the necessary resources have to be 

allocated case by case.  

Programming architecture. The 

programming architecture could merge 

CSRs implementation with ESI Funds 

programmes and give CSRs/structural 

challenges the necessary emphasis to 

make them operational and binding for 

the MSs. CSRs5/structural challenges can 

be included in the ESI Funds 

programming mainly in two ways:  

1) as part of a dedicated national OP, 

when the CSRs/structural challenges 

require a complex policy mix to be 

implemented, and/or capacity building 

interventions to support national 

regulatory reforms and administrative 

adaptation;  

2) as part of one or more priority axes in 

national and/or regional OPs, when the 

CSRs/structural challenges require 

additional investments in certain policy 

areas. 

Role of different ESI Funds. The study 

shows that ESF and ERDF are frequently 

used to address CSRs/structural 

challenges while the other ESI Funds 

(EARDF and EMFF) focus on 

CSRs/structural challenges to a lesser 

extent. A systematic and focused support 

to CSRs/structural challenges may 

require to adapt the shares of each fund 

in the total ESI Funds envelope of an 

individual MS. Complexity could be 

reduced by using only ERDF and ESF to 

target CSRs.  

                                           
5 Intended as single policy recommendations, 
that is a full CSR or sub-parts. 
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Incentives to implement CSRs. 

‘Negative’ incentives already existing in 

the ESI Funds (requirement to use EU 

resources to support CSRs, de-

commitments, ExACs rules) can be used 

and reinforced to promote 

CSRs/structural challenges 

implementation (this is possible if there 

will be an OP or part of an OP dedicated 

to CSRs implementation).  

‘Positive’ incentives can be also used to 

sustain CSRs/structural challenges 

implementation; these can consist of:  

1) A specific reserve to reward MSs for on 

time and complete CSRs implementation;  

2) Increased EU co-financing rates for all 

the interventions when CSRs are 

implemented correctly;  

3) Increased EU co-financing only for the 

OPs dedicated to CSRs.  

In any case a clear monitoring approach 

must be adopted to be able to apply 

positive and negative incentives in a 

transparent and efficient way. 

Timing and multiannual approach. If 

OPs and/or priority axes dedicated to 

CSRs/structural challenges will be 

introduced, their duration could be limited 

to around 3-4 years. The progress in 

implementing CSRs/structural challenges 

could be verified and new CSRs 

introduced in the ESI Funds programming 

at the time of the mid-term review. 

Territorial dimension and regional 

approach. OPs aimed at supporting 

CSRs/structural challenges can be defined 

at national level, unless specific 

conditions require a different territorial 

approach to reflect reform needs more 

clearly. The OPs/priority axes supporting 

CSRs/structural challenges could be 

allowed to intervene on the national 

territory in derogation of the ESI Funds 

rules. A Member State should make sure 

that ESI Funds supporting CSRs do not 

conflict with cohesion aims. 

Use of ExACs. Ex-Ante Conditionalities 

can be used to address regulatory CSRs 

by defining, in each MS, specific ExACs 

and a timetable to be followed. ExACs can 

be streamlined and more precise 

guidelines provided on how to develop 

strategic documents and training for the 

responsible institutions to speed up 

fulfilment and initiation of reforms. 

Dialogue and negotiations concerning the 

ExACs, as well as an early agreement on 

national organisations responsible for 

compliance with ExACs, could be 

promoted before the programmes’ 

preparation, also to enhance 

accountability. A monitoring of the ExACs 

implementation after fulfilment should be 

required. 

Thematic concentration. Flexibility in 

the choice of how to concentrate ESI 

Funds could be introduced (e.g. 

concentrate on policy areas/TOs 

corresponding to CSRs/structural 

challenges) to avoid mismatch between 

the need for addressing CSRs/structural 

challenges and the concentration 

principle. ESI Funds concentration rates 

based on EU thematic priorities could be 

applied to the resources that have not 

been allocated yet to support 

CSRs/structural challenges. 

Management. Using a shared 

management method in the OPs 

dedicated to CSRs/structural challenges is 

a simple solution, which is consistent with 

the rest of the OPs. The Structural 

Reform Support Service (SRSS) could be 

involved in the negotiation and 

monitoring of ESI Funds support to 

CSRs/structural challenges, under the 

responsibility of the ESI Funds’ DGs. 

Partnership and policy dialogue. Early 

participation of key actors could be 

facilitated when selecting the 

CSRs/structural challenges to be 

supported, in order to enhance 

ownership. Clear responsibilities should 

be defined in due time as regards 

pursuing and monitoring CSRs/structural 

challenges to be addressed by the OPs, 

while results of monitoring should be 

made public. The participation of a broad 

and qualified partnership in the 



 

19 

 

Monitoring Committee of the OPs 

dedicated to CSRs/structural challenges 

could be encouraged. In general, a fixed 

session of the Monitoring Committees 

could be devoted to progress in 

addressing CSRs/structural challenges.  

Monitoring and evaluation. Clear and 

more binding provisions (indicators, 

targets, baselines, etc.) on 

CSRs/structural challenges monitoring 

could be introduced in ESI Funds 

reporting of dedicated OPs or priority 

axes. A compulsory independent 

evaluation of the support to 

CSRs/structural challenges could be 

required, in each relevant OP (in any 

case, a stricter interpretation of current 

rules would already require it). A 

thematic and EU-wide evaluation on the 

ESI Funds support to CSRs could be 

introduced, under the responsibility of the 

EC, at the mid-term review. A linkage 

and dialogue between M&E activities of 

ESI Funds and NRPs should be ensured. 

The participation of national authorities 

responsible for the Semester in the 

Steering Committee of the OPs 

addressing CSRs/structural challenges 

could be required. 

Institutional capacity. Clear targets, 

responsibilities and implementation 

roadmaps could be required in 

institutional capacity interventions, to 

make their strategy effective and 

strengthen the linkage with 

CSRs/structural challenges. A specific 

ExAC concerning a strategy for 

institutional capacity could be introduced 

(at the moment the fulfilment criteria for 

the TO11 ExAC do not require detailed 

targets, timing and responsibility but only 

some general elements of a strategy). 

The definition of institutional capacity 

interventions (or a specific priority axis) 

could be required in the OPs dedicated to 

supporting CSRs/structural challenges. 

Both ESF and ERDF could be used to 

finance institutional capacity in the 

dedicated OPs supporting CSRs/structural 

challenges, in order to minimise the 

number of multi-fund OPs. 
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1. INTRODUCTION: CONTEXT AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY    

The economic, financial and sovereign debt crisis showed how much European 

economies are interconnected and that poorly coordinated reactions of Member States 

may hamper the effectiveness of national and EU Policy. To improve the overall 

resilience of the Union, the EU economic governance was significantly revised, with 

the aim of better coordinating budgetary policies and national reform efforts. 

The new integrated system of rules (introduced through the so-called "Six Pack", the 

"Two Pack" laws and the Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Governance6) is applied 

in the context of the European Semester, the EU's economic policy coordination 

framework introduced in 2010. In addition to providing clearer rules, this integrated 

system ensures that there is better coordination of national policies, regular follow-ups 

and improved implementation by Member States. 

The European Semester ensures that Member States discuss their budgetary and 

economic plans with their EU partners at specific times throughout the year. This 

allows them to comment on each other's plans and enables the Commission to give 

policy guidance before Member States adopt final decisions. As part of the process, 

the Commission also monitors whether Member States are working towards the 

targets of ‘Europe 2020’ growth and jobs strategy which aims at promoting jobs, 

education, innovation, poverty reduction as well as climate change mitigation and 

adaptation. 

As part of the European Semester process, in May the Commission proposes Country-

Specific Recommendations (CSRs) for every Member State, except for those subject to 

a macro-economic adjustment programme. CSRs provide tailor-made policy advice to 

Member States in areas deemed as achievable priorities for the next 12-18 months. At 

the end of June or in early July, the Council adopts the CSRs and the European Council 

endorses them. Therefore policy guidance is given to Member States before they start 

to finalise their draft budgets for the following year. 

The use of ESI Funds (or ESIF) to support structural reforms is particularly important 

to promote policy coordination, particularly in the context of the European Semester. 

The ESI Funds Regulations required to take into account, in the preparation of the 

Partnership Agreements and the Operational Programmes, “relevant” CSRs, defined in 

the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR)7 as those relating to structural challenges 

which it is appropriate to address through multiannual investments that fall directly 

within the scope of the ESI Funds as set out in the Fund-specific Regulations. 

Nonetheless, a Member State might as well decide not to address a relevant CSR in 

the Partnership Agreement and/or Operational Programmes for various reasons: it has 

limited ESI Funding and has decided to focus on another CSR; the challenge is 

addressed by the national measures; it is not appropriate to do so, taking into account 

the specific development needs and challenges of a specific region (a CSR is not 

relevant in all regional OPs); the MS prefers to address other priorities with EU and 

                                           
6 The Stability and Growth Pact was reinforced by: the Six Pack, which became law in December 
2011, the Two Pack introduced in May 2013 and the Treaty on Stability, Coordination and 
Governance, which came into force in January 2013 in its 25 signatory countries. 
7 Regulation (EU) 1303/2013, 17 December 2013, Art 2(35). 
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national funds, which are not encompassed in the CSR, and concentrate a significant 

mass of funding on those. 

Understanding to what extent programmes address CSRs is not straightforward as a 

lack of references in programmes does not necessarily mean that CSRs were not taken 

into account. References can be explicit and implicit as long as the OPs discuss how 

the relevant policy challenges are to be addressed by the OP itself and/or other, 

national funding.  

The present study aims at exploring the actual linkages between the Semester and the 

ESIF, to what extent there was alignment so far and how the synergies between them 

can be strengthened. Specifically, the main objectives of the study are to: provide an 

overview of the structural reforms recommended to the Member States, in order to 

have a clear map of reforms affecting the 2014-2020 programming period; assess 

how the ESI Funds are helping to implement the structural reforms (how the CSRs 

have been considered in the initial strategies and programming and the impact of the 

ESI Funds ex-ante Conditionalities); analyse whether and to what extent investments 

in institutional capacity are needed to implement structural reforms and the role of 

Thematic Objective 11 (TO11), taking into account also initiatives in this domain which 

can be undertaken under other Thematic Objectives such as TO8, TO9 and TO10. 

Finally, the study provides conclusions on the role of the ESI Funds in supporting 

structural reforms and main lessons learned for the preparation of the post 2020 

programming period. In particular, the study provides insights which can feed the 

Impact Assessment of the next round of the ESI Funds regulations. 

This is one of the studies that DG EMPL and DG REGIO have commissioned for the 

preparation of the post-2020 programming period (the remaining include the study on 

new provisions, the study on ex-ante conditionalities, a study on the performance 

budget and a study on alternative delivery modes which is focused on strengths and 

weaknesses of the ESI Funds and is aimed at learning from other organisations such 

as the World Bank)8. All these are meant to be complementary to the present study.  

The present study is important because it sheds light on the strategic alignment of the 

ESI Funds with the European Semester. In particular, it examines the bottlenecks of 

this alignment as well as the role of ex-ante conditionalities (ExAC) whose legal basis 

is Art. 19 of the CPR9. The Regulation introduced ExAC in 2014-2020 as preconditions 

that need to be fulfilled to ensure efficient and effective use of the ESI Funds. If an 

applicable ExAC is not (entirely) fulfilled at the time of submission of the Partnership 

Agreement (PA) and/or of an Operational Programme (OP), Member States have to 

include in their PA/OP an action plan to fulfil it, setting out the actions to be taken, the 

responsible bodies and a timetable for their implementation, in order to complete the 

action plan by the end of 2016. 

Assessing the alignment between the ESI Funds and the European Semester requires 

taking into account the different time frames of the two processes. While the ESI 

Funds are part of the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) and target medium and 

                                           
8 The mentioned studies are forthcoming.  
9 It is also worth mentioning Article 23 of the CPR: “measures linking effectiveness of ESI Funds 

to sound economic governance”. This sets out that the Commission may request a Member 
State to review and propose amendments to its Partnership Agreement and relevant 
programmes, where this is necessary to support the implementation of relevant Council 
Recommendations or to maximise the growth and competitiveness impact of the ESI Funds in 
Member States receiving financial assistance (see CPR for detailed information on macro-
economic conditionality). 
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long term changes, the European Semester follows an annual cycle. Therefore, there 

cannot be a one-on-one comparative analysis of how the two policy frameworks jointly 

perform. 

The relationship between national recommendations and regional programmes is an 

additional key question. The study makes it possible to shed light also on how CSRs 

are reflected in the Regional programmes. 

 

2. OVERALL METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

To explore CSRs and the structural reform needs, and how the programming and 

implementation of ESI Funds support them, six tasks have been undertaken: 

 Task 1 - Development of a Methodological Report, including methods and tools 

to be applied as well as a detailed work plan. 

 Task 2 – Mapping of structural reform needs identified in the 2012-2015 CSRs 

relevant for ESI Funds as well as additional structural challenges emerging 

from the annual Commission Staff Working Documents (since 2015 known as 

Country Reports). This mapping uses a typology of CSRs and other structural 

challenges from the Country Reports (CSRs/structural challenges) to allow 

comparisons across Member States, programmes and funds.  

 Task 3 - Sets out if and how ESI Funds programmes address the structural 

reform needs and specifically CSRs, what recommendations have been 

supported and to what extent the resource allocation reflects these choices 

(some recommendations can be supported explicitly through funding, others 

may be not dependent on funding but have a more legislative/administrative 

nature); and analyse how the commitment to structural reforms is influencing 

the implementation. All the programming documents (i.e. Country Position 

Papers, Partnership Agreements, ERDF, CF, ESF, EAFRD and EMFF Operational 

Programmes) were examined, as part of this task, and different analytical tools 

(desk research, case studies, direct interviews, focus groups, survey and 

statistical analysis) were used to offer a comprehensive view of ESI Funds 

effort to support structural reforms. 

 Task 4 - Examine to what extent and how ex-ante conditionalities10, defined for 

the first time in the 2014-2020 regulatory framework, may promote the 

implementation of structural reforms. The results of previous studies, combined 

with an analysis of Partnership Agreements, case studies, direct interviews and 

a web survey investigate the influence of ExACs on reforms. 

 Task 5 - Assess whether the improvement of institutional capacity, which may 

be related to better governance in specific policy areas, public administration 

efficiency and governance in general (including justice systems), and better 

management of ESI Funds was reflected in Partnership Agreements, OPs and 

the allocation of funds; assess to what extent TO11 on enhancing institutional 

capacity of public authorities and efficient public administration is used to 

support structural reforms and to strengthen capacity to manage EU Funds. 

Also in this case, a mix of analytical tools (desk research, interviews, web 

survey) was used.  

                                           
10 For a detailed list of ex-ante typologies, see Annex 1. 
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 Task 6 - Draw conclusions on the role of ESI Funds in the support to structural 

reforms and identify lessons learnt and caveats for post-2020 programming on: 

whether linking ESI Funds with CSRs has led to better programming or whether 

it has created obstacles; in which policy areas these linkages are more 

developed and what mechanisms were used across Member States to trigger 

reforms; whether ex-ante conditionalities are a useful tool in this framework; 

whether and how administrative capacity building supported by the funds 

contributes to the development and implementation of the structural reforms 

and CSRs; how the European Semester and/or the ESI Funds mechanisms can 

be improved to make possible a better alignment between CSRs and ESI Funds 

programmes.  

 

2.1. Structural reform needs 

Structural reforms are one of the “pillars” (together with fiscal responsibility and 

investments’ support) of the EU economic strategy to promote growth and jobs11. In 

the 2017 Annual Growth Survey (AGS) the Commission called on Member States to 

redouble their efforts on these three elements and, in doing so, put the focus on social 

fairness to deliver more inclusive growth. This follows the approach of reinforcing the 

employment and social aspects of the Semester applied since 2015. 

The key points of the 2017 AGS section on “pursuing structural reforms” are 

summarised below12: 

 Creating jobs and enhancing skills 

- Member States need to invest more in creating supportive conditions for 

greater labour market participation, more quality jobs and effective training 

and upskilling.  

- In many Member States, the working-age population and the labour force 

continue to shrink, notably as a result of low birth rates, ageing, emigration 

and health-related exits from the labour market. Member States need to 

ensure access to quality services and in-kind benefits, such as childcare, 

housing, healthcare and long-term care, education and training.  

- A number of Member States will need to put in place adequate structures for 

dealing with the influx of migrants including refugees beyond the immediate 

short-term needs.  

- Despite recent progress more action is needed from the Member States to 

fight youth unemployment. Member States need to pursue the roll-out of the 

Youth Guarantee and enhance its effectiveness in order to reach out to the 

young and regions most in need.  

- Member States need to focus on labour market relevance of skills as 

forecasts indicate a future shortage of people with vocational and training 

qualifications. 

- Modernising education and training is necessary to equip people with better 

skills, ranging from basic skills in numeracy and literacy to entrepreneurial 

and digital skills. 

                                           
11 http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/structural_reforms/index_en.htm. And see the Annual 
growth survey of 2015 to 2017, European commission.  
12 Annual Growth Survey 2017, Pursuing structural reforms. 

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/structural_reforms/index_en.htm
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- Effective social dialogue is crucial for a well-functioning social market 

economy. The engagement of social partners at EU and national level is 

crucial for striking the right balance when designing and implementing 

economic and social policies in a comprehensive and forward-looking 

manner. 

- Member States should, together with social partners, and in line with 

national practices, make sure that their wage-setting systems are effective 

in delivering both job creation and real income increases, and for that adjust 

better to changes in productivity over time. It is important to ensure that 

differences in skills and divergences in economic performance across 

regions, sectors and companies are taken into account. When setting 

minimum wages, Member States and social partners should consider their 

impact on in-work poverty, job creation and competitiveness.  

 Social policy as a productive factor – modernising the welfare state  

- Member States need to redesign their social protection systems to improve 

the promotion of labour market participation and provide adequate 

employment security and income replacement. Social protection accounts for 

a large share of Member States' public expenditure, also considering the 

increases in spending in recent years, but there is a room for better 

targeting.  

- Tax and benefits schemes should provide adequate social support and work 

incentives. Improving the adequacy and coverage of income support 

schemes (unemployment benefits, social assistance including minimum 

income, pensions) is crucial to prevent social exclusion and, in the case of 

unemployment benefits, can increase macro-economic stability and reduce 

job insecurity. Unemployment benefits should be sufficient in terms of 

duration, eligibility and levels, and be accessible to all employees 

irrespective of their contract, while preserving incentives to work, and 

include activation requirements as regards job search and participation in 

active measures.  

- National pension systems should better reflect growing life expectancy. 

Pension systems, in coordination with labour market measures, should 

enable and encourage men and women to remain in employment until a 

higher age and restrict early retirement pathways to those genuinely unable 

to work longer.  

- Health policies should support and reinforce social safety nets and active 

inclusion strategies, through preventive, but also curative and rehabilitation 

initiatives. Member States need to continue to reform their health systems, 

thus ensuring universal access to cost effective public health and healthcare 

services. Protecting the population from falling into poverty or social 

exclusion due to ill-health and related expenditure is essential, both from a 

social and economic point of view.  

 Deepening the single market and making national markets bigger 

- Member States should make full use of the instruments available at the EU 

level to unlock the full potential of investment and productivity in Europe. 

Member States must introduce reforms and policies to facilitate the diffusion 

of new technologies to ensure that their benefits can spill over a wider range 

of firms. 
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- Public procurement is important for competitiveness as it can drive structural 

changes. Institutions must be available to coordinate procurement between 

bodies at various levels to attain economies of scale, manage complaints by 

companies, and audit public contracts. Processes must be in place that 

prevent corruption and collusion between suppliers and address firmly 

instances of unfair procurement. In some Member States where state-owned 

enterprises exert tangible impact on the economy, it is important to ensure 

appropriate governance structures. 

- In many Member States, structural change implies the transfer of capital and 

labour resources from traditional to new activities, often in the services 

sector. Raising productivity in this growing sector becomes imperative to 

ensure quality jobs and high wages. 

- Adopting legislative environments to new business models is particularly 

important for economic dynamism, but must not come at the expense of 

fairness. Member States should continue simplifying and clarifying the 

application of tax and liability rules and labour law to the collaborative 

economy. By cooperating with national authorities in the recording of 

economic activity, collaborative economy platforms can contribute 

significantly to facilitating tax collection. 

- Member States need to put in place modern tax systems that can support 

growth and fairness between businesses. The cross-border nature of tax 

evasion and avoidance, and the integration of the Member States’ economies 

call for a coordinated approach, not only through European initiatives but 

also through the coordination of national policies. Member States should use 

these opportunities also to lower labour taxation. Member States should also 

pay particular attention to the distributive effects of their tax reforms. 

The AGS set out an integrated approach to economic policy built around three main 

pillars, all of which must act together: boosting investment, accelerating structural 

reforms and pursuing responsible growth-friendly fiscal consolidation. As highlighted in 

the AGS, EU funding can play a vital role in supporting reform implementation and 

injecting investment directly into the real economy, if targeted wisely and effectively 

applied. The Regulations set out this requirement to enhance the use of the ESI Funds 

in support of the implementation of the CSRs, which should aim to deliver on EU2020 

targets, including the headline target to lift twenty million people out of poverty by 

2020. 

Therefore, in line with the AGS, this study is focused on structural reforms consisting 

of changes aimed at fostering employment and inclusive social policies, improving 

product and services markets and the business environment, promoting responsible 

fiscal policies, increasing the effectiveness and fairness of the tax systems and 

responding to the demographic challenges. Structural reforms differ from monetary or 

fiscal policies which deal mainly with issues related to the economic cycle. 

Generally, structural reforms may be pursued through a wide variety of measures:  

 on the labour market - to change existing rules, favour its more flexible 

functioning and link salary evolution to productivity growth; for instance 

Member States may decide to invest more in creating supportive conditions for 

greater labour market participation, more quality jobs, fight youth 

unemployment, make sure that their wage-setting systems are effective in 

delivering both job creation and real income increases, and adjust better to 

changes in productivity over time. 
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 on education and training systems - to ensure that smart investments in 

Europe's human capital and performance-oriented reforms of education and 

training systems are part of the necessary efforts to restore jobs and 

sustainable growth. 

 on pension and/or healthcare systems - to make them effective, accessible and 

resilient13, and to provide adequate protection for all;  

 on product and service markets - to promote competition and efficiency; 

 on the business environment - to facilitate business creation, reduce 

administrative burdens, enhance entrepreneurial creativity; 

 on research, technological development and innovation and, more generally, 

public investments - to push the most relevant growth drivers; 

 on network industries (energy, transport, telecoms) and environment - to 

promote efficiency, competition and correct for market failures. 

The efficiency of Public Administrations is a cross-cutting issue. All actions aimed at 

improving the performance of public administrations (by reducing burden for citizens 

or enterprises, reviewing the effectiveness of the justice system, implementing 

measures against corruption etc.) can also be considered structural reforms when 

strategically oriented to enhance efficiency and effectiveness of governance in general 

or within a specific sector. 

This notion of structural reforms makes it possible to circumscribe the analysis and 

helps to distinguish between CSRs that are linked to structural reforms and other 

recommendations which do not aim at structural change. 

 

2.2. Classification of CSRs/structural challenges from Country 
Reports by policy area 

In the present study, CSRs and additional structural challenges extracted from 

Country Reports (CR) are categorised by policy area as shown in the following table. 

The policy area typology is built upon a preliminary analysis of CSRs and takes into 

account relevant work carried out by the Commission services to track 

recommendations such as: 

 a DG EMPL categorisation of challenges, mostly focused on ESF relevant issues; 

 a DG REGIO checklist for monitoring CSRs, mainly focused on ERDF relevant 

themes; 

 a DG ECFIN classification of 2011-2015 CSRs, which includes all themes but 

also non-ESI Funds relevant recommendations (e.g. on public finance and 

taxation, market liberalisation etc.); the classification of CSRs proposed in such 

database, in particular the breakdown of CSRs into sub-parts which is 

particularly detailed in relation to public finance and macroeconomic aspects, 

was adapted to the policy areas identified in this study, which are constructed 

with the aim of exploring the linkage with ESI Funds programming 

Furthermore, the material and suggestions provided by other DGs14 were also taken 

into account as far as possible in developing the typology. 

                                           
13 http://ec.europa.eu/health/healthcare/docs/com2014_215_final_en.pdf 
14 DG Education, DG Agri, DG Mare, DG Sante, DG Just. 
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The applied typology is designed in a way that makes it possible to link CSRs/CR 

structural challenges with 2014-2020 programmes, in particular with Thematic 

Objectives, Investment Priorities (IP) and Union Priorities (UP). 
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Table 1 - Typology of policy areas 

 1. Policy area 2. Relevant TOs 3. Relevant IPs/UPs 

Broad area: Business and innovation environment  

1 
Research, technology development and 
innovation (RTDI) 

 TO1 - Technological development, 
research and innovation (R&I) 

 UP1 - fostering knowledge transfer 
and innovation in agriculture, 
forestry, and rural areas 

 TO1IPa - Enhance R&I infrastructure 
 TO1IPb - Promote business R&I investment 
 UP1FAa - fostering innovation, cooperation, and the development of 

the knowledge base 
 UP1FAb - strengthening the links between agriculture, food 

production and forestry and R&I 
 UP1FAc - fostering lifelong learning and vocational training in the 

agricultural and forestry sectors.  

2 
Business environment (Enterprise support, 
business creation and development) 

 TO3 - SME competitiveness 
 UP2 - enhancing farm viability and 

competitiveness 
 UP3 - promoting food chain 

organisation, processing and 
marketing of agricultural Products 

 TO3IPa - Promoting entrepreneurship  
 TO3IPb - New business models for SMEs  
 TO3IPc - Capacities for product and service development  
 TO3IPd - Capacity of SMEs to grow 
 UP2FAa - improving the economic performance of farms and 

facilitating restructuring and modernization 
 UP2FAb - facilitating the entry of adequately skilled farmers into the 

agricultural sector 
 UP3FAa - improving competitiveness of primary producers 
 UP3FAb - supporting farm risk prevention and management 

Broad area: Network industries and environment  

3 Digital infrastructure and services  TO2 - ICT access and quality 
 TO2IPa - Extend broadband deployment  
 TO2IPb - Develop ICT products and services 
 TO2IPc - Strengthen ICT applications 

4 Energy networks, RES and emissions 
 TO4 - Low-carbon economy shift 
 UP5 - resource efficiency and low 

carbon economy shift 

 TO4IPa - Energy from renewable sources (RES)  
 TO4IPb - Energy efficiency and RES use – enterprises  
 TO4IPc - Energy efficiency and RES use - public infrastructure.  

 TO4IPd - Smart distribution systems  
 TO4IPe - Low-carbon strategies  
 TO4IPf - R&I/adoption low-carbon technologies 
 TO4IPg - Co-generation heat and power 
 UP5FAa – increase water efficiency 
 UP5FAb – increase energy efficiency 
 UP5FAc – use of renewable sources 
 UP5FAd – reduction of greenhouse gas emissions 
 UP5FAe – carbon conservation 

5 
Environmental protection and adaptation to 

climate change 

 TO5 - Climate change adapt. /risk 
management 

 TO6 - Environmental protection and 

 TO5IPa - Investment adaptation to climate change  
 TO5IPb - Investment to address specific risks  
 TO6IPc - Natural and cultural heritage  
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resource efficiency 
 UP4 - restoring, preserving and 

enhancing ecosystems related to 
agriculture and forestry 

 TO6IPd - Biodiversity, soil and ecosystem services  
 TO6IPe - Improve the urban environment  
 TO6IPg - Industrial transition  
 UP4FAa – restoring, preserving and enhancing biodiversity  
 UP4FAb – water and pesticide management 
 UP4FAc – preventing soil erosion and improving soil management 

6 Resource efficiency (water and waste) 

 TO6 - Environmental protection and 
resource efficiency 

 UP4 - restoring, preserving and 
enhancing ecosystems related to 
agriculture and forestry 

 TO6IPa - Investment waste sector  
 TO6IPb - Investment water sector 
 TO6IPf - Innovative technologies environmental protection/resource 

efficiency  
 UP4FAb – water and pesticide management 

7 
Transport (rail, road networks and other 
transport infrastructure) 

 TO7 - Sustainable 
transport/removing bottlenecks 

 TO7IPa - Investing in the TEN-T network  

 TO7IPb - Enhancing regional mobility  
 TO7IPc - Environmental friendly and low-carbon transport systems 
 TO7IPd - Developing railway systems  

 TO7IPe - Smart energy distr. and transmission systems   

Broad area: Active labour market and employment  
(note: “wage setting”, "employment protection legislation", or "labour taxation" are not ESIF-relevant as such unless specific complementary initiatives 
which indirectly facilitate their implementation are financed by the funds). 

8 
Access to employment and employability of 
workers (including activation, LM participation 
and labour tax wedge) 

 TO8 - Sustainable employment and 
labour mobility 

 TO8IPa - Business incubators and investment for self-employment  
 TO8IPb - Employment-friendly growth  
 TO8IPc - Local development initiatives  
 TO8IPd - Infrastructure for employment services  
 TO8IPi - Access to employment for job-seekers  
 TO8IPii - Integration into labour market of young people  
 TO8IPiii - Self-employment, entrepreneurship  
 TO8IPiv - Equality between men and women 
 TO8IPv - Adaptation of workers etc. to change  
 TO8IPvi - Active and healthy ageing  
 TO8IPvii - Modernise labour market institutions  

9 LM integration of young people 

10 
Wage setting - wage in line with productivity; 

minimum wage 

Broad area: Inclusion, discrimination and poverty 
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11 
Gender equality (including reconciliation of 
work and private life) 

 TO9 - Social inclusion, poverty, 
discrimination 

 TO8 - Sustainable employment and 
labour mobility 

 UP6 - promoting social inclusion, 
poverty reduction and economic 
development 

 TO8IPiv - Equality between men and women  
 TO9IPb - Support regeneration of deprived communities  
 TO9IPc - Support for social enterprises  
 TO9IPd - Investment community-led local dev. strategies  
 TO9IPi - Active inclusion  
 TO9IPii - Socio-econ. integration marginalised communities  
 TO9IPiii - Combating all forms of discrimination  
 TO9IPiv - Enhance access to affordable services  
 TO9IPv - Social entrepreneurship, vocational integration  
 TO9IPvi - Community-led local development strategies  
 UP6FAa - Facilitating diversification, creation of new small 

enterprises and job creation. 
 UP6Fab - Promoting local development in rural areas. 
 UP6FAc - Enhancing accessibility to, and use and quality of ICT in 

rural areas. 

12 Integration of marginalized groups 

13 Combatting discrimination and poverty 

14 Deprived urban and rural communities 

Broad area: Health and social infrastructure 

15 Health and long-term care 
 TO9 - Social inclusion, poverty, 

discrimination 

 TO9IPa - Investing in health and social infrastructure 
 TO2IPc – Strengthening ICT applications for (…) e-health 
 TO8IPvi - Active and healthy ageing 
 TO9IPiv - Enhancing access to affordable services, including 

healthcare  

16 Housing and other social infrastructure 
 TO9 - Social inclusion, poverty, 

discrimination 

 TO9IPa - Invest in health and social infrastructure  
 TO9IPb - Support regeneration of deprived communities  
 TO9IPc - Support for social enterprises  

 TO9IPd - Investment community-led local dev. strategies  
 TO9IPii - Socio-econ. integration marginalised communities  
 TO9IPiii - Combating all forms of discrimination  
 TO9IPiv - Enhance access to affordable services  
 TO9IPv - Social entrepreneurship, vocational integration  
 TO9IPvi - Community-led local development strategies  

Broad area: Education and training 

17 

Improving access to quality education and 

training (ECEC, primary, secondary and 
tertiary education) including disadvantaged 
learners 

 TO10 - Education, training and 
vocational training 

 TO9IPii - Socio-econ. integration marginalised communities  
 TO10IPa - Education and training infrastructures  
 TO10IPi - Reduce early school-leaving  
 TO10IPii - Improve tertiary and equivalent education 
 TO10IPiii - Enhance equal access to lifelong learning  
 TO10IPiv - Improve relevance of education/training systems

   

18 Reducing and preventing early school leaving 

19 
Improving life-long learning for all age groups 
(e.g. by providing flexible learning pathways, 
guidance, validation of competences) 

20 Improving the LM relevance of education & 
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training systems (including VET systems) 

Broad area: Institutional capacity 

21 
Institutional capacity, public administration 

and justice systems  

 TO11 - Institutional capacity of 
public authorities 

 TO8, 9 and 10 (when they feature 
investment for institutional capacity)  

 TO11IPa - Actions to strengthen public administration  

 TO11IPi - Institutional capacity/efficiency public admin. etc.  
 TO11IPii - Cap. building stakeholders education delivery etc.  
 TO8IPvii - Modernise labour market institutions 
 TO9IPiv - Enhance access to affordable services  

 

Other structural challenges (not directly relevant and linked to TOs) 

22 Public finance and taxation 

 N/A  N/A 

23 Pension system 

24 Corruption/shadow economy 

25 Banking reform 

26 
Encouraging competition and liberalisation of 
services 

27 Reform of state-owned enterprises 

Note: IP codes which contain low case letters (e.g. a, b, c…) are related to ERDF and CF; IP codes which contain roman numbers (i, ii, iii…) are 

related to ESF. 
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2.3. Methodological tools used in the analysis 

Different tools are used in the various tasks of the study: country fiches; interviews; 

an eSurvey; focus groups and case studies. The next paragraphs explain how and for 

what purposes these tools are utilised.   

2.3.1. Desk Analysis of Programming Documents 

As part of Task 3, 4 and 5, the team of national experts carried out a desk analysis of 

programming documents: Country Position Papers, Partnership Agreements and 

Operational Programmes. 

The analysis covered 376 Operational Programmes, distributed as shown in the 

following table. It should be noted that, while all ERDF and ESF programmes have 

been examined, only a sample of EAFRD and EMFF programmes is covered (with a 

priority given, in each MS, to the financially largest ones); this approach takes into 

account that the coverage of CSRs is limited in these programmes, as emerged in the 

preliminary analysis as well as in discussions with Commission officials.   

 

Table 2 - Distribution of analysed OPs and interviews per country 

Country EAFRD/EMFF ERDF/CF ERDF/ESF ESF Total OPs Interviews 

AT 2 1 
 

1 4 1 

BE 2 3 
 

4 9 3 

BG 2 5 1 2 10 7 

CY 2 1 
 

1 4 5 

CZ 2 5 2 1 10 2 

DE 4 15 1 16 36 6 

DK 2 1 
 

1 4 1 

EE 2 
 

1 
 

3 4 

ES 4 22 
 

23 49 4 

FI 2 
 

2 
 

4 1 

FR 4 7 27 6 44 6 

GR 2 1 16 1 20 3 

HR 2 1 
 

1 4 1 

HU 2 2 5 
 

9 3 

IE 2 2 
 

1 5 2 

IT 4 22 8 21 55 4 

LT 2 
 

1 
 

3 2 

LU 1 1 
 

1 3 2 

LV 2 
 

1 
 

3 1 

MT 2 2 
 

1 5 5 

NL 2 4 
 

1 7 2 

PL 2 5 16 1 24 4 

PT 2 2 8 2 14 3 

RO 2 4 
 

2 8 4 

SE 2 9 1 1 13 2 

SI 2 
 

1 
 

3 3 

SK 2 5 1 1 9 5 

UK 2 6 
 

6 14 2 

Total 63 126 92 95 376 88 

 

2.3.2. Country Fiches and Excel overview tables 

National experts analysed Country Position Papers, Partnership Agreements and 

Operational Programmes by means of a common template prepared by the core team. 
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The template feeds a country fiche which summarises the analysis of the alignment of 

the Semester and the ESI Funds in each Member State. 

In addition to the country fiches, an Excel overview table was used to summarise the 

results of the desk analysis. In particular, the overview tables provide information on 

programming documents which address each individual structural challenge and on 

the Specific Objectives mobilised by the OPs. 

2.3.3. Face to face interviews and eSurvey 

Interviews have been carried out to integrate the desk analysis and targeted both 

policy authorities in charge of the European Semester or sectoral reforms (e.g. 

ministries, agencies, EU representations) as well as OP Managing Authorities (MAs). 

The main objective of the interviews was to gather information to be used in Task 3, 4 

(including the case studies) and 5.  

A total of 88 interviews (see the table above) have been carried out. The distribution 

of interviews was balanced across countries to: ensure coverage of all EU28 MS, 

taking into account the total number of programmes (ESF, ERDF/ CF, EAFRD and 

EMFF) to be examined by country; ensure a balance between the different types of 

stakeholders (e.g. MAs vs. officials responsible for the European Semester); cover 

both regional and national OPs, prioritizing the latter, since structural reforms often 

require national intervention15. 

An online survey was used to integrate Desk analysis and interview data collected. The 

questionnaire was sent to all ESI Funds MAs. To make sure that the dataset refers to a 

representative sample of OPs, basic stratification techniques have been used based on 

the following main criteria: distribution of OPs by country, distribution by fund and 

typology (e.g. National vs. Regional). The questionnaire was structured in three main 

modules: the first one addresses items relevant for Task 3; the second and third 

modules concern Task 4 and 5 respectively.   

2.3.4. Focus Groups 

In addition to interviews, two focus groups with coordinating and geographical units 

from the Commission have been organised with a limited number of participants from 

DG EMPL and DG REGIO. 

A summary of the results of the analysis and a list of open issues have been circulated 

beforehand so that participants could reflect and prepare. Specifically, the focus 

groups were organised around the following main topics: validation of the study 

findings; discussion, based on their experience, of the alignment between ESI Funds 

programming and CSR; the role of ex-ante conditionalities in relations to structural 

reforms and the role of TO11 and Institutional capacity; post-2020 suggestions. 

2.3.5. Case Studies on Ex-Ante Conditionalities 

Six case studies, aimed at understanding the impact of ExAC on the reforms, have 

been produced. The selection of cases was agreed with the Commission. The case 

studies focus on ex-ante conditionalities that have the capacity to trigger major 

reforms, where reforms are defined as elaboration of changes in the strategy and 

policy in the field concerned, which may be underlined with legal changes. The 

                                           
15 This cannot be considered a general rule as it depends on the level of decentralisation. 
Therefore regional OPs are more relevant in the context of the present study for “regionalised” 
Member States, namely those characterised by a high degree of decentralisation of power (e.g. 
Italy and Spain).    
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selection criteria have taken into account: the results of a desk analysis of ExAC not 

fulfilled or partially fulfilled in the Partnership Agreements (see also Task 4 for more 

details); the need for a balance in the features of the MS considered, in terms of 

history and geography; a coverage of different policy areas and TOs in order to 

highlight possible different mechanisms related to specific policy contexts.  

 

3. MAPPING STRUCTURAL REFORM NEEDS IN THE EU 

3.1. Purpose of the mapping 

The objective of this task was to map CSRs as well as structural challenges identified 

within the Country Reports and which Member States have been called upon to 

address. The focus is on ESI Funds relevant CSRs of the period 2012-2015, as 

previously defined and hence excluding those which it is not appropriate to address 

through multiannual investments that fall directly within the scope of the ESI Funds, 

as set out in the Fund-specific Regulations. These include challenges related to public 

finance and taxation, pension system, liberalisation, banking, corruption, reform of 

state-owned enterprises and also regulatory issues such as labour taxation or 

employment protection legislation.  

Moreover, the analysis also covers Country Reports (previously called Staff Working 

Documents) and the Memorandums of Understanding (MoU) between the European 

Commission and a Member State, which set out needed structural reforms in 

Countries without CSRs or that received CSRs only in certain years during the period 

of time considered in the analysis. Country Reports and MoU are quite comprehensive, 

up-to-date documents and can be considered the best syntheses, produced by the 

Commission, of the structural challenges faced by the Member States.  

In summary, the mapping of recommended structural reforms in 2012-2015 is based 

on available sources such as: CSRs including recitals (extracted, in each country, from 

the respective Council Recommendation on the National Reform Programme), the 

Country Reports and the MoU. This mapping was essential for carrying out the 

subsequent tasks of the study. 

The analysis of Country Reports and, where applicable, MoU was carried out in parallel 

with the analysis of CSRs in order to identify, in each country and for each year, only 

the structural challenges additional to those captured by CSRs and hence avoid 

duplications and overlapping. 

The Country Reports and the MoU are comprehensive documents which outline 

structural challenges and policy recommendations in a more implicit manner than 

CSRs. Therefore, extracting challenges from these documents requires necessarily a 

subjective assessment. In order to apply a uniform approach to this exercise and, in 

other words, make it as objective as possible, the executive summary of the Country 

Reports/MoU was used as guidance. It provides a synthesis of the key issues faced by 

a Member State and hence was of crucial importance for identifying priorities among 

the numerous challenges treated in the documents. After reading the executive 

summary, and extracting a preliminary list of key priorities, the remaining sections of 

the documents were analysed to understand better the nature of each challenge and 

classify them in a similar fashion as done for the CSRs. In order to avoid duplications 

in the mapping, the challenges highlighted in the Country Reports and MoU which 

overlap with those included in the CSRs were not selected. This work was carried out 

by a small team of 4 experts which had a constant interaction and carried out cross-
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checks to maximise uniformity of judgement. The main text of the Country Reports 

and MoU may refer to many more issues than what is included in the executive 

summary of the documents, which was only used as a guidance to identify priorities 

and not as an exhaustive reference. 

The Terms of Reference asked explicitly for a wider mapping and this need was 

reiterated in the kick-off meeting as well as in the following meetings, with a view to 

reflecting the more comprehensive analysis contained in the country reports 

(compared to the CSRs). For these reasons it was decided not to limit the analysis to 

CSRs. 

 

3.2. European Semester and CSRs process 

The European Semester is a cycle of economic policy coordination within the EU. It is 

part of the European Union's economic governance framework. It starts with the 

adoption of the Annual Growth Survey in November and ends with the final adoption 

of the CSRs in summer of the following year. The phases of the Semester and the 

roles of the various actors are summarised in Figure 1. 

During the European Semester Member States formulate their budgetary and 

economic policies in line with the commonly agreed rules at the EU level. The 

European Semester covers 3 blocks of economic policy coordination: 

 structural reforms, focusing on promoting growth and employment in line with 

the Europe 2020 strategy 

 fiscal policies, in order to ensure sustainability of public finances in line with the 

requirements of the Stability and Growth Pact 

 prevention and correction of (excessive) macroeconomic imbalances. 

According to Regulation 1303/2013 (articles 15 and 96), the 2014-2020 programming 

period has to be linked to the objectives of the European Semester and, particularly, 

to the Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs). 
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Figure 1 - Who does what in the European Semester 

 

Source: Council of the European Union, 2017. 
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3.3. Main trends and features of CSRs/structural challenges over 

time and across MS 

3.3.1. Main trends in Country-Specific Recommendations 

In total, 535 CSRs were proposed in the period 2012-2015. While here we refer to the 

full text of CSRs, in the following paragraphs the CSRs are broken down into sub-

parts, when necessary, to “isolate” specific policy recommendations and make it 

possible an analysis by policy area.  

A number of “programme countries” (i.e. Greece in 2012, 2013, 2014 and 2015; 

Cyprus in 2013, 2014 and 2015; Ireland in 2012 and 2013; Portugal in 2012 and 

2013; Romania in 2012) were given recommendations through a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MoU) and hence did not have CSRs addressed to them. The challenges 

from MoU are considered separately in the subsequent paragraph. The nature of MoUs 

is different from CSRs. The policy recommendations made in the MoUs are more 

comprehensive and detailed. 

A distinction between EU15 and EU13 is applied, where relevant, because clear 

commonalities within these groups and differences among them emerged from the 

analysis of programming documents (Task 3) and the interviews (with both EC officials 

and National/Regional authorities).  

It is worth highlighting that the distinction between EU15 and EU13 is not a mere 

division of countries on the basis of the EU accession date (new vs. old Member 

States). In all EU13 Countries, CSRs, Country Reports and EC Position Papers had a 

fundamental role in programming, they were a basis for preparing the PA and the OPs. 

In other words CSRs/structural challenges were a starting point for developing the 

strategies underlying the use of ESI Funds. Differently, in the EU15, both CSRs and 

Country Reports were certainly an influential component but not the main basis for 

programming, irrespective of size and scope of the recommendations themselves. In 

these Member States, CSRs had a role but clearly more confined to specific areas and 

programmes. Furthermore in relation to specific policy areas such as institutional 

capacity, EU13 countries started the current programming period still in a position of 

need for enhancing governance. In the EU15, on the contrary, this need for improving 

governance was particularly pressing only in some Southern European regions (e.g. 

Southern Italy and Greece).  

As shown in the following table, the 2012-2015 CSRs are roughly equally distributed 

among EU15 and EU13 countries. Looking at the total count, the number of 

recommendations ranges from a minimum of 7 in Cyprus, which as mentioned above 

did not have CSRs in 2013-2015, to a maximum of 29 in Spain over the entire period.  

Looking at the distribution of CSRs, approximately 25% of the examined CSRs were 

proposed in 2012, 26% in 2013 and 29% in 2014. The share of CSRs proposed in 

2015 dropped to 19% of the total, following a streamlining which affected both the 

number of recommendations as well as their contents (see below).   
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Table 3 - CSRs in 2012-2015 by Member State 

 

2012 2013 2014 2015 
Total  

2012-2015 
%  

of Total EU  

AT 7 7 5 4 23 4.3 

BE 7 7 6 4 24 4.5 

BG 7 7 6 5 25 4.7 

CZ 6 7 7 4 24 4.5 

CY 7 - - - 7 1.3 

DE 4 4 4 3 15 2.8 

DK 5 3 3 2 13 2.4 

EE 5 5 5 3 18 3.4 

ES 8 9 8 4 29 5,4 

FI 5 5 5 4 19 3,6 

FR 5 6 7 6 24 4,5 

HR - - 8 6 14 2,6 

HU 7 7 7 5 26 4,9 

IE - - 7 4 11 1,9 

IT 6 6 8 6 26 4,9 

LT 6 6 6 3 21 3,9 

LU 5 6 5 3 19 3,6 

LV 7 7 5 4 23 4,3 

MT 6 5 5 4 20 3,7 

NL 5 4 4 3 16 3,0 

PL 6 7 6 4 23 4,3 

PT - - 8 5 13 2,4 

RO - 8 8 4 20 3,7 

SE 4 4 4 1 13 2,4 

SI 7 9 8 4 28 5,2 

SK 5 6 6 4 21 3,9 

UK 6 6 6 3 21 3,9 

Total 136 141 157 102 536 100.0 

% of total 2012-2015 25.4 26.3 29.3 19.0 100.0 

 EU15 as % of total 49.3 47.5 51.0 51.0 49.6 
 

EU13 as % of total 50.7 52.5 49.0 49.0 50.4 
 

*Greece did not receive CSRs as it took part in a macroeconomic adjustment 

programme, based on a Memorandum of Understanding. 

Source: Own elaboration based on CSRs 2012-2015 mapping.  

 

3.3.2. Main trends in structural challenges from Country Reports and MoU 

As previously mentioned in Section 2.2, parallel to the mapping of CSRs, an analysis 

of Country Reports/SWD or where applicable MoU was carried out to identify additional 

structural challenges not covered by CSRs. All available 2012-2015 Country Reports 

and MoU16 were examined and the key challenges mentioned, in line with the 

definition of structural challenges provided in the Methodological Report, and 

complementary to those underlying CSRs were extracted.    

It is worth noting that there is a coherence between CSRs and challenges identified in 

Country Reports. The latter, which are factual and non-prescriptive documents, cover 

                                           
16 Measures laid down in the EU Implementing Decisions and further specified in the 
Memorandum of Understanding, quoted in the Council Recommendation on the National Reform 
Programme, were considered in the cases of Greece, Cyprus, Romania, Ireland and Portugal.   
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all challenges underlying CSRs, although without a binding nature. The analysis in the 

Country Reports is much wider, as it presents a full picture of the most important 

economic and social challenges of the respective country. In most cases it identifies 

additional issues and structural reform needs compared to those captured by CSRs.   

The following table provides an overview of structural challenges, additional to those 

underlying CSRs, extracted from Country Reports and MoU. In total 504 additional 

challenges were identified. Differently from CSRs, the majority of these, roughly 53%, 

concern EU13 countries. The count of complementary challenges ranges from a 

minimum of 4 in Estonia, to a maximum of 74 in Greece where there are no CSRs. 

Being complementary to CSRs, the number of additional challenges identified by 

country depends mainly on two factors: the depth of the analysis carried out in the 

Country Reports; the number of CSRs, meaning that the more numerous and 

comprehensive are the CSRs for a given year in a certain country, the larger is the 

overlapping with the Country Report and hence the fewer are the additional challenges 

which can be extracted from it.   

 

Table 4 - Challenges extracted from Country Reports and MoUs17 

 
2012 2013 2014 2015 

Total  
2012-2015 

%  
Total EU  

AT 2 2 - 2 6 1.2 

BE 1 3 - 1 5 1.0 

BG 6 2 3 11 22 4.4 

CZ 5 3 2 8 18 3.6 

CY 5 14 (13)  12 (12) 13 (12) 44 (37) 8.7 

DE 2 1 2 3 8 1.6 

DK 3 1 1 - 5 1.0 

EE 2 
 

1 1 4 0.8 

EL 17 (16) 19 (17) 22 (18) (16) 74 (67) 14.7 

ES 2 3 1 6 12 2.4 

FI 2 3 4 2 11 2.2 

FR 2 3 3 4 12 2.4 

HR 
 

17 2 4 23 4.6 

HU 1 2 3 12 18 3.6 

IE (6) 9 (6) 3 6 24 (12) 4.8 

IT 5 1 2 6 14 2.8 

LT 3 4 5 3 15 3.0 

LU 3 1 1 7 12 2.4 

LV 7 7 3 5 22 4.4 

MT 3 3 1 6 13 2.6 

NL 3 2 6 5 16 3.2 

PL 6 4 2 6 18 3.6 

PT (9) (3) 1 3 16 (12) 3.2 

RO (13) 2 5 8 28 (13) 5.6 

SE 3 2 2 3 10 2.0 

SI 4 6 3 4 17 3.4 

SK 9 5 6 7 27 5.4 

UK 1 3 3 3 10 2.0 

Total 125 125 99 155 504 100.0 

% of total 2012-2015 24.8 24.8 19.6 30.8 100.0 
                                            

17 The numbers in brackets (…) indicate structural challenges stemming from MoUs. In the IE, 
PT and RO cases, this includes also structural challenges stemming from EU Decisions.  
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EU15 as % of total 48.8 44.8 51.5 43.2 46.6 
 EU13 as % of total 51.2 55.2 48.5 56.8 53.4 
 Source: Own elaboration based on mapping of Country Reports 2012-2015 and MoU  

 

3.3.3. Overall trends: CSRs and structural challenges from Country Reports 

and MoU 

The following figures display the 2012-2015 trends of both CSRs and additional 

challenges extracted from Country Reports/MoU. As already noted, there was a growth 

in the number of CSRs in the first three years considered, from 136 in 2012, to a peak 

of 157 in 2014. Then, a streamlining took place and the number of CSRs dropped to 

102 in 2015.  

2015 was a sort of “fresh start” also with respect to the contents of CSRs which are 

shorter and with fewer sub-parts. These changes aimed at focusing the 

recommendations on a limited number of key challenges. Moreover, it was decided to 

treat recommendations in the areas of energy, resource efficiency and environment 

under the Energy Union governance cycle.  

Despite the 2015 CSRs were not considered in the PA and OPs as these were adopted 

earlier (2014 or first half of 2015), the ToR requested to map all CSRs/structural 

challenges in the period 2012-2015. In any case, considering the long negotiations, 

some 2015 CSRs can be still considered relevant to OP programming, in particular for 

the programmes adopted in 2015, also in light of the fact that a significant number of 

them reiterate recommendations made in previous years18. 

The reduction in the number of CSRs in 2015 does not necessarily reflect a full 

implementation of those recommendations, but was often connected to the 

streamlined approach mentioned above. In that context, the fact that the number of 

challenges identified in the country reports was not reduced, highlights often a lack of 

progress on tackling challenges or at least a persistence of them. For example, the 

Bulgarian and Czech 2015 country reports explicitly highlight that “[the country] has 

made limited progress in addressing the 2014 country specific recommendations. This 

includes [in the case of Czech Republic] recommendations to: reduce taxation on 

labour; reform the pension and healthcare systems; increase the inclusiveness and 

quality of education; accelerate the reform of regulated professions; set up an 

effective research and innovation system; and reinforce the fight against corruption." 

Considering that we mapped challenges from Country Reports and MoU which are 

additional/complementary to those captured by CSRs, it is not surprising that the 

trend of these complementary challenges is opposite to the CSRs trend, with the 

lowest value in 2014 and a peak in 2015.  

Overall, taking CSRs and other challenges together, the total number of challenges is 

roughly constant over time (see the green dotted line in the graph below).  

  

                                           
18 For information on reiteration see below. For information on relevant 2015 CSRs/structural 
challenges, in relation to which OPs and Funds were actually mobilised, see the Overview Tables 
compiled by national experts. 
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Figure 2 - CSRs and other structural challenges: trends 2012-2015 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on mapping of CSRs, Country Reports and MoU 2012-

2015. 

 

3.3.4. Single policy recommendations (CSRs sub-parts) and other structural 

challenges by nature 

Nature of CSRs and challenges  

In some cases CSRs contain a single recommendation or focus on a single policy area 

but, most of the times, they have sub-parts, each of them being a policy 

recommendation in itself. These specific policy recommendations or CSRs sub-parts 

are the unit of analysis for the mapping of challenges by policy area. Indeed it is 

often the case that the same CSR addresses several topics and can be broken down 

into multiple sub-challenges. 

In the mapping, a DG ECFIN classification of 2011-2015 CSRs was considered as a 

reference basis. However, the classification of CSRs proposed in such database, in 

particular the breakdown of CSRs into sub-parts which is particularly detailed in 

relation to public finance and macroeconomic aspects, was revised to fit our policy 

areas which are constructed with the aim of exploring the linkage with ESI Funds 

programming. Moreover, our revision intended to smoothen the different approaches 

of breaking down CSRs across countries and over time, since in some cases and for 

certain years the level of detail of the ECFIN work was great while in other cases CSRs 

were left very much aggregated and comprised multiple topics. Our mapping instead, 

was developed with the aim of having a homogeneous classification of structural 

challenges. The latter are therefore classified using the same approach across 

countries and years. Overall, we found 1,000 single policy recommendations in the 

period 2012-2015 which result from “breaking down” the CSRs. These policy 

recommendations, CSRs or sub-parts of CSRs, are complemented, as we have seen, 

by 504 additional challenges emerging from Country Reports and/or MoU.  

If we look at the nature of policy recommendations, we can distinguish between those 

suggesting to invest in a certain field in order to achieve a specific policy goal, those 
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suggesting the need for a regulatory change and those requiring both investments and 

regulatory changes.19  

The following figure shows the distribution of policy recommendations and additional 

challenges by their nature, namely the kind of change that they require to be pursued. 

Looking at ESI Funds relevant policy recommendations, most of them, 578 or 53% of 

the total, simultaneously require investments as well as a regulatory change. 372 or 

34% of recommendations/structural challenges imply investment choices and 142 or 

13% involve only regulatory changes.  

 

Figure 3 - Nature of policy recommendations: investment vs. regulatory 

changes (%) 

ESI Funds relevant structural challenges All structural challenges 

  

 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on mapping of CSRs, Country Reports and MoU 2012-

2015. 

 

Policy areas  

The analysis of challenges by policy area, which is the basis of the analyses of the 

following tasks of the study, takes stock of a total of 1,504 single policy 

recommendations (1,000 CSRs sub-parts + 504 additional challenges from Country 

Reports and MoU; 1,092 out of these are ESI Funds relevant).  

The distribution of the 1,000 sub-parts of CSRs by policy area is shown in the 

following figure. The grey bars highlight policy recommendations which cannot be 

directly linked to Thematic Objectives as they concern public finance and taxation, 

pension systems, competition and liberalisation, banking reform, corruption and 

shadow economy, reform of public-owned enterprises. This group of recommendations 

which are not ESI Funds relevant represents less than 1/3 of the total number of CSRs 

sub-parts.  

The blue bars in the graph indicate cohesion relevant recommendations, namely those 

which can be directly linked to TOs. This group includes 665 policy recommendations 

and accounts for approx. 66% of the total. As shown in the graph, the most important 

category is access to employment and employability of workers (including activation, 

                                           
19 For instance, one of the 2013 Polish CSRs has a regulatory nature (“Take further steps to 
improve the business environment by simplifying contract enforcement and requirements for 
construction permits and by reducing tax compliance costs). By contrast, the 2012 German CSR 
1.2 suggests to invest in a specific field (“Use available scope for increased and more efficient 
growth-enhancing spending on education and research at all levels of government”). 
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LM participation, labour tax wedge) which represents 11.5% of the total number of 

recommendations in Europe. This is followed by: institutional capacity, public 

administration and justice systems (7.1% of total) and by energy networks, renewable 

energy sources and GHG emissions (5.7% of total).  

 

Figure 4 - Distribution of policy recommendations (CSRs sub-parts) by policy 

area (% of total) 

 

*Red bars indicate ESI Funds relevant challenges while grey bars indicate structural 

challenges which are not ESI Funds relevant. 

Source: Own elaboration based on mapping of CSRs 2012-2015. 

 

The relative importance of the other policy areas varies considerably. A significant 

share of policy recommendations concern the labour market. For instance, improving 

the labour market relevance of education and training systems (including VET 

systems) represents 4.8% of total recommendations and labour market integration of 

young people accounts for 4.4% of the total.  

On the opposite side of the scale, environmental protection and resource efficiency 

account altogether for only 0.3% of the total. Obviously the situation is differentiated 

across countries.  

The picture emerging from the Country Reports (see figure below) is considerably 

different as these documents are much more comprehensive than CSRs in terms of 

policy areas covered. It should be noted, however, that the nature of these two 

instruments is substantially different. While the Country Reports provide a wider 
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assessment, the CSRs are a response strategy focusing on the key priorities emerging 

from that assessment.  

The distribution of additional challenges from Country Reports by policy area shows a 

prevalence of ESI Funds relevant challenges, the red bars in the following graph (85% 

of the total challenges extracted in addition to CSRs), and a significant role of policy 

areas less frequently targeted by CSRs such as transport, resource efficiency, 

research, technological development and innovation.   

Institutional capacity is the most important cohesion relevant policy area, addressed in 

11% of the total number of challenges. This is followed by energy networks, 

renewable energy sources and emissions (9.7%) and transport (8.9%). The policy 

areas which are less frequently targeted are housing and other social infrastructure as 

well as deprived urban and rural communities (0.2% each).      

 

Figure 5 - Distribution of additional structural challenges from Country 

Reports/MoU by policy area (% of total) 

 

*Red bars indicate ESI Funds relevant challenges while grey bars indicate structural 

challenges which are not ESI Funds relevant. 

Source: Own elaboration based on mapping of Country Reports and MoU 2012-2015. 

 

Some key messages emerge from the country analysis of trends and the distribution 

of recommendations and structural challenges across policy areas: 

 There is an overall consistency of trends over time, meaning that the number 

of CSRs sub-parts grew until 2014 and then dropped significantly.  
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 The number of policy areas targeted and the relative importance of specific 

areas varies across countries. A wide range of policies are addressed in most 

EU13 MS while there is more concentration in EU15. 

 While there was a streamlining in the number and contents of CSRs since 2015, 

the scope and depth of the Country Reports was highly detailed throughout the 

period and deepened in 2015.  

Institutional capacity and public administration is among the most important policy 

areas targeted by CSRs and/or Country Reports across EU13 MS. 

 

Target groups  

In the mapping of structural reform needs, the analysis also took into account whether 

specific target groups (youth, older workers, Roma and other groups at risk of social 

exclusion, women, migrants, low educated, long-term unemployed, disabled persons) 

were mentioned by CSRs and their recitals, as well as by additional structural 

challenges from country reports. 

Target groups are mostly relevant for the ESF and were considered in the analysis for 

two main reasons. First, an interest to detail the coverage of target groups was 

expressed during the project Steering Group meetings by participating EC officials. 

Second, the identification of target groups makes it easier to understand the extent to 

which CSRs/structural challenges are addressed by an OP and which Specific 

Objectives are actually used to contribute to pursue reforms.  

Target groups are made explicit in 23% of the policy recommendations/challenges. 

Sometimes a single target group can be associated to a certain recommendation but, 

most of the times, several targets can be relevant to the same CSRs/challenge. For 

instance a recommendation which concerns poverty and social exclusion can target all 

at once several vulnerable groups, including Roma, migrants, people living in deprived 

areas etc.  

The following figure shows the relative importance of different groups targeted in 

CSRs and other structural challenges for which a target was made explicit. Young 

people are targeted in approx. 30% of the cases. The groups of older workers and the 

elderly follow suit with 18.1% of cases. Roma and other groups at risk of social 

exclusion (e.g. low income households, people living in urban deprived areas, 

including non-EU nationals etc.) are targeted in 13% of the cases. The “women” group 

(approx. 12%) is relevant in all recommendations on gender equality, reconciliation of 

work and private life, and child care.  

Migrants are targeted in nearly 10% of the cases and their importance grew over the 

years, low educated people are considered in around 8% of the total cases. Long term 

unemployed are targeted in 5.6% of the cases and disabled persons in nearly 4% of 

the circumstances.  

Only in 9 cases (of structural challenges), “migrants” are identified as the specific and 

only target group. In most cases, 30 in total, migrants are targeted together with 

other groups such as Roma, long-term unemployment, women, low educated and 

other groups at risk of exclusion.  
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Figure 6 - Relative importance of different categories of target groups (% of 

total groups targeted)  

 

Source: Own elaboration based on mapping of CSRs, Country Reports and MoU 2012-

2015. 

 

Reiteration of policy recommendations and other structural challenges over time 

A significant share of the CSRs and the structural challenges identified in country 

reports are reiterated, meaning that they repeat fully or in part, often with different 

wording, the recommendations made or the challenges highlighted in previous years. 

In other words CSRs/structural challenges are reiterated when they have similar 

overall objectives over the years. 

The following table shows that approx. 52% of all the ESI Funds relevant 

recommendations made in 2012-2015 (CSRs sub-parts as well as challenges from 

Country Reports and MoU) are in part reiterated and, hence, “overlap” to some extent. 

The share of total challenges that repeat fully or in part challenges of other years vary 

across countries from a minimum of 37.8% in Malta to a maximum of 66.7% in 

Bulgaria.  

This is important for the analysis because it provides information on the relative 

importance of CSRs/structural challenges. Those that are repeated are likely to reflect 

important and still unresolved issues. The distribution by policy areas displayed in 

Figure 7 shows in which fields the repeated challenges are concentrated (see 

commentary below).  

 

Table 5 - Reiteration of ESIF-relevant CSRs/other structural challenges 

identified in 2012-2015 

Member 
State 

“overlapping” CSRs and 
challenges 
2013-2015 

Total CSRs and 
challenges 
2012-2015 

% of  
Overlapping on 

total 

AT 13 22 59.1 

BE 15 33 45.5 

BG 40 60 66.7 

CY 15 30 50.0 

CZ 22 44 50.0 

DE 20 30 66.7 

DK 7 15 46.7 

EE 20 34 58.8 
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EL 29 53 54.7 

ES 21 46 45.7 

FI 15 33 45.5 

FR 20 43 46.5 

HR 22 39 56.4 

HU 38 63 60.3 

IE 14 25 56.0 

IT 23 53 43.4 

LT 21 34 61.8 

LU 24 36 66.7 

LV 24 47 51.1 

MT 14 37 37.8 

NL 13 30 43.3 

PL 24 46 52.2 

PT 12 28 42.9 

RO 22 55 40.0 

SE 10 23 43.5 

SI 16 41 39.0 

SK 32 51 62.7 

UK 20 41 48.8 

Total 566 1,092 51.8 

Source: Own elaboration based on mapping of CSRs, Country Reports and MoU 2012-

2015. 

 

The following figure shows the distribution of ESI Funds relevant policy 

recommendations and challenges that are reiterated over the years by policy area. 

The repetition of CSRs and other challenges over time characterises all policy areas 

and in a significant number of cases (14 ESI Funds relevant policy areas), between 

50% and 70% of the recommendations made as well as of the challenges identified in 

2012-2015 are reiterated fully or partially. The areas where the reiteration is more 

frequent are those concerning: integration of marginalized groups (nearly 70% are 

repeated), housing and other social infrastructure, gender equality (including 

reconciliation of work and private life), Labour Market integration of young people, 

health and long-term care, energy (including RES and GHG emissions), labour market 

relevance of education & training systems (including VET systems), access to 

employment and employability of workers (including activation, LM participation and 

labour tax wedge), RTDI, improving access to quality education and training, 

transport, reducing and preventing early school leaving, contrasting discrimination and 

poverty. For other 5 ESI Funds relevant policy areas, a share of the challenges ranging 

from 39% of total in the case of business environment to 47% of total in relation to 

digital infrastructure and services overlap across years.  

Finally, the CSRs/structural challenges concerning deprived urban and rural 

communities and environmental protection are less frequent in the first place and 

never repeated over the years.  
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Figure 7 - Share of challenges that are repeated, once or more than once, in 

2012-2015 (as % of total challenges in a policy area) 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on mapping of CSRs, Country Reports and MoU 2012-

2015. 

 

 

3.4. Final remarks from the mapping of CSRs/structural challenges 

As part of the mapping carried out and focused on the 2012-2015 period, 1,504 CSRs 

sub-parts and additional structural challenges extracted from Country Reports and 

MoU were categorised and analysed.  

1,092 of these are ESI Funds relevant meaning that they can be directly related to one 

or more Thematic Objectives. Most challenges simultaneously require investments as 

well as regulatory changes.  

2014 was a peak year in terms of number of CSRs/challenges. This was followed by a 

streamlining in 2015 which is characterised by a significant reduction in the number of 

CSRs and reform priorities. While there was a streamlining in the number and contents 

of CSRs since 2015, the scope and depth of the Country Reports was highly detailed 
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throughout the period and deepened in 2015. ESI Funds relevant recommendations 

are roughly equally distributed among EU15 and EU13 countries.  

The number of policy areas targeted and relative importance of specific areas varies 

across countries. A wide range of policies are addressed in most EU13 MS while there 

is more concentration in EU15. The most important policy areas addressed by ESI 

Funds relevant CSRs/challenges are those concerning active labour market and 

employment as well as institutional capacity. These are followed to a lesser extent by 

network industries and environment. Institutional capacity and public administration is 

among the most important policy areas targeted by CSRs and/or Country Reports 

across EU13 MS. 

Approximately half of the recommendations are repeated in part of fully in the 

considered period. Those that are repeated are likely to reflect important and still not 

fully resolved issues. The areas where the reiteration is more frequent are those 

concerning: inclusion, discrimination and poverty, health and social infrastructure, 

active labour market and employment and, to a lesser extent, education and training 

and network industries.   
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Table 6 - ESI Funds relevant CSRs (sub-parts) and structural challenges by Member State and policy area 

 Policy areas (see detailed coding below) 

TOT 

Broad 

area 

Business and 
innovation 

environment 

Network industries and 
environment 

Active labour 
market and 
employment 

Inclusion, 
discrimination and 

poverty 

Health and 
social 

infrastruct
ure 

Education and training 
Institutional 

capacity 

Detailed 

policy 

area 

01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

AT 1 1 
     

8 
  

2 
   

2 
 

4 2 
  

2 22 

BE 
  

1 6 
  

1 6 
 

4 
 

2 
  

2 
 

1 3 1 4 2 33 

BG 4 5 4 4 
  

1 4 4 3 
 

4 4 
 

4 
 

4 
 

2 4 9 60 

CY 1 1 1 3 
 

1 1 2 4 4 1 
 

2 
 

4 
 

1 
  

1 3 30 

CZ 4 1 
 

3 1 
  

4 3 
 

4 4 1 
 

3 4 3 
 

1 3 5 44 

DE 5 
  

4 
   

4 
 

4 3 4 
  

1 
 

2 
   

3 30 

DK 
   

2 
  

1 5 
       

1 
 

2 
 

3 1 15 

EE 4 1 
 

6 
 

1 2 5 1 
 

4 
 

1 
     

2 4 3 34 

EL 1 3 
 

4 
 

2 4 4 2 4 2 
 

5 
 

4 
 

4 
  

2 12 53 

ES 3 2 
 

6 
 

3 5 6 3 1 
  

3 
 

3 
 

1 2 
 

2 6 46 

FI 
 

3 
 

2 
 

2 1 7 4 3 1 
 

3 
    

2 
  

5 33 

FR 3 2 
 

3 
 

1 6 8 3 4 2 
  

1 
  

1 1 2 1 5 43 

HR 2 5 
 

3 
 

2 1 5 2 3 1 
 

3 
 

2 
 

1 
  

3 6 39 

HU 3 3 
 

4 
 

3 4 9 3 1 4 3 2 
 

3 
 

5 4 2 3 7 63 

IE 2 2 
 

2 
 

2 
 

4 3 2 2 
   

2 
    

3 1 25 

IT 1 4 2 3 
 

3 3 7 3 3 3 
 

3 
   

2 2 1 1 12 53 

LT 3 
  

6 
 

3 4 8 3 
   

3 
 

1 
    

3 
 

34 

LU 4 
  

6 3 
  

4 4 4 
    

3 
   

4 4 
 

36 

LV 4 
 

2 5 
 

4 4 3 1 1 1 
 

4 
 

2 
 

4 1 
 

4 7 47 

MT 2 2 
 

4 
 

2 2 3 
 

1 3 
 

1 
 

2 
 

2 4 
 

3 6 37 

NL 2 2 
 

4 
  

2 6 
 

1 
    

3 4 1 
 

1 1 3 30 

PL 4 2 4 5 1 3 6 6 2 
 

4 
   

1 
 

2 
 

1 2 3 46 

PT 1 3 
 

3 
  

2 2 2 3 
  

2 
   

3 1 
 

1 5 28 

RO 3 3 2 4 
 

2 4 6 1 3 2 
 

4 
 

3 
 

1 2 
 

3 12  55 

SE 2 1 
 

2 
  

2 4 6 
   

2 
  

4 
     

23 

SI 3 2 1 5 
 

3 4 4 1 4 
  

1 
 

3 
   

1 3 6 41 

SK 4 4 2 4 
 

2 4 4 2 
 

4 4 3 
 

2 
 

4 
  

4 4 51 

UK 3 4 
 

3 2 2 5 1 3 
 

3 
 

3 
 

1 4 
  

4 1 2 41 

TOT 69 56 19 106 7 41 69 139 60 53 46 21 50 1 51 17 46 26 22 63 130 1,092 

 

Policy area coding:  

01 - Research, technology development and innovation (RTDI)  
02 - Business environment (Enterprise support, business creation and develop.  

15 - Health and long-term care  
16 - Housing and other social infrastructure  
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03 - Digital infrastructure and services  
04 - Energy networks, RES and emissions  
05 - Environmental protection and adaptation to climate change  
06 - Resources efficiency (water and waste)  
07 - Transport (rail, road networks and other transport infrastructure) 
08 - Access to employment and employability of workers (including activation, LM 
participation and labour tax wedge)  
09 - LM integration of young people  
10 - Wage setting (wage in line with productivity; minimum wage)  
11 - Gender equality (including reconciliation of work and private life)  
12 - Integration of marginalized groups  
13 - Contrasting discrimination and poverty 
14 - Deprived urban and rural communities 

17 - Improving access to quality education and training (ECEC, primary, secondary and 
tertiary education) including disadvantaged learners  
18 - Reducing and preventing early school leaving  
19 - Improving life-long learning for all age groups (e.g. by providing flexible learning 
pathways, guidance, validation of competences)  
20 - Improving the LM relevance of education & training systems (including VET systems) 
21 - Institutional capacity, public administration and justice systems   
 

 

  



 

52 

 

4. HOW THE SEMESTER HAS STEERED THE PROGRAMMING 

AND IMPLEMENTATION OF ESI FUNDS AND THE ROLE OF 

INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY 

4.1. Purpose and structure of the analysis  

This task of the study was aimed at: examining the coverage of CSRs and structural 

reforms in Position Papers; analysing how CSRs have been translated in the 

programming documents (PA and OPs); analysing the funding received by policy fields 

covered by CSR; analysing how the ESI Funds implementation has been influenced so 

far by the actual commitment to deliver structural reforms. 

The analysis of Position Papers and Programming documents relies on the mapping 

previously described and, as mentioned, it was carried out by means of a template 

which guided the national experts.  

The national experts have been required to carry out a textual analysis and then 

provide a qualitative assessment, to summarise the alignment between 

CSR/structural challenges and ESI Funds programming and feed an overview Excel 

table.  

A further step of the study (Task 5) was aimed at assessing whether and to what 

extent CSRs/structural challenges addressed institutional capacity issues and how this 

is reflected in programming. The task also assesses the role of TO11, which is a 

novelty of 2014-2020 programming, and in particular it assesses how this Thematic 

Objective can support the implementation of CSR/structural reforms. Three 

dimensions of institutional capacity are considered in this analysis:  

 The broader issue of institutional capacity, namely CSR/structural challenges 

which focus on the need for reforming Public Administration which can be 

pursued or supported with TO11 or other means. This broader institutional 

capacity dimension encompasses also the need for judicial reforms.  

 Institutional capacity of public authorities in charge of managing specific policy 

fields, such as line ministries and/or sectoral authorities. Obviously, this can be 

supported under other relevant TOs (e.g. TO8, 9 and 10).  

 The specific issue of capacity to manage ESI Funds and, more in general, of 

sound financial management, considering that this was a challenge in 2007-

2013 for several EU13 Member States and also for some southern Europe 

countries with longer experience of ESI Funds management.           

First the process of ESI Funds programming is summarised. Then the following 

paragraphs provide a synthesis of the analysis of the Position Papers, the Partnership 

Agreements and the OPs. The findings from this qualitative assessment of the experts 

and additional information collected through the interviews conducted is also 

consolidated in the Country Fiches.   

The analysis concentrates on ESI Funds “relevant” CSR/structural challenges, namely 

those that relate to structural challenges which it is appropriate to address through 

multiannual investments that fall directly within the scope of the ESI Funds, as set out 

in the Fund-specific Regulations. By construction the CSR/structural challenges falling 

within Policy Areas 22-2720, which cannot be directly related to Thematic Objectives, 

                                           
20 Namely: 22 Public Finance and Taxation; 23 Pension System; 24 Corruption/Shadow 
Economy; 25 Banking Reform; 26 Encouraging competition and liberalisation of services; 27 
Reform of State-owned enterprises. 
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are not ESI Funds relevant. Furthermore, CSR/structural challenges concerning “wage 

setting”, "employment protection legislation", or "labour taxation" are not ESIF-

relevant as such, even if they fall within policy areas which can be directly linked with 

TOs, because are mostly characterised by a regulatory nature, that require 

legislative/regulatory changes to be taken at national level. These are considered in 

the analysis only to the extent that specific complementary initiatives which indirectly 

facilitate their implementation are financed by the funds.  

 

4.2. A brief summary of the process of ESI Funds’ programming 

Prior to the start of the programming cycle, the European Parliament and the 

European Council agree upon the Cohesion Policy budget and the rules for its use on 

the basis of a proposal from the Commission. The Common Provisions Regulation 

(Regulation No. 1303/2013) lays down common principles for the use of ESI Funds 

and additional Fund-specific rules21. The Commission and the Member States 

undertake consultations to define the functioning of the ESI Funds through a set of 

principles and priorities22.  

Moreover, the Commission publishes the Commission Services' Position Papers (CPPs) 

whose purpose, in 2012, was to lay the framework for dialogue between the 

Commission services and the Member States on the preparation of the Partnership 

Agreement and Programmes starting in autumn 2012. The Position Papers reflect the 

new approach proposed by the Commission for the use of the funds in the context of 

the 2014-2020 Multiannual Financial Framework, which aims at ensuring that the ESI 

Funds deliver long-lasting economic, environmental and social impacts. In this 

framework, strong alignment with the Europe 2020 agenda, macroeconomic and ex-

ante conditionality, thematic concentration and performance incentives are expected 

to result in more effective spending. Each Member State produces then a draft 

Partnership Agreement which outlines the country's strategy and proposes a list of 

operational programmes to be adopted. The PA also proposes the actions needed to 

fulfil the unfulfilled ExACs. 

Following the submission of the PA, Member States present draft Operational 

Programmes which may have a national or regional dimension. OPs break down the 

overarching strategic objectives agreed in the Partnership Agreement into investment 

priorities, specific objectives and further into concrete actions.  

The Commission and the national authorities negotiate the final content of both the 

Partnership Agreement and the Operational Programmes. OPs are implemented by the 

Member States and their regions. Implementing a programme generally means 

selecting, monitoring and evaluating a significant number of projects. This work is 

organised by Managing Authorities, established at national or regional level depending 

on the programme typology. In order to allow the Member States to start spending on 

their programmes, the Commission commits funds, and pays the certified expenditure 

to each country. Alongside the country concerned, each OP is monitored by a 

Monitoring Committee, including relevant partners and the Commission. Both the 

Commission and the MS submit reports throughout the programming period 

concerning the performance of the programmes and the related expenditures. This 

                                           
21 Regulation (EU) No 1301/2013 for the ERDF; Regulation (EU) No 1304/2013 for the ESF; 
Regulation (EU) No 1300/2013 for the CF; Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013 for the EAFRD; 
Regulation (EU) No 508/2014 for the EMFF. 
22 Namely the principles of concentration, programming, partnership and additionality. 
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process culminates in the ex-post evaluation of both programmes and Cohesion Policy 

as whole, through which the Commission gathers relevant information to improve the 

policy in the next programming cycle. 

 

4.3. Alignment of ESI Funds and the Country-Specific 
Recommendations in the 2014-2020 programming 

4.3.1. Key findings emerging from the analysis of Position Papers 

The assessment of the coverage of CSR and structural challenges identified in Country 

Reports is largely positive, as to their reflection in the CPPs. There are no large 

differences across countries meaning that all CPP cover the key CSRs and structural 

challenges of 2012, in all or in several sections of the text. Certainly Annex B - 

Assessment of funding needs in relation to thematic objectives is the key part of the 

CPP because it links TOs and structural challenges and hence makes it possible to 

understand the degree of alignment between of funding needs and CSR and to what 

extent ESI Funds can be expected to be used to support reforms.  

CPPs do not only cover CSRs but also additional challenges identified in the Country 

Reports. Overall, it is worth noting that CPP are comprehensive as they cover a wide 

range of issues and therefore they are strongly aligned with Country Reports, while 

the CSRs capture only a subset of challenges emerging from these documents.  

The analysis of CPP and also of the programming documents requires a great deal of 

attention since structural challenges underlined by CSRs or Country Reports can be 

addressed both explicitly and implicitly or indirectly. There is an explicit reference 

when a certain CSR or the Country Report is quoted in the document. The reference is 

implicit when a CSR or a challenge mentioned in the Country Report is not quoted but 

the CPP addresses the specific issues.  

For example in Romania, some of the recommendations such as those regarding the 

access to health and long term care, access to education and training, early childhood 

education and care, education and vocational training reform are not specifically 

mentioned in the CPP but they are treated in the analysis of the main challenges and 

in the assessment of funding needs. In Spain a 2012 CSR proposing to “underpin the 

Global Employment Strategy for Older Workers with concrete measures to develop 

lifelong learning further, improve working conditions and foster the reincorporation of 

this group in the job market” is explicitly quoted in Annex B but not elsewhere in the 

document; however, the CPP refers implicitly to this challenges also in other sections 

(e.g. priorities for funding) when discussing the efforts needed in relation to the long-

term unemployed and older workers, including active aging and training. In Lithuania, 

a 2012 CSR (Increase work incentives and strengthen the links between the social 

assistance reform and activation measures, in particular for the most vulnerable, to 

reduce poverty and social exclusion) is not quoted but implicitly discussed in the 

section on main challenges for the Member State, when growing poverty, social 

exclusion and income inequality are cited as the key challenges for the country.  

The extent to which CPP address key structural challenges is significant: only in few 

cases there are important challenges, underlying CSR or identified in the Country 

Reports, which are not covered by the CPP. For instance, the French CPP did not 

address CSRs on transport and liberalisation of electricity and gas industries; in the 

German CPP, investments on education and research are not as prominent as the 

researchers expected.   
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Part of these “missing” challenges are those not directly relevant to cohesion policy 

and not linked to TOs. For example this is the case of CSR/structural challenges which 

concern public finance and taxation, corruption, banking and pension reforms, 

liberalisation of services, reform of state-owned enterprises.  

Despite some gaps, according to the analyses performed at national level, CSRs and 

structural challenges play a central role in the selection of priorities in most cases. In 

the majority of the MS, the CPP clearly states that the selection of priorities and 

funding needs is related to the relevant recommendations made and/or to the Country 

Reports or the MoU. The CPP highlight that structural reforms and financial 

consolidation play a key role in enhancing the overall efficiency and thereby the 

growth potential of the States. They are also considered a key condition for the 

successful implementation of the ESI Funds which can only have an optimal impact, if 

an appropriate policy, legal and administrative framework is in place. The CPP also 

highlight the importance of ex-ante-conditionalities to contribute pursuing reform 

needs. 

The national experts were asked to provide an assessment, following the analysis of 

the documents carried out, on the overall alignment of the CSRs/structural challenges 

and the framework laid down by the CPP for 2014-2020 programming. The 

assessment of the alignment between CPP and the Semester is mostly positive, due to 

the fact that the funding priorities strongly overlap with the CSRs and other structural 

challenges from the Country Reports. However, the situation may vary across 

countries. For example: 

 In Belgium and Denmark, the document addresses the CSR but not all reform 

needs. 

 In Germany, CSRs play a rather big role in the funding priority "Enhance labour 

market potential, social inclusion and raise educational achievement" (all 3 TOs 

are linked to CSR), while the role in the other 2 funding priorities (“Reducing 

regional disparities in competitiveness taking account of demographic change” 

and “Supporting transformation of the energy system and strengthening 

sustainable use of natural resource”) is more modest.  

 In France, the selection of priorities and funding needs is related to the 

recommendations made on the labour market (position of young people, 

seniors, migrants), as well as on the fight against poverty and lifelong learning; 

on the contrary, the link between CSR and CPP is not so clear in relation to the 

factors able to enhance the competitiveness of the economy. The CPP is much 

more oriented on the needs to develop research and economic innovation. 

 In Bulgaria what is noticed is that important issues such as water and maritime 

management, environment, climate change, transport, etc., are not 

substantially addressed by the 2012 CSRs, which are those referred to by the 

CPP. However, an improvement can be observed in the scope and coverage of 

CSRs in the following years.   

Public governance and in particular the distribution of competences in a Member State 

may play a considerable role to explain difference across countries. Large countries, 

federal states, regionalised Member States or Country with a high level of devolution 

may be characterised by wide variety of strategies and chosen priorities which impacts 

on the extent CSRs/structural challenges are tackled through ESI Funds programming.  

Notwithstanding the various differences and gaps pointed out earlier, on the basis of 

the analysis of Position Papers, we can conclude that the overall framework for 

implementation of ESI Funds during the 2014 - 2020 programming is sound and 
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strongly aligned with the European Semester. To what extent CSRs and structural 

reforms needs are reflected in programming is discussed in the following sections 

which concentrate on Partnership Agreements and Operational programmes.  

 

4.3.2. Key findings emerging from the analysis of Partnership Agreements 

Partnership Agreements have been examined by the national experts in the relevant 

languages on the basis of a common template. The analysis was carried out in two 

steps: first a textual examination was carried out to identify explicit and indirect 

references to the ESI Funds relevant CSR/structural challenges; then, a qualitative 

assessment of the alignment between programming and CSR/structural challenges 

was produced.  

The Partnership Agreements are characterised, as expected, by a strong 

coherence with the previously examined Position Papers. In most cases the key 

structural challenges identified in the Position Paper are recalled in the Partnership 

Agreement. However, even in consideration of the diverse nature of the two 

documents, some differences emerge in some countries. Overall the following 

observations can be made: 

 In most countries, there is often a full matching between the PA and CPP in 

relation to key structural challenges (see synoptic table ‘Synthesis of the 

analysis of Partnership Agreements’ in Annex 1). For instance in Germany, 

CSRs/structural challenges not covered in the CPP are, consistently, not 

addressed in the PA. In Hungary, there is a clear correspondence between the 

Main National Development Priorities in the PA and the CPP funding areas (e.g. 

“Improving competitiveness and global performance of the business sector” in 

the PA refers directly to the CPP’s first funding area “Enhancing business 

innovation and competitiveness; increasing the effectiveness of R&D” and the 

same is true for the other national development priorities). 

 Often, the PA has a wider scope in relation to structural challenges. For 

instance in Austria, the PA goes beyond the CPP, by covering also other themes 

such as SME support (in general, as well as in agriculture and fisheries) and 

adaptation to climate change and risk prevention. In Lithuania, some issues 

such as the reform of state-owned enterprises (2012-2014 CSRs) are covered 

in the PA while they were not addressed in the CPP. In general in this case 

there is a more comprehensive treatment of structural challenges in the PA 

which develops a specific dimension not cited in the CPP, that is the balance of 

development between territories, with specific attention to rural and urban 

areas. 

 There are also examples in which the CPP puts far more emphasis than the PA 

on specific topics. For example the Czech CPP, unlike the PA, discusses: (i) the 

necessary political steps crucial for improving quality in the public 

administration and its management and; (ii) the issue of a missing Public 

Servant Act. 

 The PA may also reflect, in some cases and in specific sectors, political views of 

the national government and consequent choices which diverge from the 

European Policy approach and CSRs. For instance in France, a large number of 

CSRs’ issues are not considered in the PA, because the French political choice is 

to e.g. pay attention first to increase of competitiveness by boosting innovation 

and not by facilitating a liberalisation of the economy. 
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In most Partnership Agreements there is a systematic reference to CSRs and 

other structural challenges extracted from Country Reports. Apart from explicit 

references, most CSRs are implicitly addressed. This means that very often the 

structural challenges raised in the CSR can be linked to the selected Thematic 

Objectives and the main results expected. In other words, the actual linkages to the 

CSR and the Semester are much more frequent and pervasive than what emerges 

from a count of direct references (i.e. only in 40% of the cases there is a direct 

reference according to the Study on the use of new provisions which accounts for 

direct references only).  

The following observations can be made on the extent to which CSRs and other 

structural challenges are actually “embodied” in the Partnership Agreement: 

 In the majority of the Partnership Agreements, explicit references to CSRs 

and/or structural challenges emerging from the Country Reports are 

concentrated in Section 1.3 on “Selected thematic objectives, and summary of 

the main results expected for each of the ESI Funds”. Implicit linkages to 

CSR/structural challenges are spread throughout the documents. 

 Also Sections 2.5 on “assessment of the needs in terms of administrative 

capacity”, explicitly or implicitly address CSR, apart for a few cases (e.g. 

Netherlands, Poland). For instance in Slovenia, the PA does not include an 

explicit reference to CSRs/structural challenges but highlights that one of the 

actions to be carried out concerns the need for adequate administrative 

capacity (especially in the field of public procurement and environmental 

impact assessments), which is in line with one of the issues raised in the 2014 

Country Report. In France, the PA clearly embodies CSR views but it is not 

clear whether the CSRs have actually had a role in the national debate. In each 

Partnership Agreement there is a relatively limited number of CSR or other 

challenges emerging from Country Reports which have not been 

referred to either explicitly or implicitly. The following points can be 

highlighted in relation to non-considered CSR/structural challenges: 

 In the majority of the cases, structural challenges not covered in the PA are 

those which are not directly relevant to ESI Funds or that require 

legislative/regulatory changes to be taken at national level. Non-covered 

challenges are frequently linked to public finance and taxation, banking reform, 

liberalisation of services, reform of state-owned enterprises. 

 Nonetheless, there are also several cases in which the PA does not tackle 

structural issues related to access to employment and employability of workers 

(e.g. employment protection in Romania and Slovenia), health and long-term 

care (Czech Republic, Belgium, Netherlands), social housing and other social 

infrastructure (Denmark and Sweden), transport (e.g. France, Belgium, 

Finland), public administration and procurement, institutional capacity, justice 

(Germany, Netherlands). When this is the case, the lack of coverage is caused 

by a mismatch between European and national priorities and a prevalence of 

the latter in the strategy underlying the PA or by a commitment to address 

some structural issues with national resources rather than with ESIF, such as 

the case of CSRs on public administration in Spain which are not addressed for 

this reason.   

 In some countries despite the fact that there are references to CSRs, the 

explanation of how the programmes will address them is considered 

insufficient/not satisfactory and hence scarcely credible. For example in 
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Estonia, it is stated that activities under TO5 contribute to a 2013 CSR (better 

balance local government revenue against devolved responsibilities. Improve 

the efficiency of local governments and ensure provision of quality local public 

services). However, the provided explanation of how “the proposed 

interventions, under TO5, will contribute to reduce the adverse environmental 

impact of human activities and will also indirectly help to implement the CSR” 

is very vague and insufficient. 

 In any case, the “missing” CSR/structural challenges are a minority if compared 

to the large number of issues highlighted in each country and, therefore, the 

assessment of a good coverage of the issue brought forward by the Semester 

process in the Partnership Agreement is unaffected.    

There is evidence that the selection of priorities is related to the recommendations 

made. CSRs and structural challenges of 2012-2014 play a central role in 

many (but not all) cases as they are referred to either explicitly or indirectly in the 

examined PA and, except some exceptions, a clear linkage between challenges raised 

and chosen priorities. In general the role of the CSRs/structural challenges seems 

prominent in the EU13 countries while it was not so central in the EU15 Member 

States. The following points can be made in relation to the role of CSR/structural 

challenges in the choice of the programming priorities:    

 The PAs themselves explicitly claim that the strategy is aligned with the CSRs 

and, apart from formal claims, there are also concrete indications on how the 

funding priorities are expected to contribute to pursue the policy 

recommendations, especially in the EU13 countries. For instance in Latvia, the 

PA first indicates that the funding priorities are aligned with the CSR mentioned 

in the document, as well as with the Europe 2020 goals. Then, in section 1.3, 

the PA directly refers to the need for increasing R&D efforts in Latvia and 

clearly outlined how the recommendation made should be addressed: “support 

in big cities (except Riga) will be implemented using ITI (integrated territorial 

investments) approach, while the support in other territories will be 

complemented with CLLD (community-led local development) measures within 

the framework of EAFRD and EMFF” etc. Even though other sections of the 

same paragraph can be less clear on the approach undertaken to address the 

issue, the general idea of how a recommendation would be fulfilled is conveyed 

by the paragraph as a whole. In Czech Republic, for instance in the sphere of 

education, there is an explicit statement about the importance of the ESI Funds 

support to address the relevant challenges listed in 2014 CSRs. As highlighted 

by the analyses at national level, in some cases the CSRs play a central role in 

the PA (either explicitly or not), especially when it comes to adopting and 

tailoring thematic objectives and funding priorities. However, in some EU13 

countries (e.g. Bulgaria), the CSRs were used as a supporting instrument 

rather than as a basis for preparing the PA. 

 In some EU15 Member States there are signs of less importance of the 

recommendations. For instance in Denmark, most of the recommendations 

mentioned were already high on the agenda. In Germany, the Partnership 

Agreement itself makes it clear that the CSRs are not directly relevant for ESI 

Fund support in the country because they mostly concern the stabilisation of 

growth and employment as well as the financial sector. In other cases, despite 

the importance of CSRs and their clear link with the chosen priorities, the 

selected approach seems insufficient to contribute to address some of the 

challenges identified, even though they are addressed in the PA. For example 
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in Spain, despite the PA remarks the importance of CSRs/structural challenges 

concerning RTDI, SME investments etc., in facts, public funding has decreased 

in 2012-2015. There is also scope for a better definition of priorities and 

funding, in this country, for reducing youth unemployment and increasing 

employability of young people and vulnerable groups. 

To conclude, the overall alignment between the Partnership Agreements and 

the CSRs as well as other structural challenges is “medium-high”. In other 

words, the documents address key areas of structural challenges most of the times 

and the initiatives envisaged contribute to tackle such challenges, with few exceptions. 

For example, in Portugal23, regarding transport, the references to relevant CSRs are 

vague and do not cover issues like ports sector reforms, ports and metropolitan 

transport concessions, financial sustainability and management independence of state 

owned transport companies, increased efficiency and competition in the railway sector. 

In France, except for a common appraisal between the Commission and the French 

Government on the importance of human development and social issues (e.g. fight 

against poverty, need for helping vulnerable groups, the situation of youth and older 

people in the LM, access to lifelong learning), a large number of CSRs are not 

considered because there is a French political choice to pay attention first to increase 

competitiveness by innovation and not by liberalisation of the economy as suggested 

by the recommendations. Management of EU Funds is another area characterised by a 

significant mismatch between the Commission and the French positions. Following the 

2014 decentralisation reform, the Regions have taken the role of MA on the ERDF, the 

EARDF and 35% of the ESF programmes, corresponding to the areas of vocational 

training for youth and job seekers and a corresponding part of the YEI program, with 

dividing lines between the national and regional ESF OP which were often negotiated 

region by region, in particular in relation to the school drop-outs and to business 

creation support. The current situation is very diverse between regions and it may 

soon change because the State is experimenting a delegation of the employment 

policy to regions. 

 

4.3.3. Key findings emerging from the analysis of ESI Funds’ programmes  

Coverage of CSRs/structural challenges in OPs 

The desk analysis of OPs, supported by the interviews and the eSurvey, has shown 

that the OPs generally address most of the ESI Funds relevant CSRs as well as the 

structural challenges highlighted in the Country Reports. The extent to which 

structural challenges are covered depends on the specific thematic orientation of 

individual OPs and on the particular CSRs. 

Overall the ESF OPs are the most important for targeting structural challenges and 

cover the recommendations related to employment, labour market participation of 

young people, women, elderly and people with migration background, education and 

training, life-long learning, prevention of school dropouts, discrimination and poverty.  

In terms of numbers of CSRs/structural challenges addressed, coverage is more 

limited in ERDF/CF programmes which target them to a lesser extent than ESF OPs. 

They tend to target recommendations in the fields of energy efficiency in buildings, 

                                           
23 Although Portugal was a “programme country” and there were no CSRs back in 2013, the 
Council Implementing Decision 2011/344/EU art.3, in line with the MoU, includes a number of 
required measures to be adopted, distributed per year (2011, 2012, 2013). The 2012 and 2013 
required measures were mapped and considered in the analysis.  
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GHG emissions, research, technological development and innovation as well as 

business environment, ICT networks but also, to some extent employment, skills 

shortages/mismatches, lifelong learning, government bureaucracy.  

Scarcer but existing is the coverage of structural challenges by EAFRD Rural 

Development Programmes (RDP) and EMFF OPs; e.g. promoting innovation, support 

young farmers; finance supply chain development policy and business networks. There 

are interesting cases of programmes contributing to address challenges, also in the 

social sphere. For instance in Belgium, the EMFF and EAFRD OPs mainly cover the 

CSRs on the reduction of GHG emissions and on energy efficiency but also on 

employment as well as skills shortages/mismatches for the EMFF, and early school 

leaving for EAFRD. Faced with the increasing number of vulnerable young people in 

rural areas, and in particular people aged 18-25 who have not completed their school, 

Flanders set up specific programmes to foster lifelong learning and vocational training 

in the agricultural and forestry sector; there are also measures aiming to provide 

support to young people willing to start-up a farm. 

In some EU13 Countries it is pointed out that challenges characterised by a complex 

nature can be addressed by the ESI Funds only partially. These include 

recommendations related to cost-efficiency of the healthcare sector, energy efficiency 

etc. In the EU15, the interviews suggest often that the total amount of available ESI 

Funds is too small to target all the CSRs. This is certainly the case of countries without 

less developed (or convergence) regions. As a consequence, selective and different 

choices on the most relevant challenges to deal with have been made. For example, in 

the Netherlands, the West Netherlands OP is focused on the “energy-related” and 

“labour market-related” CSRs. At the national level, the focus is on the “innovation” 

and “low carbon energy-related” CSRs/structural challenges. 

The Annex 1 table ‘Examples of Specific Objectives and indicators addressing CSRs’ 

provides some examples of specific objectives in order to show how ESI funding 

actually address CSRs. The examples include information on the targeted CSRs, the 

mobilised OPs, the relevant SOs and the change they seek to generate (2023 target 

vs. baseline values). 

Overall, the CSRs are addressed at the level of Specific Objectives across all ESI 

Funds: mostly ESF and ERDF but also by EAFRD and EMFF. However, it is difficult to 

measure the actual change they aim to produce on the basis of the available 

programme indicators since these are not very closely linked to the SOs and it is often 

unclear whether the targets are meaningful. 

  

Overall assessment of how programming and implementation of ESI Funds was 

influenced by CSRs and the EU Semester 

The assessment of whether and how implementation of ESI Funds was influenced by 

the Semester reflects the extent to which CSR/structural challenges are covered in the 

documents. In other words, as the coverage was wide on average, the influence on 

programming and implementation tend to be also significant.  

In several countries, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Spain, Italy, 

Malta, Romania and Sweden, the CSRs/structural challenges had a significant impact 

on the programming and implementation of ESI Funds, at least as far as ESF as ERDF 

are concerned. The role of CSR/structural challenges was particularly important in the 

early stages of programming in Croatia, Slovenia and Lithuania. As most CSRs 

referred to challenges in the labour markets, public employment services, social 
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inclusion, equality and education, marginalised communities (e.g. Roma), it was 

especially the ESF OPs that were affected most by the European Semester.  

CSR/structural challenges are less relevant for the other funds but in general the 

reform needs that seem to be more integrated in the OPs and their priority axes are 

those focusing on: business environment and R&D support, energy efficiency, public 

administration, education, regional accessibility, health and long-term care, life-long 

learning. 

Overall, in most EU13 cases, the CSR/structural challenges played the role of 

important standpoints for the definition of developmental problems and funding needs 

and priorities as emerged during the interviews with key stakeholders. These 

highlighted that the definition of development issues, funding needs and priority was 

influenced by CSRs/structural challenges and hence the selection of TOs and IPs was 

largely based on them. In 10 of EU15 countries (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Italy, 

Ireland, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, United Kingdom), the ESI Funds 

programming was hence clearly influenced by the CSRs, apart from those of legislative 

or regulatory nature. Some CSR/structural challenges were a point of reference for 

programming but not an exclusive one.  

The high alignment is not surprising considering that CSR/structural challenges are 

wide ranging and are in line with the majority of recommendations of domestic 

strategic documents. In some cases the analysis highlighted that that CSRs/structural 

challenges were important especially in the early stage of programming but, according 

to the interviews, despite the coherence between the various documents, the actual 

alignment can be more accidental than sought: the range of goals of Cohesion policy 

is so wide that it is relatively easy to find implicit references to CSR. This emerged in 

Lithuania, Latvia, Hungary and Poland. This observation can lead to opposite 

conclusions. On a one hand it can be considered positively as an indicator of 

convergence between the European Semester and Cohesion policy. On the other hand, 

it raises doubts on the actual contribution that ESI Funds are able to provide to 

structural reforms. Only when the funds are concentrated in areas where a country 

has challenges, ESI Funds are likely to be influential but this may require that 

concentration rules are not equal across countries.    

Given that not all CSR/structural challenges require the use of ESI Funds and that the 

national budget for addressing structural issues in some Member States (e.g. 

Germany) is substantially larger than the EU resources, OPs are only one of the 

several “instruments” that contribute to tackle CSR/structural challenges. Also in the 

EU13 the scale of resources is considered important. Due to the limited funds and to 

the complexity of structural reforms, which would need a very broad, systematic and 

inclusive approach, the impact of ESI Funds is likely to be limited (e.g. Slovenia), and 

the actual extent to which this strategic alignment will be reflected in actual spending 

can be assessed only in the next years (Slovakia). 

In the particular case of Portugal, despite the overall alignment between the priorities 

presented in the ESI Funds programming documents and the structural 

challenges/CSRs, it can be noted that a great part of the issues addressed in the 

context of the European Semester were already steering the programming and 

implementation of ESI Funds in the previous programming period.  

 



 

62 

 

Obstacles to the use of ESI Funds to pursue structural reforms 

According to the desk analysis and the interviews there are no major and 

insurmountable impediments to the use ESI Funds to address structural challenges 

and contribute to reforms. Nonetheless, several obstacles are underlined:  

 The division of competences between various levels of government can be a 

constraint in federal states.  

- In Germany some recommendations concern policy areas that go beyond the 

sphere of competence of Länder which manage the bulk of ESI Funds. In 

other large and regionalised but not federal states such as Italy and Spain 

the interviews highlighted that the influence of the Semester was stronger 

even on regional OPs. 

- In Belgium, recommendations often concern policy areas that go beyond the 

sphere of competence of the Regions which manage the bulk of ESI Funds. 

Indeed, while education and training are for instance under the responsibility 

of the communities (as they are related to the language spoken), 

employment is a regional competence. The major issue is therefore how to 

comply with the EU Regulations while respecting the range of competencies 

in each region. For instance, during the preparation of the ESF OP in the 

Brussels-capital region, Actiris (the regional PES) prepared a proposal for a 

new traineeship financed with the YEI resources but the State Council 

rejected the measure, arguing that the region did not have the necessary 

competencies yet. The difficulty is also to ensure a proper coordination 

between the regions in a context where priorities are different and are 

managed by various institutions. In this context, it is important to highlight 

the creation of Synerjob, which is a non-profit organisation in charge of 

ensuring the coordination in terms of employment and training between the 

various PES offices in Belgium (but it also includes institutions specialised in 

training). Related to the previous obstacle is the fact that all CSRs are 

provided at the level of the country and none at the level of the regions. In 

Austria, another federal republic, this issue was not mentioned. 

 The mismatch between annual CSR and multiannual ESI Funds planning 

is another impediment. The current design of OPs (including the N+3 rule) as 

well as the lengthy procedure of OP amendment limits significantly the space 

for incorporation of newly formulated recommendations. However, the fact that 

a significant number of challenges (52% of the total in 2012-2015) are actually 

repeated, at least in part, mitigates such problem which is mentioned in the 

interviews but it is actually more “theoretical” than real.   

 Nature of challenges: 53% of CSRs/structural challenges seems require a 

mix of investments and regulatory changes and 13% require only regulatory 

changes. Summing the two, 66% of CSR/structural challenges require, to a 

varying degree, some regulatory change. As a consequence these can be 

addressed by an investment policy only to a limited extent. The implementation 

of CSRs related to national responsibilities requiring national legislative 

changes cannot be easily supported by ESI funds or, to put it differently, ESI 

Funds can only contribute to some extent. This concerns to a varying degree all 

Member States. For example in Spain, 54% of recommendations require both 

investments and national regulatory changes (a mix of the two or only 

regulations). These concern, for instance, the electricity tariff deficit, the 

national RTDI strategy or the set-up of an independent body to assess major 
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transport infrastructures. When CSRs raise issues that have a regulatory 

component and/or that are mostly relevant for the national policy rather than 

regional intervention such as the mentioned examples, regional OPs are less 

likely or suitable to contribute because their focus is on a specific territory. This 

is not a problem as such but it must be noted that some national issues would 

require a coordinated national intervention and the contribution of regional 

policy, which has a different and narrower scope, can be limited. There are 

implications/questions for the future, for instance whether a single-size-fit-all 

approach (policy recommendations which do not consider regional disparities) 

is the best possible option or there are viable alternatives.  

 The limited amount of ESI Funds made available in a certain context can be 

an important constraint for what is actually feasible in relation to contributing 

to structural change (e.g. this was clearly mentioned in the Netherlands, in 

Germany and in France, as well as in some Eastern European countries – see 

below). For instance in Germany, ESI Funds can be used to address regional 

shortages in the availability of fulltime childcare facilities and all-day schools. 

Nevertheless, it is only relevant for some Länder that have sufficient resources 

or already perform relatively well. In France, the ESI Funds have a marginal 

financial weight compared to the national public funding available for 

innovation support, SMEs development, training and life-long learning and 

active inclusion policies. Therefore, the role of ESI Funds in these cases can be 

only marginal as regards structural change. Also in some EU13 cases, 

resources are considered few for implementing complex structural reforms 

(Slovenia, Slovakia), despite on average ESI Funds represent a large share of 

resources invested in several policies in most EU13 countries.  

 Other administrative and institutional difficulties also play a role. The 

frequent changes in the structures and human resources of relevant state 

organisations can hinder reforms; this was mentioned in Hungary but may as 

well concern other Eastern European countries which have suffered from high 

staff turnover in 2007-2013 and are still affected. According to the ex post 

evaluation of Cohesion policy, this is one of the features which prevented an 

efficient use of the ESI Funds in the past programming period. In some cases, 

e.g. France, despite the Commission's proposals to simplify the use of ESI 

Funds, there are still problems related to the mobilisation of stakeholders, the 

implementation of management systems and the implementation and use of 

the (“Synergie”) information system.   

 Tensions among stakeholders may arise when resources are reallocated 

from some activities to others in order to address CSRs. This is another 

potentially relevant obstacle for using ESI Funds for targeting CSRs, even 

though a rather minor one, as it was only highlighted in Czech Republic.   

 The lack of political will as regards the implementation of structural 

reforms and the poor institutional capacities were mentioned as additional 

obstacles in Lithuania, Slovakia and Slovenia. This is accompanied often by a 

poor coordination among political parties and ministries. Political will may help 

to ensure the correspondence between CSRs/structural challenges and ESI 

Funds programming documents. Good institutional capacities are vital for 

ensuring the smooth implementation of ESI Fund initiatives and, accordingly, 

CSRs/structural challenges that these funds address (e.g. Lithuania). In some 

cases a lack of credible national policies makes it difficult to address the 
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challenges raised (e.g. Slovakia). A lot of CSRs/structural challenges (e.g. 

labour market, integration of marginalised groups, RTDI, education etc.) are 

periodically raised by the European Commission, however their implementation 

requires political commitment and political will. CSRs are not always adequately 

communicated (e.g. Slovenia). Sometimes horizontal coordination between 

ministries is not adequate, this happens for instance in Estonia, Croatia and 

Slovenia (CSRs very often require inter-ministerial coordination) or there are 

different views among political parties, ministries and experts on what would 

be politically and economically feasible. Fragmented governance and scarce 

cooperation between public authorities is considered a challenge in Estonia, 

Czech Republic, Croatia, Lithuania, Latvia, Slovakia, Romania, Greece, Portugal 

and Italy. 

The annex table “Summary of the alignment between CSR/structural challenges and 

ESI Funds programming” recapitulates the overall analysis of the alignment between 

CSRs/structural challenges and ESI Funds programming, based on the “programming 

chain”: CPP  PA  OPs. 

In most countries there is a high degree of coherence between the various 

programming stages, starting from the position paper until the programmes. In the 

majority of the Member States, the influence of CSRs/structural challenges on ESI 

Funds programming is significant and this is often reflected in the high share of 

resources mobilised in order to contribute to tackle structural challenges. This is the 

case, for instance, of Austria, Belgium, Finland, Spain, Italy as well as of Bulgaria, 

Estonia, Hungary, Malta, Romania and Slovakia. In other countries the influence of 

CSR/structural challenges on ESI Funds programming is more modest. Despite this 

weaker strategic influence, in several cases the share of funds allocated to 

CSRs/structural challenges in the relevant policy areas is high. This is the case of 

Denmark, Latvia, Poland, Slovenia as well as Portugal and the Netherlands and the UK 

where the strategic influence of the Semester is considered limited. In other cases, a 

weaker strategic influence is also matched by a lower financial contribution of ESI 

Funds towards CSRs/structural challenges. 

 

4.3.4. A positive contribution of ESI Funds to the implementation of CSRs  

Purpose of the analysis and sources of evidence 

The analysis presented in the previous sections of chapter 4 was aimed at assessing 

whether and how relevant CSRs have been taken up in the strategic choices set out in 

Partnership Agreements and Operational Programmes. This paragraph is focused on 

summarising, based on the available evidence, whether and to what extent the ESI 

Funds are actually contributing to implement structural reforms underlying relevant24 

CSRs.  

This synthesis is based on a triangulation of evidence from the following sources:  

 a desk analysis of Operational Programmes and their underlying strategies,  

                                           
24 Relevant CSRs are defined by the CPR as those relating to structural challenges which it is 
appropriate to address through multiannual investments that fall directly within the scope of the 
ESI Funds as set out in the Fund-specific Regulations. 
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 an analysis of the linkages between the Specific Objectives (SOs)25 selected by 

the programmes and the 2012-2015 CSRs, and  

 the results of a survey of Managing Authorities.  

 

Findings from the analysis of the OPs, their Specific Objectives, and their 

linkages with 2012-2015 CSRs  

In the majority of the EU Member States (Malta, Poland, Latvia, Czech Republic, 

Lithuania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, Greece, Portugal, Slovakia, Estonia, Cyprus, 

Spain and Italy), there is a strong linkage between CSRs and Operational Programmes 

as more than 70% of the recommendations are targeted by relevant SOs (see the 

following table). In these countries the ESI Funds have a significant potential to 

contribute to the implementation of CSRs as the intensity of funding is also high26.  

In other Member States (United Kingdom, Denmark, Luxembourg, Austria and 

Belgium) the share of CSRs which are targeted by SOs is also high (more than 60% of 

the CSRs are targeted by the OPs through relevant SOs), however, the intensity of 

funding is low and hence the potential of ESI Funds to contribute to the 

implementation of reforms is more limited.  

In the remaining Member States, the share of CSRs which are targeted by SOs is 

smaller (less than 40% of the CSRs are targeted by the operational programmes 

through relevant SOs). Among these countries, Croatia and Slovenia are characterised 

by a high intensity of ESI funding while France, Germany, Ireland, Finland, Sweden 

and the Netherlands receive fewer resources per capita. In the first group of Member 

States (i.e. Croatia and Slovenia) the ESI Funds are likely to contribute only to the 

implementation of those CSRs characterised by a significant linkage with SOs. In the 

second group of countries, the contribution of ESI Funds to the implementation of 

CSRs can be very limited.  

To summarise, considering the intervention logic of the Operational Programmes and 

assuming that the SOs will be achieved to a satisfactory degree during the 

programming period27, we can safely assume that the Funds contribute to implement 

the reforms underlying the CSRs where there are strong linkages between CSRs and 

SOs and, moreover, where the intensity of ESI funding is significant.  

The extent to which the funds are able to contribute to implement CSRs also depends 

on the type of recommendations. CSRs which require mainly investments are 

obviously more prone to benefit from a contribution of ESI Funds compared to CSRs 

which recommend a mix of investments and regulatory or legal changes.  

A strong linkage exists especially between ESF and ERDF SOs and CSRs, while there is 

a weaker link with other ESI Funds. Therefore, in general, the broad policy areas in 

which the contribution of ESI Funds to CSRs can be stronger are: active labour market 

and employment; education and training; inclusion, discrimination and poverty; 

institutional capacity; business and innovation environment; and network industries. 

 

  

                                           
25 It must be noted that SOs are not standard or standardisable across or within countries, if not 
at a very high level of generalisation, as they are defined by the OPs or, in only sometimes, at 
the PA level. Therefore, it is not possible to cross-analyse Specific Objectives. Nonetheless, in 
most cases they provide precise information of the lines of initiative taken with the funds.          
26 Defined as: total planned 2014-2020 ESI Funds (ESF, ERDF, CF and YEI) per capita. 
27 Even though the extent to which the SOs will be achieved may vary across OPs and countries. 
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Table 7 - ESI Funds contribution to implementation of CSRs across countries 

 

Intensity of ESI Funds 

Medium-high 
(>€500 per capita) 

Low 
(<€500 per capita) 

Linkage 
between 

CSRs and SOs 

Strong 
 
(>60% of 
CSRs 
targeted by 

SOs) 

Strong linkage with SOs, high 
intensity of ESI Funds and 

high potential to contribute to 
CSRs 

Strong linkage with SOs, low 
intensity of ESI Funds and low 
potential to contribute to CSRs 

Malta 
Poland 
Latvia 

Czech Republic 
Lithuania 
Bulgaria 

Hungary 

Romania 
Greece 
Portugal 
Slovakia 

Estonia 
Cyprus 
Spain 
Italy 

United Kingdom 
Denmark 

Luxembourg 
Austria 
Belgium 

Weak 
 

(<40% of 
CSRs 
targeted by 
SOs) 

Weak linkage with SOs, high 

intensity of ESI Funds and 
limited potential to contribute 

to CSRs 

Weak linkage with SOs, low 

intensity of ESI Funds and very 
low potential to contribute to 

CSRs 

Croatia 
Slovenia 

France 
Germany 
Ireland 
Finland 
Sweden 

Netherlands 

Source: based on cross analysis of OPs and CSRs mapping. 

 

Findings from the survey of Managing Authorities 

The survey of Managing Authorities confirms the findings of the analysis of OPs and 

SOs. 90% of MAs have highlighted that CSRs have been taken into account in the 

preparation of 2014-2020 programmes. Moreover, approximately three quarters of the 

Managing Authorities point out that CSRs are reflected in the selection of the Specific 

Objectives, and that the OPs contribute, through the planned initiatives, to pursue 

structural reform needs suggested as part of CSRs. The MAs also highlight that the 

contribution of the funds to the implementation of reforms is correlated to the 

intensity of funding.  

In order to analyse how the strategic choices made on the basis of the CSRs have 

been actually implemented during the first years of the current implementation period, 

the survey also investigated whether selection criteria have been established by the 

Member States for the selection of projects. The findings show that the CSRs were 

somewhat reflected in the design of the selection criteria defined in the OPs according 

to approximately 60% of the MAs28 (see the following figure).  

                                           
28 Examples of selection criteria include: number of new jobs created used in relation to the 
CSRs which concern the increase in employment; the assessment of the economic conditions of 

families used to select targets/beneficiaries, within TO9; pre-conditions for accessing funds may 
be required, such as for example innovation plans to be drafted by SMEs, if there are challenges 
concerned with the improvement of the business environment; low carbon criteria are used 
when the OP is faced with challenges concerning GHG emissions; the likely impact on horizontal 
themes (e.g. climate change, gender equality) is also referred to as selection criterion which can 
contribute to purse relevant challenges concerned with such themes. 
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Figure 8 - Extent to which the 2014-2020 programming took into account 

CSRs according to Managing Authorities  

 

Source: Survey of Managing Authorities; figure based on 87 complete and valid 

answers to the question. 

  

Concluding remarks and caveats 

In conclusion, the analysis has not only shown that CSRs have been taken up in the 

strategic choices set out in Partnership Agreements and Operational Programmes but 

also that there is a satisfactory linkage between the CSRs and the SOs selected in the 

OPs in most countries. Therefore, if those specific objectives are achieved, as the 

programmes’ intervention logic implies, the ESI Funds will contribute to implement the 

reforms needs underlying the CSRs. Such contribution is likely to be significant in the 

countries and for the policy areas where the linkage between CSRs and SOs is 

stronger and the intensity of ESI funding is higher while it can be marginal where the 

available resources are limited and/or the linkage between the recommendations and 

the SOs is weaker. 

Notwithstanding the evidence on the linkages between SOs and CSRs, it is worth 

noting that the mapping of CSRs carried within this study has also highlighted that the 

alignment between the Semester and ESI Funds process is still vague. For instance 

the CSRs are often generally defined, without targets and milestones for their 

implementation, and the contribution of the ESI Funds through the Operational 

Programmes lacks a systematic monitoring. 

Therefore, the alignment between ESI Funds programmes and CSRs can be further 

strengthened by intervening on both the programming of the funds and on the 

Semester process, as suggested in the concluding chapter which also proposes policy 

options to do so. Here, it is worth mentioning that the analysis of the OPs, of the SOs 

and their linkages with the CSRs, complemented by the survey of MAs, is certainly 

enlightening for understanding the contribution that the ESI Funds can provide to the 
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implementation of CSRs. However, considering that the programmes’ progress (e.g. 

the level of expenditure) was limited when the analysis has been carried out, the 

contribution of ESI Funds to the implementation of structural reforms may certainly 

deserve a specific assessment near the end of the current programming period. An in-

depth analysis focused on the actual implementation (e.g. of a sample of reforms 

rather than on the strategic choices made in all the OPs), to be carried out when there 

is sufficient evidence on implementation, will make it possible to assess whether the 

assumptions made on the capacity of ESI Funds to contribute to CSRs are correct and 

the promises have been maintained.  
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4.4. Analysis of the funding received by policy fields covered by 
CSRs/structural challenges 

4.4.1. Purpose of the financial analysis and methodological approach  

 

Purpose of the analysis 

This section is aimed at estimating the financial contribution of ESI Funds towards 

CSRs/structural challenges. In particular we provide an estimation of the financial 

allocation to the CSRs and structural challenges by policy area29 and by country.  

This is an indicator of the current alignment between CSRs and ESI Funds and is 

complementary to the desk analysis of the programming documents (see previous 

sections). 

The analysis of the funding by policy area can be used to compare Member States with 

and without CSRs/structural challenges in a given intervention area.  

 

Methodology 

The national experts, during the analysis of the OPs, identified the 2014-2020 

Operational Programmes characterised by a clear linkage to CSRs/structural 

challenges proposed between 2012 and 2015. It is assumed that there is a clear 

linkage between OPs and CSRs/structural challenges when the selected Specific 

Objectives (SOs) target the issues underlying a CSR and/or a structural challenge 

extracted from the Country Report. This analysis of the SOs is summarised in the 

Overview Tables submitted as part of the study deliverables30. 

After having identified the OPs with a clear linkage to CSRs/structural challenges, 

because they mobilise relevant SOs, we estimated the financial resources allocated to 

addressing each CSR/structural challenge.   

Data provided by DG Regio31 on financing under the ESI Funds 2014-2020 have been 

used in the calculations. The financial allocations have been estimated on the basis on 

these data and by applying a table of correspondence which correlates ESI Funds 

intervention fields and policy areas addressed by CSRs/structural challenges (see 

Annex).  

When a CSR/structural challenge concerning a certain policy area is targeted by the 

ESI Funds, because relevant SOs have been selected in the OPs, the 2014-2020 

financial resources associated to the corresponding intervention fields have been 

summed up.  

                                           
29 The policy areas, 10 (wage setting) and 14 (deprived urban and rural communities) are not 
considered as there is no intervention field which can be directly linked to them. The policy 
areas 22-27 are also not covered as they are not ESI Funds relevant. 
30 The Overview Tables compiled for each country provide information on the SOs “mobilised” 
for targeting the 2012-2015 CSRs/structural challenges. The Overview Tables were consolidated 

in a single Excel file which allows filtering by country and policy area and comparisons (see 
Annex 3).  
31 The dataset used for this estimation, compiled by DG Regio, was received from the 
Commission in January 2016, with data extracted in November 2015. The dataset covers 309 

OPs financed by the ERDF, ESF, YEI and CF, out of the total 376 OPs which were analysed by 
the national expert and whose findings have been presented in the previous paragraphs. The 
main caveats of this analysis are that: not all ESI Funds can be included in the calculation (no 
data by intervention code available for EAFRD and EMFF); there might be some overestimation 
as not necessarily all the resources devoted to a single Intervention Field are entirely used to 
address a certain challenge. 
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This approach may imply some overestimation as not necessarily all resources 

devoted to an intervention field address a certain challenge. 

However, the analysis is a significant step forward compared to the evidence from 

previous studies, as only the OPs that are actually mobilised and contribute to pursue 

the challenges are considered in our calculation. A parallel study, the “analysis of the 

outcome of the negotiations concerning the Partnership Agreements and ESF 

Operational Programmes”, provides a link between ESF programmes and CSRs related 

to TO8-TO11 and has attempted an estimate of financial allocation. However, in that 

case the focus is on: a single fund, the ESF; a limited set of CSRs, those covered in 

the Partnership Agreements. On the contrary, the scope of the present study is wider: 

all 2012-2015 CSRs/structural challenges are considered.    

 

4.4.2. Financial resources by policy area and Fund 

The following table provides an estimation of the financial resources allocated to 

CSRs/structural challenges in the Member States of the EU by policy area (see column 

A). Approximately EUR 240 billion were allocated to implementing CSRs/structural 

challenges in total in the EU. 

Column B indicates the total financial resources allocated to the policy areas in which 

there are CSRs/structural challenges. 

Column A/B indicates the ratio of the resources allocated to CSRs/structural challenges 

to the total resources allocated to the policy areas which have received 

recommendations or in which there are structural challenges (A/B). As previously 

anticipated, this is an indicator of the actual “effort” of the EU Member States in using 

the ESI Funds to contribute to implement CSRs/structural challenges in a certain 

policy area. 

The policy areas for which almost all countries received CSRs were RTDI, energy, 

access to employment and institutional capacity. In these policy areas, the financial 

resources allocated directly to CSRs/structural challenges were respectively 90%, 

82%, 96%, and 70% of the total allocations.  

A lower contribution of ESI Funds to the implementation of CSRs/structural challenges 

was found in the policy areas of environmental protection and business environment, 

but also in these areas the share that goes to CSR/structural challenges is significant 

(around 64%). Therefore, this analysis of funding confirms the results of the 

qualitative analysis of the OPs.    

 

Table 8 - Estimation of the EU financial resources allocated to 2012-2015 

CSRs/structural challenges by policy area (2014-2020 programming) 

 A B A/B 

POLICY AREAS 

Financial 

resources 

allocated to to 

CSRs/structura

l challenges 

(EUR mn)  

Total financial 

resources 

allocated to 

policy areas 

with 

CSR/structural 

challenges  

(EUR (mn)  

Effort made to 

use ESI Funds 

to address 
CSRs/structura

l challenges 

(%) 

 

1.RTDI 35,980 40,164 89.6 

2.Business Environment 19,695 30,558 64.5 

3.Digital Infrastructures 2,751 3,140 87.6 

4.Energy 19,162 23,251 82.4 

5.Environmental protection 3,693 5,721 64.5 

6.Resources efficiency 16,827 17,080 98.5 
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7.Transport 56,522 61,001 92.7 

8.Access to Employment 19,117 19,978 95.7 

9.LM integration of young people 11,730 11,941 98.2 

11.Gender Equality 8,052 11,493 70.1 

12.Integration of marginalized groups 839 923 90.9 

13.Contrasting discrimination and poverty 3,678 4,308 85.4 

15.Health and long-term care 3,872 4,284 90.4 

16.Housing and other social infrastructure 349 353 98.8 

17.Improving access to quality education and training 9,210 11,184 82.3 

18.Reducing and preventing early school leaving 4,583 4,629 99.0 

19.Improving life-long learning for all age groups 3,807 4,688 81.2 
20.Improving the LM relevance of education & training 
systems 5,450 6,608 82.5 
21.Institutional capacity, public administration, justice 
systems  13,878 19,795 70.1 

Total 239,195 281,098 85.1 

Source: Own calculations on European Commission financial data 
 

 

There is a clear division of roles among the ERDF/CF and the ESF/YEI funds in 

supporting the implementation of CSRs (see table below). RTDI, business 

environment, digital infrastructures, energy, environmental protection, resources 

efficiency, transport, health and long-term care, housing and other social 

infrastructure are tackled by ERDF/CF.  

Access to employment, LM integration of young people, gender equality, integration of 

marginalized groups, contrasting discrimination and poverty, institutional capacity are 

addressed by ESF-YEI.  

The funds contribute all together to the implementation of CSRs only in three policy 

areas: improving the access to quality education and training, LM relevance of 

education and training systems, and institutional capacity.  

Overall the level of support to the implementation of CSR/structural challenges is not 

different between the ERDF and ESF: on average 84-88% of the funds are allocated to 

support structural reform needs. 
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Table 9 - Financial resources allocated to 2012-2015 CSRs/structural 

challenges, by type of fund and policy area (%; 2014-2020 programming)  

POLICY AREAS ERDF-CF ESF-YEI 

1.RTDI 89.6 
 2.Business Environment 64.5 
 3.Digital Infrastructures 87.6 
 4.Energy 82.4 
 5.Environmental protection 64.5 
 6.Resources efficiency 98.5 
 7.Transport 92.7 
 8.Access to Employment 

 
95.7 

9.LM integration of young people 
 

98.2 

11.Gender Equality 
 

70.1 

12.Integration of marginalized groups 
 

90.9 

13.Contrasting discrimination and poverty 
 

85.4 

15.Health and long-term care 90.4 
 16.Housing and other social infrastructure 98.8 
 17.Improving access to quality education and training 71.6 95.8 

18.Reducing and preventing early school leaving 
 

99.0 

19.Improving life-long learning for all age groups 
 

81.2 

20.Improving the LM relevance of education & training systems 89.2 81.2 

21.Institutional capacity, public administration, justice systems  63.1 82.8 

Total 83.8 88.6 

Source: Own calculations on European Commission financial data 

 

 

4.4.3. Financial resources allocated to CSRs/structural challenges by 

country 

The following table shows the percentage shares of ESI Funds allocated to 

CSRs/structural challenges in each Member States of the EU by policy area.  

Each percentage is calculated as the ratio of ESI Funds allocated to CSRs/structural 

challenges to the total ESI Funds allocated to a policy area in which a country received 

CSRs/structural challenges.  

For example, looking at the first policy area (RTDI), we can see that according to our 

estimation, 0% of ESI Funds contribute to address CSRs in Austria while 100% of the 

ESI Funds contribute to address CSRs/structural challenges in Bulgaria. This is due to 

the fact that, in Austria, no Specific Objective relevant to CSRs was identified, while in 

Bulgaria, relevant SOs have been selected and all the funds allocated to this policy 

area may contribute to address the respective reform needs.      

Overall, almost all countries mobilised more than 75% of total funds allocated to 

policy areas which received CSRs/structural challenges to address structural reform 

needs. The only exceptions are the Czech Republic, Germany and Sweden where a 

lower share of funds contributes to implement CSRs/structural challenges. Other key 

points can be highlighted looking at the differences between policy areas: 

 As far as access to employment is concerned, almost all the countries assigned 

100% or a significant share of resources to structural reform needs; the only 

exception is Sweden; 

 A high attention was given to the CSRs/structural challenges linked to the 

labour market integration of young people (all the countries assigned 100% of 

the resources allocated to this policy area); 

 More varied levels of coverage of CSRs/structural challenges characterise 

energy (ranging from as little as 7% to a maximum 100% of the allocated 

resources) and institutional capacity (ranging from 0 to 100%); 
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 In the area of health and long-term care, half of the countries did not mobilise 

ESI Funds to support CSRs/structural challenges, although they received 

specific recommendations on this theme;  

 In the Netherlands and in Denmark, which receive a low amount of ESI Funds, 

the strategy was to focus only on CSRs/structural challenges in certain policy 

areas: RTDI, business environment, access to employment, institutional 

capacity in the Netherlands; access to employment, LM relevance of education 

and training in Denmark. This applies to some extent also to Finland, Germany 

and Sweden; 

 13 countries (Bulgaria, France, Spain, Greece, Croatia, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, 

Malta, Portugal, Slovakia) allocated resources in all policy areas where they 

received CSRs/structural challenges, although to a different extent.  

If we consider only CSRs, leaving out structural challenges extracted from the Country 

Reports, we find similar results overall but a lower allocation of ESI Funds to the 

implementation of reform needs in Slovenia, Romania and Slovakia. On the contrary, 

in Cyprus, Bulgaria, Finland and Austria, the amount of resources which address CSRs, 

as percentage of total resources allocated, is higher that the equivalent ratio 

calculated by considering both CSRs and structural challenges from Country Reports. 
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Table 10 - Financial resources allocated to 2012-2015 CSRs/structural challenges, by country and policy area (%; 2014-2020 

programming)  

POLICY AREAS AT BE BG CY CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GR HR HU IE IT LT LU LV MT NL PL PT RO SE SI SK UK 

1.RTDI 0 

 

100 100 39 54 

 

100 96 

 

76 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 27 100 100 100 

2.Business Environment 100 

 

100 0 0 

  

0 100 100 84 18 0 83 100 100 

   

100 94 0 100 100 27 0 62 100 

3.Digital Infrastructures 

 

76 0 100 

           

89 

  

100 

  

84 

 

100 

 

100 98   

4.Energy 

 

100 100 100 100 7 

 

100 100 100 0 100 100 45 100 88 100 100 100 100 100 100 67 100 10 100 100 100 

5.Environmental protection 

    

0 

                

96 

     

79 

6.Resources efficiency 

   

100 

   

100 100 

 

59 100 100 100 

 

100 100 

 

100 100 

 

100 

 

100 

 

100 90 

 7.Transport 

 

0 0 100 

   

100 91 0 49 100 0 100 

 

96 100 

 

100 100 

 

100 71 100 88 100 100 100 

8.Access to Employment 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 97 100 100 77 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 68 100 0 100 100 100 

9.LM integration of young people 

  

100 100 100 

   

100 100 98 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

  

100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

11.Gender Equality 100 

  

100 100 0 

 

100 

 

0 89 83 100 11 100 96 

  

0 100 

 

100 

 

  

 

100 100 

12.Integration of marginalized groups 

 

100 41 

 

100 

        

100 

         

  

 

100   

13.Contrasting discrimination and poverty 

  

100 100 0 

  

0 100 0 

 

94 100 100 

 

99 100 

 

100 0 

  

97 100 

 

0 0 100 

15.Health and long-term care   100  100 0 

  

78 

  

88 100 100 

  

0  100 100  100 

 

100 

  

80  

16.Housing and other social infrastructure 

   

 100 

 

 

          

 

  

 

   

0 

  

 

17.Improving access to quality education and training 0 0 26  100 87  

 

50 

 

82 100 66 75 

 

76 

  

100 0  92 100 82 

  

39   

18.Reducing and preventing early school leaving 100 100 

    

 

 

98 

 

90 

  

100 

 

99 

  

100 100  

 

100 100 

   

  

19.Improving life-long learning for all age groups 

 

100 25 

    

100 

  

63 

  

95 

 

67 

 

100 

  

 100 

   

0 

 

100 

20.Improving the LM relevance of education & training 
systems 

 

100 100 0 0 

 

100 

 

100 

 

100 16 100 100 

 

64 100 

 

100 31  100 100 100 

 

100 100 0 

21.Institutional capacity, public administration, justice 

systems  44 60 96 0 72 0 0 100 89 0 21 81 100 87 0 74 

  

100 100 0 71 69 77 

 

100 62 1 

Total 71 83 58 72 56 38 86 84 95 75 69 87 66 86 98 93 95 100 97 92 93 91 91 97 44 71 87 92 

                             

 
Source: European Commission (financial data) and own calculations 
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Table 11 - Financial resources allocated to 2012-2015 CSRs (only), by country and policy area (%; 2014-2020 programming) 

POLICY AREAS AT BE BG CY CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR HR HU IE IT LT LU LV MT NL PL PT RO SE SI SK UK 

1.RTDI 

   

100 39 47 

 

100 78 

 

76 

 

100 

   

100 100 

 

100 100 100 100 27 0 

 

  

2.Business Environment 

  

100 

 

0 

  

0 100 100 84 0 83 100 100 

   

100 

 

0 100 100 

 

0 0 100 

3.Digital Infrastructures 

 

76 

            

89 

     

84 

 

100 

   

  

4.Energy 

 

100 100 

 

100 7 

 

100 67 100 0 

 

45 

 

52 100 100 100 100 

 

100 67 100 

  

88 100 

5.Environmental protection and 

adaptation to climate change 

                

  

        

  

6.Resources efficiency 

                    

100 

     

  

7.Transport 

 

0 

      

91 

 

0 

 

100 

 

96 

     

100 71 0 

   

100 

8.Access to Employment 100 100 100 

 

100 100 100 100 100 100 97 100 77 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 68 100 0 100 100 100 

9.LM integration of young people 

  

100 100 100 

   

100 100 98 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

  

100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

11.Gender Equality 100 

   

0 0 

 

100 

    

11 100 96 

   

100 

 

100 

    

100 100 

12.Integration of marginalized 
groups 

 

100 41 

         

100 

            

100   

13.Contrasting discrimination and 

poverty 

  

100 

 

0 

   

100 

  

100 100 

 

99 100 

 

100 

   

97 100 

 

0 

 

100 

15.Health and long-term care   100 

 

100 0 

  

78 

  

100 

   

0  100 100  

  

100 

  

80   

16.Housing and other social 
infrastructure 

    

100 

 

 

         

 

  

 

   

0 

   17.Improving access to quality 

education and training 0 0 26 

 

100 0  

 

50 

 

82 

 

75 

 

76 

  

100 

   

100 82 

  

0   

18.Reducing and preventing early 

school leaving 100 100 
    

 
 

98 
   

100 
 

99 
  

100 100 
   

100 
   

  
19.Improving life-long learning for 

all age groups 

  

25 

    

100 

  

63 

 

95 

 

67 

 

100 

   

100 

   

0 

 

100 

20.Improving the LM relevance of 

education & training systems 
 

100 100 0 0 
 

100 
 

100 
 

100 100 100 
  

100 
 

100 31 
 

100 100 100 
 

100 100 0 
21.Institutional capacity, public 

administration, justice systems  

  

96 

 

72 0 0 100 89 0 0 100 87 0 74 

  

100 100 

  

69 77 

 

100 23 1 

Total 100 78 88 86 60 34 86 82 88 93 60 63 85 97 90 89 100 100 94 100 92 91 52 49 30 51 91 

                            

 
Source: European Commission (financial data) and own calculations 
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4.5. The role of institutional capacity in the implementation of 
structural reforms 

4.5.1. Public governance and institutional capacity: findings of the mapping 

of CSR/structural challenges 

Over the period 2012-2015, 315 out of the 1,504 policy recommendations from CSRs, 

Country Reports and MoUs (approx. 21% of the total) have an institutional capacity 

dimension, despite the policy area in which they were classified. This means that they 

are related, at least to some extent, to: a reform of the Public Administration; the 

capacity of specific public authorities, e.g. line ministries; to the management of ESI 

Funds or, more generally, sound financial management.  

130 CSRs/structural challenges have been classified, as part of the mapping carried 

out in Task 2, in policy area 21 (“Institutional capacity, public administration and 

justice systems”) because they focus exclusively on good governance and institutional 

capacity in Member States.  

The following table shows the number of CSRs/structural challenges which concern 

various policy areas but are characterised by an institutional capacity dimension, as 

well as the subset of CSRs/structural challenges which deal exclusively with good 

governance and were, therefore classified, in policy area 21.  

 

Table 12 - Good governance and institutional capacity challenges identified 

by CSRs and Country Reports/MoU in 2012-2015 (number and % on total policy 

challenges) 

Member State 

CSR sub-parts/challenges with an 
institutional capacity dimension (all 

policy areas) 

CSR sub-parts/challenges classified 
in policy area 21 

No. % of challenges No. % of challenges 

AT 2 5.1% 2 5.1% 
BE 8 16.3% 2 4.1% 
BG 29 40.8% 9 12.7% 
CY 13 23.6% 3 5.5% 
CZ 12 20.0% 5 8.3% 
DE 9 21.4% 3 7.1% 
DK 3 12.0% 1 4.0% 
EE 3 7.9% 3 7.9% 
EL 22 29.7% 12 16.2% 
ES 30 46.2% 6 9.2% 
FI 5 11.4% 5 11.4% 
FR 5 8.5% 5 8.5% 
HR 18 35.3% 6 11.8% 
HU 7 8.0% 7 8.0% 
IE 8 21.1% 1 2.6% 
IT 16 21.1% 12 15.8% 
LT 1 2.1% 

 
0.0% 

LU 6 13.0% 
 

0.0% 
LV 15 24.2% 7 11.3% 
MT 10 20.0% 6 12.0% 
NL 3 7.7% 3 7.7% 
PL 11 18.3% 3 5.0% 
PT 13 29.5% 5 11.4% 
RO 19 24.4% 12 15.4% 
SE 

 
0.0% 

 
0.0% 

SI 13 21.3% 6 9.8% 
SK 27 45.0% 4 6.7% 
UK 7 14.6% 2 4.2% 

EU13 178 22.8% 71 9.1% 
EU15 137 18.9% 59 8.2% 

Total 315 21.0% 130 8.6% 

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSR/structural challenges  
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57% of the CSRs/structural challenges with an institutional capacity dimension 

concern the EU13. The number of CSRs/structural challenges with an institutional 

capacity dimension varies considerably across countries from a minimum of 0 in 

Sweden to a maximum of 30 in Spain.  

Figure 9 below shows that, apart from policy area 21, the other policy areas where the 

share of CSRs/structural challenges with an institutional capacity dimension is highest 

(>30%) are health and long term care, improving access to quality education, 

contrasting discrimination and poverty, LM integration of young people and access to 

employment. In absolute values, the majority of institutional capacity CSRs/structural 

challenges are related to “Health and long-term care”, “Contrasting discrimination and 

poverty”, and “Improving access to quality education”. 

 

Figure 9 - Share of cohesion relevant CSRs/structural challenges with an 

institutional capacity dimension in each policy area (%)  

 

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSRs/structural challenges 

 

In line with the trend of all CSRs/structural challenges, the number of CSRs/structural 

challenges with an institutional capacity component was highest in 2013 and 2014 

(peak year for the EU as a whole), while there was a sharp 40% decline in 2015 as a 

result of the streamlining process. It is worth noting that, due to the streamlining, 

there was a reduction not only in the absolute number of CSRs but, overall, also in 

their sub-parts which these data refer to.  
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Figure 10 - Good governance and institutional capacity CSR/challenges in all 

policy areas, trends 2012-2015  

 

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSR/structural challenges 

 

The number of CSRs/structural challenges is higher in the EU13 Member States with a 

peak in 2013, while in the EU15 the trend over time is substantially constant. This 

reflects both the stronger need for enhancing public sector governance and the 

capacity to manage funds in less experienced contexts which participated for the first 

time to the entire programming period in 2007-2013.  

In some countries the number of CSRs/structural challenges in policy area 21 was high 

in 2015 despite the streamlining, which shows how the poor institutional capacity is 

still an important issue (e.g. in Greece, Italy, Romania). On the other hand, Malta, 

Slovenia and Bulgaria show a decreasing trend over time (see next table). 

 

Table 13 - Number of CSR/challenges with an institutional capacity 

dimension by year and country  

MS 

All CSR challenges with an institutional 
capacity dimension (all policy areas) CSR/challenges classified in policy area 21 

2012 2013 2014 2015 
2012-
2015 2012 2013 2014 2015 

2012-
2015 

AT 1 1 
  

2 1 1 
  

2 
BE 2 4 2 

 
8 1 1 

  
2 

BG 9 8 9 3 29 3 3 2 1 9 

CY 1 6 4 2 13 
 

1 1 1 3 
CZ 3 3 3 3 12 2 1 1 1 5 
DE 1 3 3 2 9 

 
1 1 1 3 

DK 2 1 
  

3 
 

1 
  

1 
EE 1 1 1 

 
3 1 1 1 

 
3 

EL 7 5 4 6 22 3 3 3 3 12 
ES 6 10 11 3 30 1 1 1 3 6 
FI 2 1 1 1 5 2 1 1 1 5 
FR 

 
2 2 1 5 

 
2 2 1 5 

HR 
 

5 7 6 18 
 

2 2 2 6 
HU 1 3 1 2 7 1 3 1 2 7 
IE 3 3 2 

 
8 

  
1 

 
1 

IT 4 3 5 4 16 3 2 4 3 12 
LT 

  
1 

 
1 

     LU 1 1 2 2 6 
     LV 4 4 5 2 15 2 2 2 1 7 

MT 
 

3 3 4 10 
 

3 2 1 6 
NL 1 1 1 

 
3 1 1 1 

 
3 

PL 4 4 3 
 

11 1 1 1 
 

3 
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PT 3 1 6 3 13 2 1 1 1 5 
RO 5 5 5 4 19 3 3 2 4 12 
SI 1 6 4 2 13 

 
3 2 1 6 

SK 7 7 7 6 27 1 1 1 1 4 
UK 2 3 2 

 
7 

 
1 1 

 
2 

EU13 36 55 53 34 178 14 24 18 15 71 
EU15 35 39 41 22 137 14 16 16 13 59 

Total 71 94 94 56 315 28 40 34 28 130 

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSR/structural challenges 

 

Looking at the share of institutional capacity issues as % of total challenges in a 

certain country, Spain stands out with the highest number of CSR/challenges, which 

represents more than 46% of the total challenges identified in the country, followed 

by Slovakia (45%) and Bulgaria (41%). On the other hand, in Sweden no 

CSR/challenges on good governance exists while in Lithuania and Austria institutional 

capacity shortcomings are mentioned in 5% or less of total policy recommendations.  

 

Figure 11 - Share of CSR/structural challenges with an institutional capacity 

dimension by country as % of total challenges  

 

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSR/structural challenges 
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Considering only policy area 21, the highest number of CSR/structural challenges 

concerned Greece, Italy and Romania, 12 challenges each, followed by Bulgaria with 9 

challenges. In Greece, Italy and Romania the institutional capacity challenges 

represent more than 15% of the total challenges in all policy areas (Figure 12).   

Apart from Sweden, Luxembourg and Lithuania which did not receive any policy 

recommendation in this area, other EU15 countries had only a limited number of 

challenges in the years considered (one challenges in Ireland and Denmark, 2 

challenges in Austria, Belgium and United Kingdom).  

 

Figure 12 - Share of CSR/structural challenges classified in policy area 21 

“Institutional capacity, public administration and justice systems” by country 

as % of total challenges  

  

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSR/structural challenges  
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4.5.2. The different “dimensions” of institutional capacity 

Considering all CSRs/structural challenges which address, to some extent, institutional 

capacity, more than half of the total recommendations (53%) are focused on better 

governance in specific policy areas (especially health and long-term care, contrasting 

discrimination and poverty, improving access to quality education), 32% concern 

public administration efficiency and governance in general (including justice systems) 

and 15% are about better management of ESI Funds or, more in general, sound 

financial management.   

 

Figure 13 - Distribution of 2012-2015 CSR/structural challenges (all policy 

areas) by institutional capacity dimension  

 

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSR/structural challenges 

 

Whether we consider only the challenges addressing public administration efficiency 

and governance in general (policy area 21) or all the challenges with an institutional 

capacity dimension (i.e. those classified in other policy areas), the figure below show 

that Country Reports and MoUs are more focussed on governance of ESI Funds than 

the CSRs in which, conversely, a greater share of challenges concerns institutional 

capacity in specific policy areas.  
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Figure 14 - Institutional capacity dimensions in CSR vs. Country Reports and 

MoU  

 

 

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSRs/structural challenges 

 

The following figure shows the distribution of CSRs/structural challenges by country 

and institutional capacity dimension. The following key points emerge: 

 CSRs/structural challenges which focus on institutional capacity in specific 

policy areas are the most frequent across countries.  

 CSRs/structural challenges which focus on improving efficiency and governance 

in general (including justice systems) have been found in all countries except 

for the United Kingdom and Luxembourg, although this is not the most 

widespread dimension.  

 Challenges concerning management of ESI Funds or sound financial 

management can be found in 18 countries. In particular, in Slovakia there are 

7 CSR/challenges related to this issue, followed by Bulgaria, Czech Republic 

and Italy with 5 challenges each. Italy and Bulgaria were actually the countries 

with the worst Cohesion spending performance in 2007-2013, together with 

Romania.    
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Figure 15 - CSR/structural challenges by country and institutional capacity 

dimension  

 

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSR/structural challenges 

 

44 CSRs/challenges, or 3% of the total, are related to the reform of the judicial 

system. Most of them have been classified in policy area 21. However, in some cases, 

CSRs/challenges which highlight, among other issues, the need for a judiciary reform 

are related to business environment (e.g. in Greece and Croatia) or to banking reform 

(in Spain). In these cases the challenge is, for instance, to streamline judicial 

proceedings and enhance their efficiency. Slow judicial proceedings are considered an 

obstacle to entrepreneurship and competitiveness and hence also hamper attraction of 

investments. In the EU15, most of these CSRs/challenges have been identified in 

Greece (5) followed by Spain and Italy (4). In the EU13, 4 challenges have been 

identified in Latvia Croatia and Slovenia.  
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Table 14 - CSR/challenges concerning justice 

 

Recommendations on judicial 

system (policy area 21 
"Institutional capacity, PA and 

justice" 

Other recommendations specific 
to businesses and banking  

(policy areas 02 and 05) Total 

BG 3 
 

3 
EL 4 1 5 

ES 3 1 4 
HR 3 1 4 
HU 1 

 
1 

IE 1 
 

1 
IT 4 

 
4 

LV 4 
 

4 
MT 3 

 

3 

PL 2 
 

2 
PT 3 

 
3 

RO 3 
 

3 
SI 4 

 

4 

SK 3 
 

3 

EU13 26 1 27 
EU15 15 2 17 

Total 41 3 44 

Source: own calculations on data from mapping of CSR/structural challenges 

 

4.5.3. Extent to which programming documents reflected reforms of public 

governance and institutional capacity 

Main obstacles to good governance in the Member States 

 

In some Member States such as Germany, Denmark, Netherlands and Luxembourg 

there is no particular impediment as regards institutional capacity and there are no 

relevant CSRs/structural challenges.  

However, the need for simplifying ESI Funds management is often mentioned as a key 

step to be taken to avoid that, in some contexts, instead of being used to improve 

governance, ESI Funds create an additional obstacle. Indeed, also the ex post 

evaluations of cohesion policy 2007-2013, and the recently published synthesis, have 

highlighted that bureaucracy was excessive, especially in countries with small 

programmes.  

Therefore, even if there are no challenges highlighted and recommendations made 

within the Semester process on the functioning of the public administration, it is worth 

noting that the need to comply with the ESI Funds’ regulations may be an impediment 

to the smooth running of the public administration, given the current complexity which 

characterise the management of funds.     

Apart from ESI Funds’ “red tape”, the interviews highlighted that especially in the 

abovementioned Member States there is a good degree of cooperation between 

national and regional levels, as well as between various national authorities and 

between regional actors. Administration and management of the programmes is 

relatively well resourced, meaning that there is sufficient and well qualified staff, and 

the quality of administrative processes and data systems are high. 

On the contrary, the fragmentation of responsibilities between ministries, agencies, 

national and local authorities and the limited coordination and cooperation between 

public authorities are considered an obstacle or at least there is need for 

improvements in a number of other Member States (interviews on Greece, Portugal, 
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Belgium, Austria, France, Estonia, Czech Republic, Bulgaria, Croatia, Slovenia, Italy 

and the Netherlands). In general this problem tends to affect more medium-large 

sized countries, where the decentralisation (or federalism) and the division of 

competences between the regional and central level entail a high degree of 

coordination and cooperation in relation to multiple policy areas such as research and 

innovation, health, education.  

Interviews have identified additional problems in terms of limited capacity of the Public 

Administration resulting from a lack of qualified or adequately skilled human resources 

due to budgetary pressures, high turnover, unattractive conditions for public sector 

employment, or resistance to change of management systems (interviews on Italy, 

Greece, France, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia and Romania).  

Moreover, the low efficiency of the judicial system identified in some countries impacts 

negatively on quality of life but also on the competitiveness of the business 

environment and on the capacity to attract foreign businesses (interviews on Italy and 

Slovenia). As we have pointed out in the previous paragraphs, the need to speed up 

commercial trials is often addressed by CSRs, an obstacle to good governance which 

falls under the category of challenges that require some improvements of the Public 

Administration in general, rather than in specific policy areas.  

Politicisation of the decision-making processes (interviews on Poland, Hungary and 

Slovenia) and vulnerability of public procurement with respect to corruption (interview 

on Bulgaria) present further obstacles to good governance identified in Member 

States. 

 

Role of ESI Funds in supporting implementation of CSRs/structural reforms 

with an institutional capacity dimension 

Considering the fact that there are no governance related problems in most of the 

northern and central EU15 countries, hence no CSR/structural challenges, ESI Funds 

have not a relevant role in this respect in Austria, Belgium, Germany, Denmark, 

Sweden, Finland and in the Netherlands, apart from the possibility of using technical 

assistance resources to support routine activities of public servants.  

In the remaining countries ESI Funds have a role as they contribute to address 

fragmentation and coordination issues as well as, in general, to improve institutional 

capacity. In Portugal, both the ERDF and the ESF have a long history of support to 

administrative capacity at the level of municipalities, but also in other regional and 

sub-regional administrations – such as the inter-municipal communities and the 

regional bodies of the central administration. In Greece ESI Funds have been used for 

implementing administrative reforms suggested by the OECD in the previous 

programming period and cohesion funds are used to launch the necessary studies for 

investigating and specifying how the recommendations can be best implemented. In 

France, the funds, through the use of TO11, contribute to the modernisation of the 

public administration in the Outermost Regions. 

In Italy, there is an entire OP devoted to enhancing institutional capacity. The OP 

Governance and Institutional Capacity is focused on the modernisation of the 

administrative system and on developing multilevel governance capacity, particularly 

in public investment programmes. The programme finances also e-government 

measures, e-procurement, electronic trials. Other national OPs also play a significant 
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role32. At regional level, several programmes target CSR which concern institutional 

capacity by means of measures aiming at: enhancing transparency and accessibility of 

public data; reducing regulatory burdens; improving efficiency and quality of justice 

system; enhancing integrity and legality in the public administration also in view of 

fighting undeclared work. 

In some EU13 countries, ESI Funds have a key role. For instance in Romania, the 

strengthening of institutional capacity, essential for pursuing the reforms, relies to a 

large extent on the Funds, particularly on the Administrative Capacity OP (ACOP). In 

Bulgaria, ESI Funds are used to promote exchange of experiences, good governance 

practices and models for increasing the knowledge and competences of employees in 

several institutions (mostly by means of TO11). In Slovenia the funds are used to: 

improve human resources management (e.g. by means of a single IT system for HR 

management and strategic planning in state administration bodies); enhance 

governance and transparency in public administration by introducing internal work 

quality assessments, external performance assessments and processes to monitor and 

control quality via proper IT support; improve the legislative framework and upgrade 

e-services for a user-oriented public administration. Furthermore, other interventions, 

funded under TO11, aim at improving the justice system staff competences. 

In the Baltic states ESI Funds are also important. In Estonia, the focus is on the 

development of the human resources management system and on improving 

horizontal coordination. In Lithuania and Latvia, the Funds are used to strengthen 

institutional capacities, the public procurement process and the quality of decision 

making (mostly by means of TO11). 

In Poland and Slovakia the ESI Funds are also used for similar purposes while in the 

Czech Republic their role is more limited due to: unclear strategies of the OPs in this 

respect, and a mismatch between these strategies and the design of the calls for 

proposals (selection criteria do not reflect the needs for better governance), the 

embryonic stage of partnership development and the presence of stakeholders who 

favour their own interests instead of promoting public interest. In Slovakia, three OPs 

target institutional capacity and related CSRs33. In Poland, the main area of ESI Funds 

support to the institutional capacity is e-administration and e-public services. The 

issues are addressed by the sectoral programme Digital Poland (on a national level), 

as well as by regional programmes. Specific Objectives under TO11 of the OP 

Knowledge Education Development directly target institutional capacity. 

In Malta, ESI Funds are used to improve the efficiency of the public service delivery by 

reducing the administrative burden for both citizens and business, including in the 

area of public procurement (in particular, the Priority Axis 4 of the ESF programme by 

means of TO11). In this context the government recognises the central role of ICT 

instruments, thus the investments mainly aim at providing public administration 

employees with necessary skills and expertise so to reach the National ICT 

Interoperability Framework goals, especially in the field of e-procurement. These 

interventions are complemented with the e-government facilities and ICT 

infrastructures financed by the ERDF. In particular investments in ICT for public 

service delivery (e-health, e-environment and e-administration) to reduce 

communication barriers and streamline the administrative procedures are financed 

                                           
32 The OP on Legality includes measures for enhancing the integrity of the PA. The OP Active 
Employment envisages actions for improving PES efficiency and quality. 
33 The OP Effective Public Administration, the OP Technical Assistance as well as individual 
technical assistance priority axes of the OPs. 
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(Priority Axis 2 of the ERDF OPI, under TO2). The justice-related CSRs are also 

addressed by the ESF OP (Priority Axis 4, under TO11) which invests in human capital 

enhancement, strengthening competences and capacities within the judicial system to 

successfully implement the justice reform launched in 2013. 

As part of the analysis of documents carried out by national experts we were able to 

identify, for each CSR/structural challenge, the Operational Programmes which 

mobilised Specific Objectives which can address such challenges.  

The number of CSR/structural challenges with an institutional capacity dimension, the 

number of those challenges which mobilise ESI Funds in each Member States and the 

share of challenges which mobilise ESIF, on total challenges with an institutional 

capacity dimension, are shown in the following table.  

Overall nearly 60% of ESI Funds relevant CSR sub-parts and structural challenges 

with an institutional capacity dimension are addressed by programmes through the 

pursuit of Specific Objectives (see   
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Table 15).  

On average 63% of ESI Funds relevant CSR sub-parts and structural challenges which 

concern institutional capacity in specific policy areas have mobilised ESI Funds 

by introducing Specific Objectives in line with the challenges. Also in this case the 

situation is significantly variable across countries. The share of CSRs/structural 

challenges which mobilised ESI Funds is zero in the Netherlands and Germany while it 

is 100% in Denmark, Latvia and Poland.   

ESI Funds programmes contribute to address especially institutional capacity 

challenges related to the labour market, as well as education and training. In 

particular the ESI Funds co-finance initiatives aiming at strengthening the capacity to 

provide employment services, education and training including VETs in Belgium, 

Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark, Czech Republic, Greece, Spain, Croatia, Ireland, Italy, 

Latvia, Poland, Portugal, Romania and Slovakia. A particular attention on integration 

of young people characterises Luxembourg and Portugal. In some Member States such 

as Bulgaria, Cyprus, Croatia, Latvia and Romania, ESI Funds contribute to reinforce 

capacity as regards other social services such as those against discrimination and 

poverty. For instance, in Romania, a project on the elaboration of the plan for ”de-

institutionalization” of the children and their transition to community (related to a 

2013 CSR) is currently ongoing. In Spain, TO11 under the Social Inclusion OP funds 

initiatives to implement an extensive public consultation process to define 

programming, including who was previously excluded from the process. In the Czech 

Republic, Greece, Croatia, Poland, Romania and Slovakia, the funds contribute to 

improve managing capacity and efficiency in the health sector. ESI Funds are used to 

improve institutional capacity in other policy areas such as RTDI and energy (Bulgaria, 

Denmark, Spain, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia and the United Kingdom), transport 

(Latvia, Poland, Portugal and the UK), business environment (Italy, Malta, Greece and 

Croatia).   

ESI Funds do not have a significant role in strengthening institutional capacity in 

specific policy areas in Hungary, Lithuania, Netherlands, Sweden, Finland, Estonia, 

Germany and Austria.  

If we look at the CSRs/challenges concerning the reform of public administration 

and institutional capacity in general, we can observe that, on average, about half 

of them have mobilised ESI Funds programmes. The share of CSRs/structural 

challenges that are addressed by ESI Funds through the use of Specific Objectives is 

high (60% or more) in Bulgaria, Estonia, Croatia, Hungary, Latvia, Malta, Poland, 

Romania, Italy and in Austria.   

The funds are used to strengthen the competences of employees, exchange of 

experiences and good governance practices, improve horizontal coordination, 

strengthen public procurement processes, e-government services in Bulgaria, Estonia, 

Greece, Croatia, Hungary, French Outermost regions, Lithuania, Romania and 

Slovakia. For example, in Spain, the number of Intermediate Bodies was reduced and 

a training plan for those with know-how deficit introduced. Measures to increase 

transparency and access to public data are financed in Italy. Initiatives supporting 

justice reforms are financed in Bulgaria, Malta, Latvia, Portugal, Poland, Romania, 

Slovenia and Italy.   

ESI Funds have no significant role in the public administration reform in Belgium, 

Cyprus, Germany, Denmark, Netherlands and Sweden.  



 

89 

 

On average, almost 65% of the CSRs/challenges which concern the governance 

of funds or more in general sound financial management, have mobilised ESI Funds 

resources. However there are considerable differences across countries. In the UK, 

France, Finland, Spain, Cyprus and Hungary, there are no Specific Objectives in the 

programmes which can be linked to the CSRs/challenges concerning management of 

Funds. On the contrary, in Croatia, Slovenia, Malta as well as in Belgium and 

Germany, the programmes include Specific Objectives that can be linked to all the 

CSRs/structural challenges which deal with sound financial management.  

The capacity to manage EU Funds effectively and efficiently is a challenge which 

mostly concerns some EU13 and southern EU15 countries. Sometimes a more general 

challenge reflecting a need for a sound or improved financial management of the 

public administration, not related to how EU funds are used, is also highlighted in the 

Country Reports of other central EU15 Member States. 

Capacity to manage EU Funds is targeted in specific OPs mostly by financing training, 

exchange of good practices and new or upgraded IT systems. For instance, in Cyprus, 

Priority Axis 4 of the OP Employment, Human Resources and Social Cohesion contains 

provisions to improve staff capacities. In the Czech Republic, the OP Technical 

Assistance, the OP Employment and the Integrated Regional OP all aim at providing a 

contribution to strengthen the management of ESI Funds. In Greece, the OPs North 

Aegean, Attica, Competitiveness include relevant provisions as well. In Romania, the 

most significant OPs in this respect are the Administrative Capacity OP (ACOP) and 

Technical Assistance OP.  

In several cases, the technical assistance axes are key to contribute to improve 

capacity. The funds are used to outsource tasks but also for human resource 

development and to integrate salaries. Capacity of managing ESI Funds relies on the 

activities included in the technical assistance axes in Cyprus, Czech Republic, Hungary, 

Latvia, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Greece and Italy. In Poland the OP Technical 

Assistance is used to address the issue of institutional capacity. 

In Hungary, even though no CSR deals with capacity building to manage EU Funds, all 

the OPs rely on the technical assistance priority axis in order to ensure a streamlined 

and efficient implementation. OPs frequently implement the so called central projects 

which consist of mentoring and methodological support for project holders of local 

actors or civic organizations of a particular grant scheme. These central projects help 

the project holder to manage more effectively its EU financed project and also help the 

MA by increasing the quality of projects they need to deal with. These mentoring and 

methodological development projects are mostly envisaged in the HRDOP. 

In Croatia, a new public administration development strategy, the main ex-ante 

conditionality for the use of funds, is still under negotiation with the Commission. This 

is aimed at helping to ensure that the funds are used in the most efficient way.  

In France due to political inability to provide a national framework agreement on 

dividing lines on ESF Funding between the national MA and the Regional MAs, the 

signing of separate regional agreements (school leavers, employees training) became 

necessary. Similarly, as per request of the Assembly of Departments of France, the 

French Government decided that, as in 2007-2013, the management on the ESF 

Funding of active inclusion policies will be managed by the State in coordination with 

the Departments thus not including them in the Regional Programmes. This leads to a 

large dispersion of public effort. The national MA and the Regional ones now consider 

that the decentralisation of responsibilities has been only half completed, which is to 

some extent a source of low efficiency. In any case, the upgrading of the 
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administration efficiency through ICT is considered in several regional OPs (e-

government, e-health). TO11 is used in the outermost regions ERDF and ESF OPs.  

TO11 is used for strengthening capacity to manage EU Funds also in in Greece, Latvia 

and Slovenia. 

In Italy, difficulties in implementing programming in full accordance with the Funds 

Regulations resulted in an urgent need to streamline processes and procedures. The 

OP Governance and Institutional Capacity includes a dedicated Priority Axis (no. 3) 

whose goals are: to strengthen local and multilevel governance and improve the 

efficiency of public investment; improve monitoring and evaluation along the 

implementation of the programmes; foster production of territorial statistics and data 

in accordance with common quality standards. In recent years, the Italian public 

administration faced structural shortcomings in the field of institutional capacity, 

mainly related to the lack of efficiency and to disproportionate bureaucratic burdens, 

which caused a slow absorption of EU Funds. Following the indications of the 

Commission, in 2014 Italy set up the Administrative Reinforcement Plans (ARP) as a 

key instrument to improve the management of the ESI Funds and reinforce the 

institutional capacity of public administrations (Ministries and Regions) responsible of 

the OPs. In practice, an ARP is an operational document which forms part of the OPs, 

in which the administration outlines the areas of improvement, in terms of procedural 

streamlining, human resources management and managing tools, and the relevant 

quantitative targets concerning the reduced timing of procedures.  

In Portugal, Cohesion policy has given a great contribution to the modernisation of 

public administration, over the years, but also had other positive impacts on funds’ 

management in terms of the introduction and diffusion of good governance principles, 

such as the culture of evaluation, the principle of partnership, or the presentation of 

multiannual budgets. This reinforcement is expected to continue in the current 

programming period.  
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Table 15 - CSRs/structural challenges, with an institutional capacity 

dimension, addressed in ESI Funds programmes through the use of Specific 

Objectives (by Member State) 

 

No. of ESI Funds 
relevant 
CSR/challenges 

No. of CSR/challenges 
which mobilise ESI 
Funds (by means of 
SOs) 

% of CSR/challenges that mobilise 
ESI Funds on the total 

 

Gover

nance 

of 

funds  

Improv. 

governa

nce in 

general 

Inst. 
capacity 

specific 

policy 

areas 

Gover

nance 

of 

funds  

Improv. 

governa

nce in 

general 

Inst. 
capacity 

specific 

policy 

areas 

Governanc

e of funds  

Improv. 

governanc

e in 

general 

Inst. 
capacity 

specific 

policy 

areas Tot. 

AT 0 2 0 0 2 0 
 

100.0 
 

100.
0 

BE 1 1 5 1 1 3 100.0 100.0 60.0 71.4 

BG 5 5 19 4 3 13 80.0 60.0 68.4 69.0 

CY 3 0 7 0 0 3 0.0 
 

42.9 30.0 

CZ 5 0 7 4 0 5 80.0 
 

71.4 75.0 

DE 2 3 1 2 0 0 100.0 0.0 0.0 33.3 

DK 0 1 2 0 0 2 
 

0.0 100.0 66.7 

EE 0 3 0 0 2 0 
 

66.7 
 

66.7 

EL 3 9 9 1 4 7 33.3 44.4 77.8 57.1 

ES 1 5 17 0 2 16 0.0 40.0 94.1 78.3 

FI 1 4 0 0 0 0 0.0 0.0 
 

0.0 

FR 1 4 0 0 1 0 0.0 25.0 
 

20.0 

HR 3 2 13 3 2 6 100.0 100.0 46.2 61.1 

HU 2 5 0 0 3 0 0.0 60.0 
 

42.9 

IE 0 3 3 0 0 1 
 

0.0 33.3 16.7 

IT 5 5 6 4 4 4 80.0 80.0 66.7 75.0 

LT 0 0 0 0 0 0 
    

LU 0 0 6 0 0 3 
  

50.0 50.0 

LV 2 5 5 1 3 4 50.0 60.0 80.0 67.7 

MT 1 5 3 1 4 1 100.0 80.0 33.3 66.7 

NL 0 1 2 0 0 0 
 

0.0 0.0 0.0 

PL 0 3 6 0 3 6 
 

100.0 100.0 
100.

0 

PT 0 4 9 0 2 4 
 

50.0 44.4 46.2 

RO 4 5 8 3 4 6 75.0 80.0 75.0 76.5 

SE 0 0 0 0 0 0 
    

SI 1 2 6 1 0 2 100.0 0.0 33.3 33.3 

SK 7 2 11 6 0 5 85.7 0.0 45.5 55.0 

UK 1 0 6 0 0 4 0.0 
 

66.7 57.1 

Tot 48 79 151 31 40 95 64.6 50.6 62.9 59.7 

Source: Analysis of OPs conducted by National Experts and mapping of CSR/structural 

challenges. 

 

As part of the eSurvey, MAs were asked to specify what actions are being taken within 

the OPs to improve institutional capacity in response to CSRs/structural challenges. 

The categories of actions are shown in the figure below. Approximately one third of 

the respondents highlighted that the initiatives require an adjustment and 

improvement of internal process and procedures. A “reorganisation of structures 

responsible for policy design and implementation” and “changes in human resources 

management and organisation” are actions that were mentioned each in approx. 20% 
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of the cases. 13% of respondents point out that there was an adjustment of response 

time of the administration and 9% say that they improved their approach to service 

provision.  

 

Figure 16 - Specific actions taken to improve institutional capacity in 

response to CSR/structural challenges* 

 

* 94 responses from 18 countries: BE, DE, ES, FI, FR, IT, LU, NL, PT, UK, BG, CZ, HU, 

LT, MT, PL, RO, SK. 

Source: own calculations on data from the eSurvey 

 

7% of respondents list other actions such as measures to fight corruption in Lithuania, 

actions to strengthen partnership arrangements and to facilitate concentration and 

integration of investments in the UK. Adjustment of processes and procedures is the 

most important category of actions in all countries but especially in the older Member 

States, while enhancement of human resource management and of the approaches to 

service provision is more common in the EU13 Member States compared to the EU15.   
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Figure 17 - Specific actions taken to improve institutional capacity in 

response to CSR/structural challenges by country group 

 

Source: own calculations on data from the eSurvey 

 

Examples of specific initiatives taken within Thematic Objective 11 

Approximately EUR 4.2 billion were allocated to the Thematic Objective 11 on 

“Enhancing Institutional Capacity of Public Authorities and Efficient Public 

Administration”, considering the ERDF and ESF (1% of total ERDF and more than 4% 

of total ESF). The relative weight of TO11 is significant in EU13 countries. For instance 

it accounts for 4.9% of the total allocation in Bulgaria, 3.3% in Croatia, 4.4% in 

Hungary, 3.2% in Lithuania, 5.0% in Romania and 2.8% in Slovakia34. The total 

amount of funding in absolute terms is also important to consider, as in the case of 

Italy. 

17 Member States use TO11. These are listed in the table below. Nearly 3.7 billion 

come from the ESF and EUR 589 million from the ERDF. The latter is allocated to TO11 

in Romania, Italy, Estonia and Czech Republic. 

Figure 18 shows the resources allocated to TO11 by country as % of the total (ESF + 

ERDF). This share varies from a minimum of 0.1% in France to more than 4% in 

Romania, Bulgaria, Estonia and Hungary. 

 

Table 16 - Resources allocated to TO11 (EUR) 

MS ERDF  ESF  TOTAL 

BG 
 

251,473,110.0 251,473,110.0 

CY 
 

5,055,000.0 5,055,000.0 

CZ 46,406,994.0 134,315,279.0 180,722,273.0 

EE 89,132,979.0 30,211,800.0 119,344,779.0 

FR 
 

20,205,319.0 20,205,319.0 

GR 
 

281,126,067.0 281,126,067.0 

HR 
 

191,276,944.0 191,276,944.0 

                                           
34 First analysis of the Partnership Agreements. See European Commission, Effectiveness and 
added value of Cohesion policy, 2015 
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HU 
 

684,855,782.0 684,855,782.0 

IT 187,568,543.0 612,593,619.0 800,162,162.0 

LT 
 

150,359,184.0 150,359,184.0 

LV 
 

18,063,357.0 18,063,357.0 

MT 
 

8,800,000.0 8,800,000.0 

PL 
 

172,303,025.0 172,303,025.0 

PT 
 

249,696,283.0 249,696,283.0 

RO 265,957,447.0 514,080,636.0 780,038,083.0 

SI 
 

62,073,980.0 62,073,980.0 

SK 
 

267,311,313.0 267,311,313.0 

Total 589,065,963.0 3,653,800,698.0 4,242,866,661.0 

Source: own calculations on Commission data, ESI Funds 2014-2020 financial details 

 

Figure 18 - TO11 as % of total ERDF and ESF 

 

Source: own calculations on Commission data, ESI Funds 2014-2020 financial details 

 

Some TO11 initiatives worth mentioning here include:  

 In Spain, some actions have been taken to improve a sound financial 

management, such as a reduction of the number of intermediate bodies 

participating in the process of programming definition, a separation of the regional 

and national resources in the OPs, training plans for fund managers and for those 

with more knowledge deficit. 

 In Cyprus, the digital strategy co-financed through the Priority Axis 2 of the OP 

“Competitiveness and Sustainable Development” included: deployment of ICT 

infrastructure, products and services and of e-commerce; strengthening of ICT 

applications/systems for e-government, e-learning, e-health etc. 
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 In Czech Republic, a project aimed at speeding-up the operations of the judicial 

system via funding of salaries of additional supportive staff at courts was launched. 

 In Greece, several IT solutions have been financed: the Ermis Platform to issue 

certificates, the Transparency Platform (Διαύγεια) to report all economic 

transactions timely, the electronic medical prescriptions of the National Health 

System (ΕΟΠΠΥ), the generalisation of electronic signature in the public service 

(followed by a common archiving procedure). 

 In the French Outermost regions, the TO11 was used to train civil servants of local 

authorities in the context of setting up a single regional authority (Martinique 

ERDF/ESF OP) or in the context of new inter-municipal bodies (Guadeloupe 

ERDF/ESF OP), in capacity building of socio-economic actors, promotion of social 

dialogue and networking (Guyana ESF OP). 

 In Lithuania, TO11 contributes to the update of the Central Public Procurement 

Information System. 

 In Malta, training programmes both aimed at public administration employees and 

stakeholders in the justice sector, including study visits to “best practice countries” 

are financed (ESF OP). 

 In Romania, TO11 is used, among other things, to set a framework for the e-

government tools (EGOV), and for the implementation of a public policies 

development system in the social inclusion sector within the Ministry of Labour 

Family Social Protection and Elderly.  

 In Slovenia, TO11 is used for: upgrading of the civil servants system by improving 

human resources management, introducing centralised IT system based on new 

government IT cloud and simplifying e-public services. 

Some additional examples actions taken under TO11 were collected through the 

survey: 

 Improve management of funds: often the funding allocated to TO11 is primarily 

used to increase institutional capacity of public administration as such but it 

indirectly contributes to enhance sound financial management. For instance this 

was mentioned by Czech Republic respondents in relation to the OP Employment 

which supports the development of Project management offices at ministries and 

other public bodies that represent major recipients of ESI Funds.  

 Training: Training activities targeting public administration employees including 

those involved in the EU Funds management (e.g. ROP Valle d'Aosta ESF, Rural 

Development Programme – Lithuania, Regional Operational Programme for 

Opolskie). 

 Intervention on IT and Digital solutions: Adjustments of existing processes for aid 

disbursement to SMEs; improvement of internal procedures for management of 

ERDF funds through the use of digital solutions, and simplified standard solutions, 

developing new IT systems and services (e.g. ROP Trento ERDF, Operational 

Programme for Cohesion Policy Funding - Estonia). 
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4.6. Final remarks on the alignment between the CSRs/structural 
challenge and the ESI Funds and the role of institutional 

capacity  

Linkages between CSRs/structural challenges and the ESI Funds: the 

alignment is satisfactory and the influence of the Semester is significant 

 On average the coverage of CSRs in programming documents is wide and the 

influence of the Semester on programming and implementation is important, as 

confirmed by the desk analysis of programming documents, the analysis of 

financial resources and the eSurvey. Programmes generally address most of 

the relevant CSRs as well as the structural challenges highlighted in the 

Country Reports through implicit or explicit references. According to the MAs, 

CSRs have been taken into account in the preparation of 2014-2020 OPs. CSRs 

and in several cases structural challenges are reflected in the specific 

objectives and the selection criteria of the OPs. 

 An overall high alignment is not surprising considering that CSRs are wide 

ranging and are in line with the majority of recommendations of domestic 

strategic documents. In other words, the range of goals of Cohesion policy is so 

wide and the definition of the CSRs is so generic that it is relatively easy to find 

references to CSRs in the programming documents. 

 Nonetheless the thematic alignment is confirmed by the estimated allocation of 

resources: EUR 240 billion are assigned to interventions connected to 

CSRs/structural challenges, representing 71% of the total ESI Funds amount 

and 85% of the resources allocated to the policy areas in which CSRs have 

been issued. 

 The European Semester was particularly influential in the selection of ESF 

priorities as most CSRs/structural challenges concern the labour market, public 

employment services, institutional capacity, social inclusion, equality, education 

and training, marginalised communities (e.g. Roma).  

 The influence of the Semester on ERDF OPs is also considerable considering 

that a significant number of structural challenges concern network industries 

(transport, ICT, energy, water) and, to a more limited extent business 

environment and R&D support, health and long-term care.  

 There is a clear division of roles among the ERDF and the ESF in supporting 

CSRs/structural challenges. In only three policy areas, the contribution to the 

implementation of CSRs may come from both ERDF and ESF: improving the 

access to quality education and training, labour market relevance of education 

& training systems and institutional capacity.  

 CSRs/structural challenges are less influent on EAFRD and EMFF. Nonetheless 

the recommendations made and the structural challenges emerging from the 

Semester are taken into account insofar as they regard, for example 

innovation, support to young farmers, value chain development.  

 The linkage between CSRs/structural challenges and ESI Funds must be traced 

back to the 2012 Country Position Papers. Their objective was to lay the 

framework for dialogue between the Commission services and the Member 

States on the preparation of the Partnership Agreement and Programmes 

starting in autumn 2012. The challenges evidenced in the CPP are addressed by 

the Partnership Agreements and by the Operational Programmes, highlighting a 

significant coherence in the programming process and an important role of the 
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Commission in influencing the incorporation of CSR/structural challenges in the 

programme negotiation.  

 In general the role of the CSR/structural challenges seems prominent in the 

EU13 countries and was central in most but not all the EU15 Member States. 

For instance in Denmark, most of the recommendations mentioned were 

already high on the agenda and hence we can argue that they would have been 

addressed anyway. In Germany, the Partnership Agreement itself makes it 

clear that several CSRs are not directly relevant for ESI fund support in the 

country because they mostly concern the stabilisation of growth and 

employment and the financial sector. In France, there was no causal 

relationship between the Semester and national as well as regional 

programming.  

 The influence of structural challenges proved to be remarkable in Member 

States which were under an Economic Adjustment Programme - EAP (Greece, 

Portugal). Being under EAP, Greece did not receive any CSRs but had to satisfy 

binding commitments negotiated between the Troika and the Greek 

Government. Because of the fiscal consolidation programme, ESI Funds have 

practically been the only means to finance the structural reforms, hence there 

is strong alignment. With the exception of the EMFF, the strategy and design of 

all Greek programmes are based on MoU structural challenges. The tight 

timeframe for the fulfilment of the MoU reforms (which is a precondition for 

financial instalments) often comes in contradiction with the ESI Funds 

regulatory framework (transparency and public procurement rules), which is 

rather slow and bureaucratic. Portugal was under EAP starting from 2011 until 

June 2014. Macroeconomic conditionalities and the Memorandum of 

Understanding were determinant for the design of the Partnership Agreement.  

 In other Member States, there was no causal relationship between the 

Semester and national as well as regional programming (e.g. France). 

 The importance of ESI Funds in comparison to the national resources available 

for public investments explains, to a certain extent, why the funds are used to 

pursue structural reforms in the EU13 more than in some of the countries of 

the EU15 where national budget for cohesion is substantially larger (e.g. 

Germany, France). 

 the analysis has not only shown that CSRs have been taken up in the strategic 

choices set out in programming documents and that the estimated allocation to 

CSRs is significant but also that there is a satisfactory linkage between the 

CSRs and the SOs selected in the OPs in most countries. Therefore, if those 

specific objectives are achieved, as the programmes’ intervention logic implies, 

the ESI Funds will contribute to implement the reforms needs underlying the 

CSRs. Such contribution is likely to be significant in the countries and for the 

policy areas where the linkage between CSRs and SOs is stronger and the 

intensity of ESI funding is higher while it can be marginal where the available 

resources are limited and/or the linkage between the recommendations and the 

SOs is weaker. 

Obstacles to the use of ESI Funds in addressing structural challenges 

 Most CSRs raise issues that are mainly relevant for the national rather than the 

regional policy level or for cooperation between the private and the public 

sector (e.g. care for old people, health facilities), making them difficult to be 

addresses in territorial OPs, particularly in Member States with centralised 
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governments. A mismatch between annual CSRs/structural challenges and 

multiannual ESI Funds planning exists. It is true that the current design of OPs 

(including the N+3 rule) as well as the lengthy procedure of OPs adoption and 

amendment limits the space for incorporation of new recommendations, but 

the repetition of CSRs over time highlights that while the Semester is an annual 

process, CSRs are not and refer to medium- long-term reform needs.  

 The limited amount of ESI Funds resources made available in a certain MSs can 

be an important constraint for what is actually feasible in relation to 

contributing to structural changes (e.g. Netherlands, Germany, France). Also in 

some EU13 cases, resources are considered few for implementing complex 

structural reforms according to public officials interviewed (Slovenia, Slovakia).  

 Other administrative and institutional difficulties also play a role. The frequent 

changes in the structures and human resources of relevant state organisations 

can hinder reforms (Hungary);more in general, the adverse macro-economic 

context may slow down the progress in tackling structural challenges through 

ESIF, even though it is still too early to assess effectiveness. 

 The lack of political will as regards the implementation of structural reforms is 

also an obstacle. Political will may help to ensure the correspondence between 

CSRs/structural challenges and ESI Funds programming documents; in this 

sense promoting ownership among policy makers and public administrations 

becomes essential. Tensions among stakeholders may arise when resources are 

reallocated from some activities to others in order to address CSRs. This is 

another potentially relevant obstacle for using ESI Funds for targeting CSRs. 

 The division of competences between various levels of government can be a 

constraint. For example, in Germany some recommendations concern policy 

areas that go beyond the sphere of competence of Länders which manage the 

bulk of ESI Funds. In Belgium, the fragmentation of responsibilities is seen as 

the main obstacle to implement the structural reforms.  

The role of institutional capacity in structural reforms 

 Nearly 60% of ESI Funds relevant CSRs/structural challenges, which concern 

institutional capacity, are addressed by ESI Funds programmes. These 

challenges include the need for reforming the public administration, 

strengthening the judicial system, improving capacity in specific policy areas or 

the capacity to manage public funds.  

 ESI Funds programmes address institutional capacity challenges mostly with 

measures which fall within the new Thematic Objective 11 or under Technical 

Assistance axes. Often TO11 made it possible to concentrate and tackle 

institutional capacity issues, previously dispersed across several programmes 

and axes, in a single axis or OP.  

 A similar menu of initiatives is used to enhance institutional capacity in general, 

the capacity in specific policy areas or the capacity to manage public funds. 

Such initiatives combine: training, exchanging of good practices, study visits; 

reorganising offices and promoting ICT diffusion; outsourcing and integrating 

salaries.   

 The lack of clear targets and implementation roadmap in institutional capacity 

interventions makes their linkage with CSRs/structural challenges often 

unclear.  
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5. HOW EX-ANTE CONDITIONALITIES PROMOTE THE 

IMPLEMENTATION OF STRUCTURAL REFORMS 

5.1. Background and purpose of the task  

The Common Provisions Regulation includes three different types of conditionalities: 

 Ex-ante conditionalities (Article 19 CPR) are directly linked to ensuring the 

effective and efficient implementation of the five ESI Funds and relate to one of 

three types of framework conditions: regulatory framework, policies/strategies 

with clear policy objectives, administrative/institutional capacity. 

 Macroeconomic conditionalities (Article 23 CPR) ensure that macroeconomic 

preconditions and CSRs are taken into account during the implementation of 

programmes, including the possibility of re-programming ESI Funds if 

requested and justified by new challenges; and guard against MSs not taking 

effective action to address major macroeconomic problems, with the possibility 

of suspending commitments. Macroeconomic conditionalities have a preventive 

and a sanctioning strand.  

 Ex-post conditionalities (Article 22 CPR) related to the achievement of the 

targets set out in the performance framework. 

This task of the study is focused on ex-ante conditionalities (ExACs), which have been 

introduced in the 2014-2020 ESI Funds regulatory framework to ensure that the 

effectiveness of EU investment is not undermined by flawed policies and regulatory, 

administrative or institutional bottlenecks. These conditionalities are limited in number 

and focus on the framework conditions perceived as the most relevant for investment.  

The following analysis is aimed at:  

 mapping ex-ante conditionalities directly related to structural reforms; as part 

of this mapping, the study discusses: the differences between ex-ante and 

macroeconomic conditionalities, the different types of ExACs with a particular 

attention on those triggering major reforms, and the linkage between ExACs 

and CSRs.   

 examining how the selected ExACs stimulate changes and support structural 

reforms (collect views of MA on the extent to which ExACs are perceived as 

being able to trigger structural reforms; case studies of successful ExACs).35  

 

5.2. Mapping ex-ante conditionalities related to structural reforms 

5.2.1. Differences between ex-ante conditionalities and macroeconomic 

conditionalities 

Macroeconomic conditionalities focus on fostering a sound macroeconomic framework 

in the MS where the EU policies will be implemented. In a 2012 note, the European 

Parliament (EP) highlighted that: ‘The EU’s Economic Union has so far been unable to 

prevent major crises in public finances amongst the Member States. Therefore, a key 

                                           
35 The analysis is confined to MS-level reforms as defined in the Partnership Agreements. This 
was necessary to avoid potential multiple overlapping with reforms enlisted in the Operational 
Programmes and also considering that CSR/structural challenges concern the national level. For 
the relation of ExACs with the OPs see Metis et al. (2016), ‘The implementation of the provisions 
in relation to the ex-ante conditionalities during the programming phase of the ESI Funds’, a 
report prepared for the European Commission, DG Regional and Urban Policy. 
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element in strengthening the Economic Union could be the introduction of a wide-scale 

macroeconomic conditionality’36. Macroeconomic conditionalities cover all of the 

economic governance procedures and apply to both fiscal and macroeconomic issues.  

Funding from the ESI Funds has become conditional on sound economic policies of the 

recipient countries, a decision that intends to ensure the effectiveness of respective 

expenditures from the EU budget. Establishing a close link between the EU’s economic 

governance and Cohesion Policy is a tool to pursue this goal. This may require, if 

necessary, the reprogramming of ESI Funds to address the economic problems that a 

certain Member State is facing.37 

Macroeconomic conditionalities consist of two strands. The aim of the first strand is to 

help restore the macroeconomic balance in the MS concerned with the help of 

reprogramming (Art 23(1)–(8) CPR). The MSs are expected to submit a response to a 

Commission request setting out the amendments considered necessary in the 

Partnership Agreement and programmes.  

According to the European Council’s 2013 February 7/8 Conclusions, ‘The Commission 

may request a Member State to review and propose amendments to its Partnership 

Agreement and the relevant programmes, where this is necessary to support the 

implementation of relevant Council recommendations or to maximise the growth 

impact of CSF funds in Member States receiving financial assistance from the EU’.38  

The CPR, Article 23 lists the purposes of such a provision:39 

a) to support the implementation of a relevant CSR;  

b) to support the implementation of relevant Council Recommendations addressed 

to the Member State concerned provided that these amendments are deemed 

necessary to help correct the macroeconomic imbalances;  

c) to maximise the growth and competitiveness impact of the ESI Funds, if a 

Member State meets one of the following conditions: (i) Union financial 

assistance is made available under Council Regulation (EU) No 407/2010; 

(ii) financial assistance is made available in accordance with Council Regulation 

(EC) No 332/2002; and (iii) financial assistance that triggers a macroeconomic 

adjustment programme is made available, in accordance with Regulation (EU) 

No 472/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council, or that triggers a 

decision of the Council in accordance with Article 136(1) TFEU. 

The second strand of macroeconomic conditionalities is focused on sanctioning non-

compliance (Art 23(9) CPR). Where the Member State fails to take effective action in 

response to a request made in accordance with paragraph 1 of Article 23, within the 

deadlines, the Commission may propose to the Council that part or all the payments 

for the programmes or priorities concerned are suspended.  

Sanctions may be applied in the following cases: a Member State has not taken 

effective action to correct its excessive deficit; a Member State has submitted an 

insufficient corrective action plan; the case of non-compliance by a Member State on 

the grounds that it has not taken the recommended corrective action; a Member State 

                                           
36 European Parliament (2012), Macroeconomic Conditionalities in Cohesion Policy. A note by 
the DG for Internal Policies, Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies, 

IP/B/REGI/IC/2012-007 December 2012. 
PE 474.552 page 3.  
37 European Council 7/8 February 2013 Conclusions, EUCO 37/13, Brussels, 8 February, p. 31. 
38 European Council 7/8 February 2013 Conclusions, EUCO 37/13, Brussels, 8 February, p. 32. 
39 REGULATION (EU) No 1303/2013 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL 
of 17 December 2013, Official Journal of the European Union, L 347/349-350.  
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has not taken measures to implement the adjustment programme; a Member State 

does not comply with the macroeconomic adjustment programme referred to in 

Article 7 of Regulation (EU) No 472/2013, or with the measures requested by a 

Council decision adopted in accordance with Article 136(1) TFEU. The CPR provides 

detailed provisions for the scope and levels of suspensions40. 

Ex-ante conditionalities are more medium- and long-term oriented than 

macroeconomic conditionalities and have a broader horizon. Their focus is the creation 

or strengthening of institutions, the introduction of comprehensive national and 

sector-specific economic and social strategies, as well as appropriate policies for their 

implementation.  

While macroeconomic conditionalities address national issues, ex-ante conditionalities 

may concern both national and regional issues.  

 

5.2.2. Types of ex-ante conditionalities41 

There are two types of ex-ante conditionality: thematic conditionalities linked to the 

11 Thematic Objectives and the related investment priorities (e.g. RTDI, active 

inclusion, etc.) and general conditionalities, linked to horizontal issues (i.e. public 

procurement, statistical systems, etc.). 

Thematic ex-ante conditionalities apply to the ERDF, the CF and (as far as ExACs 8 to 

11 are concerned) to the ESF, and are established in Annex XI of the CPR (Part I).42 

General ex-ante conditionalities are aimed at ensuring that minimum requirements are 

in place with regard to anti-discrimination, gender equality, disability, public 

procurement, state aid, environmental legislation and the existence of a sound 

monitoring environment. General ExACs are set out in Part II of Annex XI of the CPR 

and apply to all ESI Funds (Article 19(1) CPR).43 

When applicable ex-ante conditionalities were not fulfilled or only partially fulfilled, 

Member States had to indicate in the relevant programmes the actions that would be 

taken, the responsible bodies and a timetable to ensure fulfilment by the end of 2016. 

In other words, Member States had to prepare an action plan. Originally 837 distinct 

action plans were drafted for all five ESI Funds in 26 Member States, out of these 763 

concerned Cohesion policy.   

In the action plan the bodies responsible for fulfilment are indicated; they can be 

national or regional or both, depending on the actions and the division of competences 

in a given Member State. The consequence for non-completion may be, in line with 

                                           
40 The suspension shall be subject to the lower of the following ceilings: (i) A maximum of 25% 
and 50%, respectively, of the commitments relating to the next financial year for the ESI Funds 

in qualified cases of non-compliance. In case of further non-compliance the above rates may be 
increased to 50% and 100%, respectively. (ii) A maximum of 0.5% and 0.25%, respectively, of 
nominal GDP in qualified cases of non-compliance. In case of further non-compliance the above 
rates may be increased to 1% and 0.5%, respectively. 
41 For a detailed list of ex-ante typologies, see Annex 1 – Table 28. 
42 The EAFRD regulation sets out in Article 9 the ExACs which will apply to the EAFRD. This 

includes part of the ExACs defined in Annex XI CPR and introduces further EAFRD-specific ExACs 
in Annex V of the EAFRD regulation. Annex IV of the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund 
(EMFF) regulation sets out the EMFF-specific ExACs. See Internal Guidance on Ex-Ante 
Conditionalities for the European Structural and Investment Funds, PART I, p. 4. 
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/eac_guidance_esif_part1_
en.pdf. This report does not cover these ExACs. 
43 GExAC 6 on environmental legislation is not applicable to ESF.  

 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/eac_guidance_esif_part1_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/informat/2014/eac_guidance_esif_part1_en.pdf
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Article 19(5), the suspension of payments that can take place for a given Operational 

Programme and in connection with a concrete action plan included in the OP.  

 

Box 1 – The findings of the Metis report 

A study on the ex-ante conditionalities during the programming phase (Metis et al., 2016) was 

already carried out for the Commission. This study looked at how applicability and fulfilment of 

ex-ante conditionalities were reflected in the PAs and OPs of MSs and how the action plans 

intended to address the identified gaps in the fulfilment of the ExACs.44 It provided a snapshot 

up until July 2015, i.e. at a time when the process of programme adoption was still ongoing in 

some MSs. Therefore, this study does not cover the implementation phase of the action plans.  

In the analysis of ex-ante conditionalities and their effect on reforms, timing is crucial. 

Fulfilment of individual ExACs requires time, which varies across ExACs and from MS to MS. The 

Metis analysis deals with conditionalities at the time of adoption of the PAs and OPs by the 

European Commission.45 Some of the conditionalities which were not fulfilled or only partially 

fulfilled at the time of programme adoption may have been fulfilled by the time the Metis report 

was published in June 2016. Similarly, in our study, the ExACs which were reported by national 

experts as partially fulfilled or non-fulfilled in summer 2016 may have been fulfilled in the 

meantime, as the overall deadline for fulfilment was 31 December 2016.46 The study found a 

close correlation between the level of fulfilment of both general and thematic ExACs and the EU 

per capita support to Member States.47 The relation between the Member States’ relative level 

of ESI Funds allocation and the reform-triggering effect of the ExACs was also considered in our 

analysis. 

The Metis report categorised the types of actions planned in order to fulfil the ExACs. In relation 

to thematic ExACs, they distinguished the following48:  

 policy development,  

 strategy development,  

 legal changes,  

 implementation steps,  

 capacity building, and  

 other measures.  

This differentiation reflects the relative importance of the actions initiated and helps to identify 

the criteria for the distinction between ExACs with major reform-triggering effect and ExACs 

with less evident reform-triggering effect in our analysis.  

 

5.2.3. ExACs triggering major reforms: findings of the analysis of 

programming documents 

The first step of our analysis consisted in selecting ExACs which have the capacity to 

trigger major reforms. In order to assess such capacity, national experts evaluated the 

‘actions to be taken’ included in the Partnership Agreements49, corresponding to each 

                                           
44 The report covers only ERDF and multi-fund OPs (not ESF mono-fund OPs) and therefore 
presents a partial view of the situation. 
45 Metis et al. (2016), p. 83. 
46 With a kind of ‘grace period’ between end-2016 and June or August 2017, i.e. the moment of 
submitting the AIR or the progress report. 
47 Ibid, p. 86. 
48 Ibid, pp. 94 and 99. 
49 ExAC included only in the OP are not assessed in this study. 
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ex-ante conditionality. A common template was used in the analysis of the reform-

triggering effect of applicable ex-ante conditionalities.50  

 

We confined our analysis to reforms indicated in Partnership Agreements, with the 

purpose to avoid potential multiple overlapping with reforms enlisted in the 

Operational Programmes and also considering that CSR/structural challenges mostly 

concern the national level. However, the mentioned Metis analysis pointed out that 

there are some instances of both duplications and gaps between PA and 

programmes51. This means that some action plans to fulfil major-reform triggering 

ExACs could only be included in the programmes but not in the PA and hence they are 

not covered by our analysis. 

Action plans to fulfil ExACs vary in their degree of complexity and length of time 

necessary for completion. Progress in the implementation of reforms may vary in 

different Member States/regions, e.g. because there are less intense conflicts of 

interest between stakeholders in the thematic area involved and progress proves 

easier. Therefore, whether or not an ExAC appears frequently as triggering major 

reforms in several MSs does not convey in itself a positive or negative judgement 

about the usefulness of an individual ExAC or the depth of reforms required. The 

pivotal role of the ExACs is to prepare the ground for effective and efficient use of the 

ESI Funds. Frequency of occurrence of any individual ExAC across the 28 MSs may be 

the result of an interplay between (i) the institutional and legal preparedness/maturity 

of individual MSs in a given thematic area at the time of the OP approval, (ii) the 

complexity of tasks to be solved and (iii) the nature of conflicts of interests and the 

approaches used to address them.  

The aspects considered for labelling an ExAC as triggering major reforms are 

summarised in the following table.  

 

Table 17 - Features of ExACs triggering major reforms 

Type of ExAC in terms of their  
‘reform-triggering’ capacity 

Features of ExAC based on the types of 
action included in the action plan 

‘ExAC triggering major reforms’  

(considered in the analysis) 

 Require explicit changes in strategy (or a novel 

strategy) 

 Require new policy developments 

 May require legal changes (e.g. new laws and 

regulations) 

ExAC with a less evident reform-triggering 

effect  

(not considered in the analysis) 

 Do not require simultaneously changes in 

strategy and new policy developments, which 

may be accompanied by legal changes (e.g. 

ExACs which do not trigger reforms are those 

which require only monitoring, consultations, 

etc.). 

 

A large number of ExACs which might have triggered major reforms were partially or 

fully completed already before the adoption of the PA/OPs. Since the available 

evidence concerns the post-negotiation period, the PAs became the milestone for the 

selection process. Accordingly, we identified and analysed those major reform-

triggering ExACs which exerted their impact after the approval of the PAs. That means 

                                           
50 About the applicability of ex-ante conditionalities see Metis et al. (2016), pp. 26-42. 
51 Ibid p. 122 
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that the 219 major reform-triggering ExACs discussed in this report constitute the 

visible/measurable part of the total number of major reform-triggering ExACs, whose 

real number may be higher.  

The experts had to list the non-fulfilled or only partially fulfilled applicable ex-ante 

conditionalities (both general and thematic ones) whose fulfilment requires from the 

Member State the implementation of measures as described in the ‘Actions to be 

taken’ section of the Partnership Agreement, which altogether are equivalent to major 

reforms (as highlighted in Table 17). In this context, and in line with Metis 

classification, major reforms are defined as planned actions which require a change, or 

changes, in the strategy and policy in the field concerned, which may be underlined 

with legal changes to be introduced. Fulfilled ExACs and those whose fulfilment does 

not require the implementation of such complex changes have not been considered. 

The following Box provides an example of an ExAC triggering major reforms in Croatia. 

The information gathered from the completed templates is discussed below.52 

 

Box 2 - Example of an ExAC triggering major reforms in the case of Croatia 

Thematic ExAC 2.2: Next Generation Network (NGN) Infrastructure: The existence of national 

or regional NGN Plans which take account of regional actions in order to reach the Union high-

speed Internet access targets, focusing on areas where the market fails to provide an open 

infrastructure at an affordable cost and of a quality in line with the Union competition and State 

aid rules, and to provide accessible services to vulnerable groups. 

Criteria to be fulfilled: A national or regional NGN Plan which includes: a plan of infrastructure 

investments based on an economic analysis taking account of existing private and public 

infrastructures and planned investments. 

Actions to be taken:  

The National Plan for infrastructure investments in NGA access networks (ONP) was prepared in 

Q4 2013 (public consultation finished in Q1 2014). It was sent to pre-notification to DG COMP in 

April 2014 – DG COMP ID of programme - SA.38626(2014/PN). Following pre-notification 

comments from DG COMP, ONP is notified to DG COMP – expected in Q4 2014. ONP state aid 

clearance from DG COMP and Government approval expected by the end June 2015. 

The national programme for investments in NGA backhaul broadband infrastructure (NP-BBI) 

covering state aid measures was prepared in Q2 2014. NP-BBI will be updated according to 

feedback from the public consultation event held and following the discussions with incumbent 

and other operators in October-December 2014. It will be finalised and sent to notification 

procedure to DG COMP by the end of December 2014. State aid clearance from DG COMP and 

approval by Government is envisaged by the end of 2015. 

An advanced draft of NGN plans representing a preliminary basis for investment is already 

available for access to part of the network, and will be available for the backhaul part of the 

network by the end of December 2014. 

In October 2014 the working group has started drafting an Act on measures to reduce the cost 

of deploying high-speed electronic communications networks – transposition of Directive 

2014/61/EU. Public consultations, comments analyses, intergovernmental procedures are 

planned in Q2 2015, while Government adoption and start of Parliament procedures are 

foreseen in Q3 2015. 

Note: Some parts of this Directive are already addressed within the Regulation regarding 

measures for the development of electronic communications infrastructure and other associated 

facilities (covering planning of development of infrastructure with physical (spatial) planning 

rules). Within the Implementation programme of the Broadband Development Strategy 2014-

2015, infrastructure mapping has been addressed by measure 1) the preparation of a database 

                                           
52 Fulfilment is only considered at PA adoption time.  
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of existing EC infrastructure and other available infrastructure which can be used for broadband 

networks and 5) the preparation of a database of planned civil works which contain planned EC 

infrastructure by the end of 2015.53 

 

It should be noted that our analysis has certain important limitations. First of all, in a 

given national or regional context the last three types of actions planned to fulfil 

ExACs, in the previously mentioned Metis classification (implementation steps, 

capacity building and other measures) may also have a game-changing effect for 

certain policy areas54, even though we have focused on the first three types of 

planned actions in order to identify ExAC which trigger major reforms. Secondly, our 

assessment is a meta-analysis of the content of the action plans, thus it is not based 

on an impact assessment of the actually implemented action plans55. Thirdly, we also 

did not take into account the actions which were taken by the Member States before 

the programme adoption and which eventually resulted in declaring an ex-ante 

conditionality or a criterion as fulfilled. It should also be noted that, according to the 

Commission's assessment, 75% of ExACs were fulfilled at programme adoption; only 

for the remaining 25% of unfulfilled/partially fulfilled ExACs action plans were 

established and our assessment is limited to those which were included in the 

Partnership Agreements.56 

It is important to point out that labelling an ExAC as triggering major reforms means 

that a certain conditionality has the potential capacity to initiate and/or facilitate 

reforms. Several MSs may have implemented reforms to fulfil the conditionalities 

before the approval of the Partnership Agreement. That means that missing reform-

triggering effects of an ExAC in an individual MS may be interpreted as ‘good news’, 

namely a situation where the required reforms have either already been fully 

implemented or were already at such a mature stage of implementation that the 

measures prescribed in the action plans to fulfil the ExAC do not sum up to a major 

reform. 

 

General ex-ante conditionalities 

The highest number of major reform-triggering effect characterises the ExAC on Public 

procurement, as it occurred in 8 MSs.57 In the fields Anti-discrimination, Disability, 

Environmental legislation and Statistical systems, a major reform-triggering effect was 

found in four MSs. The lowest number of major reform-triggering effects was found in 

State aid and Gender, with 3 and 2 MSs respectively (see Table 18). The table also 

displays in which MSs individual general ExACs were qualified as triggering major 

reforms. In 17 MSs no major reform-triggering general ExACs were reported, whereas 

                                           
53 Partnership Agreement Republic of Croatia 2014HR16M8PA001.1.3, pp. 398-400. 
54 This is usually the case for State aid and Public procurement ExACs, because the last three 
types of actions result in better practical application of the EU law, reducing not only 

irregularities and error rates but, more importantly, the level of fraud, corruption, price 
collusion, etc. 
55 The Commission's early assessment of ex-ante conditionalities' impact was presented in its 
Staff Working Document "The Value Added of Ex-ante Conditionalities in the European 

Structural and Investment Funds" (SWD(2017) 127), published on 31 March 2017, which could 
not be taken into account in our analysis. 
56 In mere numerical terms: of the 837 actions plans altogether we assessed 28 national level 
action plans, one in each individual Member State. 
57 For examples of how ExACs fostered reforms in individual MS, in specific areas, see chapter 
2.4. 
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in 11 Member States at least one was identified. The highest number of major reform-

triggering general ExACs was found in Hungary (5), followed by Slovakia (4); the 

Czech Republic, Greece, Latvia and Poland (3 each); Bulgaria, Cyprus and Croatia (2 

each); and finally Romania and Slovenia (1 each).  

 

Table 18 - Occurrence of general ExACs triggering major reforms by Member 

State  

General ex-ante conditionality Member States Occurrence 

(number of MSs) 

Public procurement CZ, RO, BG, HU, EL, SL, SK, PL 8 

Anti-discrimination HR, LV, HU, SK 4 

Disability  HR, LV, HU, EL 4 

Environmental legislation  CZ, CY, SK, PL 4 

Statistical systems  BG, HU, EL, CY 4 

State aid  HR, CZ, SK 3 

Gender  LV, HU 2 

Total                                   29 

Source: Calculations based on template data. 

In the 17 MSs where no major reform-triggering effect of general ExACs was found, 

the required reforms had either been fully implemented or were at such a mature 

stage of implementation that the measures prescribed in the Action Plans do not sum 

up to a major reform. 

The 11 MSs with one or more general ExACs triggering major reforms belong to a 

group of MSs with a relatively high national share in the total envelope of ESI Funds in 

2014-202058 (see Figure 20). In this group there are countries with a per capita GNI 

being below 90% of the EU-28 average.59  

Another specific feature of the 11 countries with major reform-triggering general 

ExACs is that, with the exception of Greece, they are all countries which joined the EU 

in 2004 or later. This may imply that an earlier adoption of the acquis communautaire, 

as was the case of the MSs that joined the EU before 2004, might have helped a more 

rapid and easier fulfilment of the general ExACs than was the case with the MSs that 

joined the EU in or after 2004. 

 

Thematic ex-ante conditionalities 

Collected data show that ExAC 1.1 Research and innovation is the thematic ex-ante 

conditionality which triggered major reforms in the highest number of MSs (13), 

whereas ExAC 4.2 Co-generation (actions aimed at promoting high-efficiency co-

generation of heat and power) did not trigger major reforms in any MS (see Table 19). 

On average, a single thematic ExAC had a major reform-triggering effect in 6 to 7 

Member States. 

Apart from the already mentioned ExAC 1.1 Research and innovation, the ExACs with 

the highest major reform-triggering impact are: 9.1 Strategy for poverty reduction, 

9.3 Health, 2.1 Digital Growth and 11.1 Institutional capacity. Conversely, the ExACs 

with the smallest major reform-triggering impact (in addition to 4.2 Co-generation) 

                                           
58 Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia. 
59 As defined for the Programme Period 2014-2020. Cohesion Fund resources are eligible for 
Member States whose GNI remains below 90% of the EU average. 
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are: 8.4 Active health ageing, 8.5 Adaptation of workers, enterprises to change, 

8.6 Strategy for youth employment and 4.3 Renewables.60 

Considering all 28 Member States, the collected data indicate that 190 thematic ExACs 

were triggering major reforms. Overall, the distribution of thematic ExACs with major 

reform-triggering effects is similar to that of the general ExACs if we consider the 

relative importance of the national share in the Cohesion policy envelops in 2014-

2020. Out of the 190 reform-triggering thematic ExACs, only 7 were found in MSs that 

belong to the group of MSs with a relatively low share of the national Cohesion policy 

envelope in the total61: Italy (4), Spain (2) and the Netherlands (1). 

 

Table 19 - Thematic ExACs triggering major reforms by Member State and by 

thematic area  

Thematic ex-ante 

conditionalities 

Member States with reform Occurrence 

of reforms 

1.1 Research and innovation HR, LT, CZ, RO, LV, BG, HU, EL, CY, SK, SI, IT, PL 13 

1.2 Research and infrastructure BG, HU, EL, CY, SK, IT, PL 7 

2.1 Digital growth HR, CZ, RO, BG, HU, EL, CY, SI, IT, PL,  10 

2.2 Next Generation Network HR, LT, CZ, RO, HU, EL, CY, SI,  8 

3.1 Small Business Act HR, CZ, RO, CY 4 

4.1 Energy efficiency EE, LT, HU, NL, EL, SI  6 

4.2 Co-generation  0 

4.3 Renewables SI 1 

5.1 Risk management EE, HR, CZ, RO, LV, CY, ES 7 

6.1 Water sector HR, CZ, RO, LV, HU, EL, CY, SI, PL  9 

6.2 Waste sector HR, CZ, RO, LV, EL, CY, ES, PL  8 

7.1 Transport master plan HR, CZ, RO, LV, BG, HU, EL, SI, MT 9 

7.2 Railway HR, CZ, RO, LV, HU, EL, SI  7 

7.3 Other modes of transport HR, CZ, RO, LV, SI, MT 6 

7.4 Smart energy infrastructure LT, RO, PL  3 

8.1 Active labour market policies HR, CZ, RO, HU, EL, SK 6 

8.2 Self-employment CZ, EL, PL  3 

8.3 Labour market institutions HR, CZ, RO, EL, SK  5 

8.4 Active health ageing RO, SI, PL 3 

8.5 Adaptation of workers, 

enterprises to change 

RO, EL, PL 3 

8.6 Strategy for youth employment HR, CY  2 

9.1 Strategy for poverty reduction EE, HR, LT, RO, LV, HU, EL, CY, SK, IT, PL 11 

9.2 Roma inclusion strategy LT, CZ, RO, BG, HU, EL, SK, PL 8 

9.3 Health EE, HR, LT,CZ, RO, LV, BG, HU, EL, MT, PL 11 

10.1 Early school leaving LT, RO, LV, EL, HU, SK  6 

10.2 Higher education HR, LT, CZ, RO, BG, HU, EL, SK 8 

10.3 Lifelong learning HR, LT, CZ, RO, HU, CY, SK, MT 8 

10.4 Strategy for vocational education 

and training 

HR, LT, CZ, RO, EL, BG, CY, SK  8 

                                           
60 ExACs are applicable in concrete and precisely defined conditions (see Article 2(33) of 
Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 CPR). General ExACs were all considered as applicable at PA 
level except for those in Belgium due to that country’s federal structure and in further 8 cases 
concerning Statistical systems (GenExAC 7). There is no such a clear picture available 

concerning Thematic ExACs. Some MS approached applicability at both national and regional 
level, others had varying approaches depending on conditionality. After a clarification process 
this initial confusion has diminished but there is still evidence of both duplication and gaps 
between PA and OPs (Metis et al. (2016) pp. 26-42.) 
61 Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Ireland, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom.  
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11.1 Institutional capacity HR, CZ, PT, RO, LV, BG, HU, EL, SK, SI 10 

Total 190 

Source: Calculations based on data collected through the analysis of Partnership 

Agreements. 

 

As shown in the following table the highest number of thematic ExACs triggering 

major reform was reported in Romania, where 23 or 80% of all thematic ExACs were 

found to be triggering major reforms. Greece, Croatia, the Czech Republic and 

Hungary follow with 16 to 20 reported major reform-triggering ExACs. In a further 13 

Member States a lower number of major reform-triggering thematic ExACs was found, 

from 1 to 12, while in 10 MSs no such thematic ExACs were identified. The 

overwhelming majority (183 occurrences) of thematic ExACs triggering major reforms 

was found in the group of the 15 MSs which have a relatively high national share in 

the total envelope of ESI Funds in 2014-2020. No major reform-triggering thematic 

ExACs were found in 10 of the 13 MSs with a relatively low share of the national 

envelope in the total. As mentioned above, in 3 countries which belong to this group 

of MSs altogether 7 major reform-triggering thematic ExACs were identified.  

As in the case of general ExACs, the date of EU accession plays an important role. 162 

of the 190 occurrences of major reform-triggering thematic ExACs (85% of the total) 

were reported from MSs which became Members of the EU in 2004 or later.   

 

Table 20 - Overview of major reform-triggering thematic ExACs  
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UK                              0 

Total 13 7 10 8 4 6 0 1 7 9 8 9 7 6 3 6 3 5 3 3 2 11 8 11 6 8 8 8 10 190 
 

 

Key to table:    

  Major reform-triggering effect found 

       

Source: Calculations based on data collected through the analysis of Partnership 

Agreements. 

 

Linkage between ExACs triggering major reforms and the level of ESI Funds' support 

The distinction between MSs which have a relatively high national share in the total 

envelope of ESI Funds in 2014-2020 and MSs which have a relatively low share of the 

national envelope in the total is important. The former group, including 15 MSs, has a 

share of 66% in total allocated ESI Funds in the period 2014-2020, while not more 

than one third of the total was allocated to the latter group of 13 MSs (see Figures 

below). 

 

Figure 19 - Per capita ESI Funds allocated by Member State in 2014-2020 and 

the number of major reform-triggering general and thematic ExACs 

 

 

Source: Calculations based on Eurostat; Population data: 2015. 
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Figure 20 - ESI Funds as % of public gross fixed capital formation 

 

Source: DG ECFIN. 

 

The striking difference in the allocated funds between the two groups of Member 

States shows that both general and thematic ExACs helped, through enforcing the 

necessary reforms, mostly in the MSs where the relative significance of ESI Funds is 

the highest. In the group of 15 MSs with a relatively high share of the national 

envelope, the EU support through ESI Funds is estimated to amount, on average, to 

61% of public gross fixed capital formation in the period 2014-2017 (see Figure 20).  

Figure Error! Not a valid bookmark self-reference. shows that there is a very 

strong correlation between having a low number of major reform-triggering ExACs and 

being part of the group of MSs with a relatively low national share in the total 

envelope of ESI Funds in 2014-2020. Only seven major reform-triggering ExACs 

(3.2%) were reported for this group, while 212 of the 219 major reform-triggering 

general and thematic ExACs (96.8%) were reported for MSs in the other group.  

 

It is worth highlighting that 11 of the 15 major beneficiary MSs were highly centralised 

political and economic systems with a non-market-friendly economy and specific 

institutional and legal systems for four decades. This may have played a role in the 

more frequent occurrence of major reform-triggering ExACs.  

Greece also has a significant number of ExACs triggering major reforms: 20. It is 

important to mention, however, that even though general and thematic ExACs had a 

positive impact, the strict surveillance by the Troika was the primary driver of the 

reforms in Greece.   

Cyprus, which was hit hard by the 2009 crisis, had to adopt an Economic Adjustment 

Programme. There, the reforms were also strongly correlated with that adjustment 

programme, and the 12 major reform-triggering ExACs cannot be seen independently 

of the adjustment programme.  

Interestingly, in Portugal – another MS participating in an Economic Adjustment 

Programme – only one reform-triggering ExAC was identified. 

Ireland also participated in an Economic Adjustment Programme following the crisis 

which primarily hit the financial sector and had strong effects on the labour market. 

Nevertheless, in Ireland the number of applicable ExACs was fairly low.   
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Malta did not belong to the circle of MSs which needed the EU saving belt of enforced 

reforms under strict surveillance. Accordingly, the number of major reform-triggering 

ExACs reported (4) was the second lowest among the MSs with a relatively high 

national share in the total envelope of ESI Funds in 2014-2020, equal to Italy, which is 

in the group of MSs with a relatively low share of the national envelope in the total. 

The requirements imposed by the ExACs were either fulfilled or not fulfilled/partially 

fulfilled by the Member States at the time of the adoption of the PAs. In the latter case 

the reforms necessary to fulfil the requirements either needed to be fully implemented 

or were already in a stage of implementation but not completed yet. The analysis of 

the Partnership Agreements made it possible to take account of this distinction while 

identifying ExACs triggering major reforms. The number of partially fulfilled ExACs 

triggering major reforms was much higher than the non-fulfilled ones, for both 

thematic and general ExACs. Of the 190 thematic ExACs triggering major reforms, 

57% were already partially fulfilled. In the group of general ExACs, two thirds of the 

total were partially fulfilled at the time of PA adoption. Concerning thematic ExACs, 

individual Member State data mostly follow this trend with a few exceptions like 

Romania, Croatia, Cyprus and Slovenia where the number of non-fulfilled ExACs was 

substantially larger than the number of the partially fulfilled ones.  

 

5.2.4. Linkage between ExACs and CSRs/MoU recommendations 

In the countries examined in the Cases Studies, the action plans to fulfill ExACs have 

taken CSRs and MoU recommendations into consideration, either explicitly or through 

inclusions in the strategic documents with a precise timetable for implementation. 

This finding can obviously not be generalised because ExACs and CSRs/MoU 

recommendations are different instruments designed for different purposes. However, 

the case studies suggest that a solid coherence between ExACs and the CSRs exists.  

Certainly, there is a relation at least in terms of the topics addressed: countries with 

an ExAC triggering major reforms in a certain field may also have CSR/MoU 

recommendations in the same field. In this case, there is a high degree of coherence 

between ESI Funds and the Semester, and the conditionality has a potential to 

contribute to pursuing the recommendations made within the Semester.  

We cannot quantify the contribution of ExACs to addressing CSR/MoU 

recommendations (i.e. whether and to which extent the conditionality had or is having 

an actual effect on tackling the Semester's recommendations). This is beyond the 

scope of this study. Moreover, the analysis covers the years 2012-2015, Partnership 

Agreements were approved in 2014, and if a CSR was dropped, say in 2015, this may 

be due to streamlining and the emergence of other priorities rather than to the effect 

of conditionalities. In addition, this analysis is based solely on the action plans as 

presented in the Partnership Agreements and cannot assess the real impact of their 

practical implementation. 

Definitely, the actual linkage is a topic which deserves a more in-depth analysis in a 

few years’ time, when not only the process of completion of action plans for unfulfilled 

and partially fulfilled ExACs is finalised but also the effects of those ExACs have clearly 

materialised. It is worth noting that, in any case, there are obstacles to understanding 

such effects as there is no ExAC monitoring process in place once the ExAC is 

considered fulfilled, as it was also highlighted during the focus groups with the 

Commission officials.     
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Annex 1 Table 8 shows the thematic ExACs which triggered major reforms and, for 

each of them, the countries where the reforms were triggered as well as the related 

CSR/MoU recommendations produced within the Semester process in the various 

Member States. Four typologies of policy areas can be distinguished on the basis of 

the number of MSs in which they had a reform-triggering impact (i.e. whether or not 

an ExAC triggered major reforms in a significant number of MSs) and of the alignment 

with the 2013-2015 CSR/MoU recommendations (i.e. whether a country with an ExAC 

triggering major reforms has also CSR/MoU recommendations in the same field): 

 research and innovation, waste sector, transport master plan, railway, active 

labour market policy, strategy for poverty reduction, Roma inclusion strategy, 

health, higher education, strategy for VET, energy efficiency and institutional 

capacity are policy areas in which there are ExACs triggering major reforms in 

a significant number of MSs and are characterised by significant coherence62 

with the CSRs/MoUs;  

 research infrastructure, digital growth, water sector, next generation networks, 

risk management, other modes of transport, early school leaving and life-long 

learning are characterised by ExACs triggering major reforms in a significant 

number of MSs but show low coherence with the CSRs/MoUs; 

 Small Business Act, labour market institutions, active health aging, strategy for 

youth employment are areas with a reform triggering impact in a limited 

number of MSs but high coherence with the CSRs/MoUs; 

 other areas (e.g. renewables, smart energy infrastructure, self-employment, 

adaptation of workers to change) with a reform triggering impact in a limited 

number of MSs and low coherence with the Semester.  

     

 

5.3. Key findings of Country Case Studies  

5.3.1. Introduction and background 

Six case studies have been carried out on ExACs in Cyprus, Bulgaria, Estonia, Italy, 

Slovakia and Malta. 22 conditionalities triggering major reforms were examined as 

shown in the list in Table 21. The case studies are based on desk analysis and 

interviews, documented in detail in the individual case studies.  

 

Table 21 - ExACs analysed in the case studies63 

Country ExAC Code ExAC Name 

Bulgaria 

1.1 Research and Innovation 

2.1 Digital Growth 

7.1 Transport 

11 Administration Reform and Efficiency 

Cyprus 1.1 Research and Innovation 

                                           
62 “Significant” coherence between an ExAC and the Semester indicates that the majority of the 
countries, in which the conditionality triggered major reforms, have received one or more CSRs 

in the same field of the ExAC in 2012-2015; “low” coherence between an ExAC and the 
Semester indicates that a minority of the countries, in which the conditionality triggered major 
reforms, have received one or more CSRs in the same field of the ExAC. 
63 In this subchapter only the key findings are summarized, therefore not all the ExACs 
mentioned in Table 21 are addressed individually. Upon request the full text of each case study 
is available. 
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9.1 Poverty Reduction 

10.3 Lifelong Learning 

10.4 VET Systems 

Estonia 

5.1 Climate Change 

9.1 Poverty Reduction 

9.3 Health 

Italy 

1.1 Research and Innovation 

2.1 Digital Growth 

9.1 Poverty Reduction 

Malta 

7.1 Transport 

9.3 Health 

10.2 Higher education 

10.3 Lifelong Learning 

Slovakia 

1.1 Research and Innovation 

10.1 Early School Leaving 

10.3 Lifelong Learning 

11 Administration Reform and Efficiency 

 

Bulgaria is one of the major (per capita) beneficiaries of ESI Funds in the EU, with a 

per capita GDP (purchasing power parity) equal to 48% of the EU-28 average.64 The 

country was a latecomer in transition, its EU accession was also delayed compared to 

other EU-13 MS. Political stability has long been a concern. Despite this relatively 

difficult start the reported number of ExACs triggering major reforms was lower than 

in other MSs that joined the EU in or after 2004.  

Cyprus was hit hard by the 2009 global financial crisis and had to adopt an Economic 

Adjustment Programme. Therefore Cypriot reforms were closely related to the 

adjustment programme and the 14 ExACs triggering major reforms in Cyprus must be 

considered in the context of the adjustment programme.  

Estonia was never involved in an excessive deficit procedure unlike other new MSs 

and was the first Baltic state to join the euro area as early as 2011. Among the MSs 

which joined the EU in 2004 or later (together with Poland and Slovakia) Estonia 

achieved the best convergence performance to the EU28 average economic level of 

development between 1991 and 2016.65 This good start may partially explain the 

relatively small number (4) of ExACs triggering major reforms.  

Italy represents a MS which has a relatively low national share in the total envelope 

of ESI Funds in 2014-2020, even though in absolute terms it receives a significant 

amount of resources. 4 ExACs triggering major reforms were reported for Italy. For 

comparison, all other MSs in this group (except for Spain and the Netherlands) either 

had their reforms already in place or the necessary measures still to be implemented 

were relatively minor changes which did not sum up to major reforms. 

Malta is a Southern European peripheral Member State which has achieved early 

progress in its implementation of reforms. In Malta a relatively small number (4) of 

ExACs triggering major reforms were reported.  

Slovakia achieved a comparatively good growth performance among the MSs which 

joined the EU in 2004 or later. In 2015 Slovakia’s per capita GDP (purchasing power 

parity) amounted to 76% of the EU-28 level, hinting at a convergence of 35 

                                           
64 wiiw database incorporating national and Eurostat statistics and wiiw estimates. 
65 Ibid. 
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percentage points within 24 years.66 The introduction of the euro (2009) necessitated 

a series of fundamental reforms which were implemented within a relatively short 

period of time. Nonetheless, the 15 ExACs triggering major reforms signal a need for 

undertaking a considerable number of steps to complete the implementation of 

reforms. 

 

5.3.2. Positive effects of ExACs highlighted in the country case studies 

 

Providing a framework and inspiration 

The ExACs did not trigger reforms or strategies which otherwise would not have been 

planned by the government, but rather provided the framework and timeline which 

facilitated and sped up their execution (BG).  

For example, ExACs had an influential role in the Italian reform process. The reforms 

would have been completed without conditionalities but with different contents and 

timing. ExACs did not only speed up the whole process, but also helped in rationalising 

and streamlining the elaboration of policies (IT). Moreover, ExACs helped organise a 

systematic approach to the issues concerned and were used as a basis for policy 

design (CY). 

ExACs made a very important positive contribution to the negotiation process among 

relevant stakeholders at national level, leading to institutional and legal changes (SK). 

In the areas concerned, ExACs helped the analysis of the pre-reform situation and the 

identification of missing elements. ExACs also provided inspiration for further reforms 

(EE). 

 

Consultation process – the creation of trust 

A key success factor was the implementation of consultation processes. Consultations 

involved a wide range of stakeholders, both private and public, and ultimately 

contributed to a better definition of the policies (IT). 

Consultations took place during the preparation of the strategy and during the 

monitoring process. Although this did not allow for a quick implementation of reforms, 

it helped to create an atmosphere of trust between the parties, contributed to 

minimising conflicts and enabled relatively smooth implementation (CY). 

 

Improved cooperation among the national institutions involved 

The wide scope of actions required to fulfil the ExACs strengthened and fostered the 

cooperation between the different relevant institutions involved in the reform process 

(BG). A common feature of all examined ExACs is that the central and regional 

administrations needed to cooperate in order to comply with the conditionalities. This 

was very important in Italy where the distribution of competences between central 

and regional administrations in certain policy areas prevents effective cooperation 

while it produces overlapping and duplications (IT).  

According to the interviewees, in Italy, the conditionalities made it possible to 

overcome the lack of synergies that usually characterises the relationship between the 

ministries, other central bodies and other administrations. All administrations were 

                                           
66 Ibid. 
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compelled to reach a common goal to obtain the funds. Cooperation resulted in new 

methods and procedures for information sharing which hopefully will be repeated in 

the future (IT).  

In Slovakia, overcoming the sectoral approach to policy-making is one of the most 

significant achievements in the RTDI policy area. Before the reform, research policy 

was the responsibility of the Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport while 

the support to innovation was the responsibility of the Ministry of Economy. Although 

there is still to some degree a sectoral view on these policies (witnessed by the 

existence of a Research Agency and a Technological Agency), the ExACs created the 

necessary pressure and momentum for institutional changes, fostered a strategic 

approach towards RTDI by improving the communication between the responsible 

institutions and reduced the sectoral approach towards RTDI. Thanks to the ExACs the 

degree of fragmentation has been significantly reduced (SK). The institutional system 

has traditionally been resistant to changes and strongly influenced by political cycles 

although the structure, competences, stability and the quality of institutions and 

human resources of the public administration are the most important factors 

influencing the delivery of national or regional policies. Therefore, the ExAC concerning 

institutional capacity, public administration and the justice system had a significant 

positive influence (SK). 

 

Lifting/Raising reforms to high political level  

ExACs delegated the issue of reforms to a high political level, thus providing 

considerable tailwind for responsible civil servants to prioritise the areas concerned 

(EE).  

ExACs provided an opportunity to push the government to act on policy areas which 

otherwise would not have been on the top of the political agenda. A good example for 

this is ExAC 1.1 (S3) which, due to its wide scope and need for broad expertise and 

analysis, might not have been developed by the respective authorities in the near 

future (BG). 

 

The time factor in positive context  

ExACs helped the implementation of the reform process due to deadlines imposed 

(CY). Without ExACs the phases of planning and implementation of reforms may have 

lasted much longer (EE). Although some of the reforms are still not fully implemented, 

an important contribution of the ExACs was the speeding-up of the process of reforms 

especially in public administration and RTDI (SK). 

Without the ExACs, the relevant stakeholders would have been less informed, and this 

may have produced lower-quality reforms and sub-optimal outcomes. As a 

consequence, resistance by stakeholders would have been much stronger than it 

actually was (CY). 

 

Providing essential financial support 

The availability of ESI Funds both for the planning and the implementation helped to 

recruit excellent personnel and made it possible to involve competent external experts 

(EE). The funding provided by the EC has allowed some institutions to extend the 

scope of the analysis and develop solutions which would have been too expensive to 

be financed from the national budget (BG). 
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5.3.3. Weaknesses of ExACs as perceived by the MSs  

 

Lack of experience on the MSs’ side 

In some cases positive effects of ExACs were not evident due to lack of a strategic 

approach and confused governance in the country, thus delaying the start of reforms 

and hampering the achievement of positive effects of ExACs (CY). 

Several ministries lack the necessary human resources, experience and capacity to 

develop complex strategies. Therefore the EC should provide more precise guidelines 

on how to develop strategic documents and training for the responsible institutions. In 

some cases the data necessary to perform preliminary analyses were missing, partially 

or entirely. This emerged, for instance, in the context of the preparation of the digital 

growth strategy. The task required an in-depth analysis of broadband coverage in the 

country alongside some additional analyses. The data required to complete the task 

were either missing, incomplete or incorrect (BG). 

On a more general note on the administrative capacity, based on all interviews 

conducted, it appears that national authorities preferred to outsource the development 

of the strategic documents for two main reasons: they do not have the necessary time 

to perform the tasks while continuing with their regular commitments, and they lack 

the knowledge/capacity to work on some more technical issues, thus requiring specific 

expertise from external experts. However, while external experts may have the 

technical background and knowledge to prepare such complex strategy documents, 

they often are not aware of local situations and therefore might not be the most 

suitable for the job (BG). 

 

Problems with the ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach 

A ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach disregards the national and regional specificities of MSs, 

leading to detailed, but not always relevant policy documents which only serve the 

purpose of the conditionality but are difficult to implement. The ‘one-size-fits-all’ issue 

was raised, in Bulgaria, by the ‘Central Coordination Unit’ Directorate within the 

Council of Ministers, which is responsible for overseeing the implementation of all ex-

ante conditionalities. It is believed that setting the same conditionalities and 

intermediate steps for all Member States does not take into account the local needs 

and available administrative capacity to carry out the tasks. Furthermore, some 

intermediate steps may turn out to be unnecessary or irrelevant for the completion of 

the final task, but because they are mandatory, they still need to be fulfilled. As most 

ex-ante conditionalities often require the development of a strategic document, 

keeping track of their implementation would only be feasible if the government had 

the necessary funds to actually enforce the required reforms. Therefore, only the 

strategies which are directly linked to a funding mechanism (from the national budget 

or EU funds) are monitored in the implementation stage. 

The Estonian case highlighted some opposition of the administration in relation to 

thematic ExACs 9.1 and 9.3 due to the perception that the development plans and 

implementation documents were elaborated only to please the European Commission. 

In relation to thematic ExAC 5.1 the Estonian national climate change adaptation 

strategy was already in a mature phase. No alignment was necessary and the strategy 

corresponded already in its preparatory stage to the requirements of the European 

Commission. Therefore, it is questionable whether in similar situations such detailed 

ExACs are really necessary.  
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The time factor  

In some cases the large number of external experts and other parties to be involved in 

the planning and implementation of reforms posed a challenge and put the 

stakeholders under time pressure (EE). When setting deadlines the EC should take 

into consideration national legislative requirements, as some measures necessitate 

parliamentary approval which may cause delays (BG). In general the different political 

environments in individual MSs deserve more attention. 

The high turnover of experts in the past few years due to several changes in 

government had a negative impact on the fulfilment of the conditionalities, because it 

delayed the learning process and made it more difficult to take over tasks where they 

had been left off (BG). 

Rapid political change and institutional complexity were reported among the main 

obstacles to the use of ExACs in Italy. Political uncertainty results in slower 

bureaucratic progress and stagnation.  

Over the years, a certain lack of credibility has developed in Estonia as a consequence 

of many poorly drafted and imperfectly implemented plans, and plans which were 

drafted but never implemented. These antecedents have also undermined the 

credibility of the strategic planning processes initiated by the ExACs. 

 

5.3.4. How ExACs help major reforms: mechanisms at work 

In this section the reform-triggering effect of four individual ExACs in four individual 

MSs is analysed in detail, based on the case studies.  

ExAC 1.1 Research and innovation: The existence of a national or regional smart 

specialisation strategy in line with the National Reform Programme, to leverage private 

research and innovation expenditure, which complies with the features of well-

performing national or regional R&I systems. 

ExAC 1.1 is considered fulfilled when a national or regional Smart Specialisation 

Strategy (S3) is in place. The S3 is aimed at concentrating resources on a limited set 

of research and innovation priorities, it outlines measures to stimulate private RTD 

investment and contains a monitoring mechanism. The adoption of a framework 

outlining available budgetary resources for research and innovation is an additional 

requirement. 

In Italy, the Ministry of Economic Development (MISE), the Ministry of Education, 

University and Research (MIUR) and the Cohesion Agency were the institutions 

responsible for the ExAC. Whereas MISE focused on the elaboration of the national 

strategy, MIUR worked closely with the Southern Regions. S3 is strictly related to the 

National Research Programme (PNR) and aims at improving competitiveness of the 

scientific and productive system.  

The public administration resorts to specific instruments to support the innovation of 

productive value chains and processes. These instruments are characterised by 

smoother procedures to guarantee a swift response to the industrial innovation needs 

of enterprises. In addition, S3 promotes innovation risk sharing policies to encourage 

enterprises and the financial system to undertake innovation initiatives, in accordance 

with a shared model of evaluation and management of risks. These initiatives address 

several CSRs/structural challenges. In particular they are in line with a 2012 CSR 

which concerns the improvement of access to financial markets in order to finance 
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businesses and innovation. Similarly, a 2013 CSR required the enhancement of access 

to finance for firms to foster their innovation capacity and growth. Two CSRs of 2012 

and 2014 recommend improving the overall performance on research and innovation 

and ensuring that public funding should reward the quality of innovation. 

Overall, it is reasonable to maintain that ExAC played an important role in streamlining 

and encouraging the reform process. With regard to the S3, ExAC 1.1 helped to kick 

off the reforming process and ‘induced’ a process of coordination between institutions. 

The government would have prepared a strategy and carried out the mentioned 

initiatives without the ex-ante conditionality, but following a longer and significantly 

less coordinated process. In particular, the ExAC fostered the dialogue between MISE, 

MIUR and the Regions called to develop their own regional S3. Moreover, the ExAC 

introduced for the first time a focus on technologies, in particular on the development 

of KETs and their relevant application niches. Better coordination prevents duplication 

and makes monitoring easier. 

ExAC 1.1 did not require complex administrative adjustments but certainly needed a 

change in the approach to regional innovation strategies. Indeed, the S3 requires the 

identification of priorities through an entrepreneurial discovery process which the 

administrations cannot impose but only facilitate by mobilising key stakeholders. 

Moreover, as previously remarked, the S3 approach focuses on technologies, in 

particular KETs; this is a novelty compared to the past when the focus was 

traditionally only on sectors of economic activity without much attention to 

technological advantages which may be horizontal to several sectors. To what extent 

in practice the developed strategies are in line with the underlying theoretical 

approach deserves an in-depth analysis of the strategies as well as of the funded 

measures; however, it is undeniable that, strategically, the ExAC triggered an 

important ‘behavioural’ change. The changes affect the entire country and there are 

both national and regional strategies that are to some extent complementary. The 

coverage of this ExAC in programming documents is broad as all regions had to 

prepare an S3.  

The development of S3 required a consultation process of all actors of the research 

and innovation system, both at regional and national level. At national level, this 

process involved central administrations and regional governments. In the framework 

of the S3 project ’Support to the definition of regional innovation and research policies’ 

financed by the OP Governance and Technical Assistance 2007-2013, administrations 

at all levels met with trade associations, public and private research institutes, 

entrepreneurial associations, regional development agencies, technology centres and 

clusters. At regional level, the administrations met local enterprises to outline the 

main features of the regional strategies and contribute to the national S3. The ESI 

Funds were of crucial importance for carrying out the reforms required by the ExAC, 

particularly in Southern Italy.  

 

ExAC 7.1 Transport: The existence of a comprehensive plan or plans or framework for 

transport investment in accordance with the Member States' institutional set-up 

(including public transport at regional and local level) which supports infrastructure 

development and improves connectivity to the TEN-T comprehensive and core 

networks. 

In Bulgaria, in order to fulfil this conditionality the Ministry of Transport, Information 

Technology and Communications had to develop a transport investment plan in 

accordance with the relevant environmental assessments, determining Bulgaria’s 
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contribution to the Single European Transport Area, the TEN-T programme, secondary 

road connectivity and viable transport infrastructure projects to be financed by the 

ERDF and Cohesion Fund. The ExAC required the preparation of two strategies: the 

2014-2020 Strategy for the development of road infrastructure, under the 

responsibility of the Ministry of Regional Development and Public Works (deadline 

December 2014) and the Integrated Transport Strategy, under the responsibility of 

the Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications (deadline 

September 2016). The latter required a review of all existing strategies in order to 

identify priority projects including their source of funding (e.g. national budget, 

European Funds, public private partnerships) and a strategy for maintaining current 

assets and capacity-building needs. 

In light of the complex nature of the conditionality, the Ministry chose to outsource the 

task to an external subcontractor, a Bulgarian-German consortium, selected through a 

standard public procurement procedure. Fulfilling the ExAC was delayed by two 

interruptions in the procurement process, due to disputes by applicants who were 

excluded because of administrative or technical shortcomings in their applications.  

Without the ExAC and the related funding, the Ministry would not have been able to 

develop such a complex and encompassing strategy, as it lacks both the financial and 

human resources. Furthermore, through the strategy development process, the 

Ministry was also able to commission the development of a transport simulation 

model, which will be used to plan future transport and infrastructure projects and 

which the government would not have been able to afford had it not been for the 

funding provided for this conditionality. 

The expected outcome of ExAC 7.1 (together with ExACs 7.2 and 7.3) will be a 

national transport strategy. Once it is available, it is expected to have a very wide 

scope and will address Bulgaria’s transport infrastructure in its totality, aiming to 

increase the use of multimodal transport by improving existing infrastructure and 

assessing the need for new large-scale projects. A further impact of ExAC 7.1 is that, 

given the wide scope of the strategy, the Ministry set up a management committee 

with members from all relevant institutions, including the Ministry of Environment and 

Water, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Regional Development and Public Work 

(responsible for road infrastructure according to Bulgarian legislation), the National 

Statistical Institute and representatives of regional authorities at NUTS 2 level. The 

role of this committee was to support the Ministry of Transport in reviewing specific 

reports dedicated to the various parts of the transport infrastructure. 

 

ExAC 9.1 The existence and the implementation of a national strategic policy 

framework for poverty reduction aiming at the active inclusion of people excluded 

from the labour market in the light of the Employment guidelines. 

As regards ExAC 9.1, the unfulfilled criterion in Estonia was67 related to the lack of a 

national strategic policy framework for poverty reduction aiming at active inclusion. 

There were various existing strategies and development plans, but the strategic policy 

framework was not comprehensive enough in addressing poverty reduction and social 

exclusion. Moreover, the appropriateness of the available evidence base needed to be 

assessed and complemented with indicators to be developed alongside the impact 

assessments of policy measures. In the Partnership Agreement, a deeper involvement 

                                           
67 The criterion has been then fulfilled, following the adoption of a welfare development plan. 
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of stakeholders in combating poverty was also expected. Estonia committed to 

address these issues by:  

 preparing the 2017-2023 Development Plan for Social Protection, Inclusion and 

Equal Opportunities by 31/03/2016, in co-operation with stakeholders and 

partners, and involving them in actions (the Ministry of Social Affairs is the 

responsible body);  

 preparing the Development Plan for Special Care by 30/10/2014 under the 

guidance of the Ministry of Social Affairs;  

 preparing the Integration Plan by 30/10/2014; the Ministry of Culture is the 

responsible body.  

In the process of negotiation for the use of ESI Funds, the lack of a national strategic 

policy framework for poverty reduction was the most important issue. ExAC 9.1 called 

for rather extensive elaboration and alignment of the existing strategies and 

development plans. The reason for this was to address poverty reduction and social 

exclusion in a comprehensive way, as well as the involvement of stakeholders both in 

policy planning and implementation. The Welfare Development Plan 2016-2023 

addresses this and includes two areas: social protection and labour market.  

From the financing perspective, the ESI Funds were used to carry out needed 

improvements and helped to finance some important aspects of the reforms such as 

the analyses, the involvement process, etc. Although the ESI Funds do not cover all 

the costs, and do not guarantee the success of the development plans, they have been 

critical in policy planning and implementation. In relation to the 2016-2023 Welfare 

Development Plan, ESI Funds helped to carry out activities that could not have been 

undertaken with the state’s own resources. For example, in the implementation of the 

Development Plan for Special Care, new service points and physical buildings were 

created for people with special needs.  

The ExAC has played a very important part in the active inclusion of people in the 

labour market, as it provided the main mechanisms that triggered the reforms. The 

ExAC kicked off the elaboration of the development plans and implementation 

documents. 

For example, there were already several development plans on the ministerial level, 

such as the Development Plan for Special Care and the 2013-2020 Active Ageing 

Development Plan. In addition, important reforms had already started, the Work 

Ability Reform had already been prepared and mappings of social services were 

developed. The ExAC gave the necessary impetus to consider all these issues as a 

whole and helped to develop the new national strategic view. One of the biggest 

impacts of the ExAC was that in Estonia, the new development plan treats the social 

policy and labour market together rather than separately as in the past, an approach 

which helps the government to better react to social challenges. The need for such a 

strategic development plan was already felt in the 2000s. However, without the ExAC 

the processes would have taken much longer.  

For such big reform areas, time and availability of personnel is crucial. Addressing the 

ExAC was time consuming, required additional work force, and caused some internal 

pressure. This pressure was alleviated by involving external experts and finding 

support/advice in previous analyses and research. In conclusion, the ExAC had a very 

influential role in initiating reforms in relation to active inclusion of people in the 

labour market. Thus, the ExAC has helped to prepare analyses of the current situation 

and needs. Also, it inspired further reforms and changes that could improve the 

situation.  
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ExAC 10.3 Lifelong learning (LL): The existence of a national and/or regional strategic 

policy framework for lifelong learning within the limits of Article 165 TFEU. 

According to the Partnership Agreement, the (draft) 2020 National Lifelong Learning 

Strategy for Malta partially fulfils the requirements of the ExAC. The final fulfilment of 

the criteria is to be reassessed at the level of the OPs, following the application of the 

strategic frameworks. 

ExAC 10.3 is linked to education-related CSRs. Investment in lifelong learning leads to 

an improvement in basic skills in line with a 2016 CSR, which refers in particular to the 

continuous development of teachers. It is also pivotal to address skills mismatches in 

the labour market by improving the labour-market relevance of education and training 

and reforming the apprenticeship system, in line with a 2015 CSR.  

For ExAC 10.3, Malta’s National Lifelong Learning Strategy addresses the challenges 

faced in embedding Lifelong Learning and identifies the areas of national priority in the 

years to come. The strategy is essentially based on five strategic objectives, namely 

the stimulation of lifelong learning, placing the learner at the centre, improving skills 

sets, developing support structures for adult learners and improving governance. 

These are linked to a number of strategic benchmarks and planned key performance 

indicators outlined in the strategy. Each objective identifies the current challenges and 

proposes a set of respective measures. Overall, forty indicative programmes have 

been developed with each supporting at least one of the ten strategies identified in the 

strategy document. Each programme is associated with one of the following action 

types: Structure; Policy; Vocational Education and Training (VET); Open Education 

Resources (OER) and Quality. 

With respect to ExAC 10.3, the concept of the education systems as well as monitoring 

and assessment have been part of the open coordination since 2004. Some reforms 

related to lifelong learning would have been completed even without the 

conditionality, however, the ExAC reinforced Malta’s commitment within these policy 

areas. Reforms within education-related areas reflect national commitments by 

successive governments, though it is recognised that ESI Funds play an important role 

by complementing national funds within these policy areas. 

The implementation of the Lifelong Learning Strategy has led to important changes in 

the governance structure as the service provision of training has been transferred 

from the Ministry of Education and Employment to the Foundation of Educational 

Services. This is expected to improve coordination and allow the Ministry to focus on 

the development of policy. Furthermore, this change in the governance structure may 

potentially enhance the quality of services including the provision of support structures 

offered to adult learners. 

 

5.4. Final remarks from the analysis of Ex-Ante Conditionalities 

Ex-ante conditionalities have been introduced in the 2014-2020 ESI Funds regulatory 

framework to ensure that the effectiveness of EU investment is not undermined by 

flawed policies or regulatory, administrative or institutional bottlenecks.  

 It is likely that several MSs may have implemented reforms to fulfil the 

conditionalities before the approval of the Partnership Agreement. 

 Our analysis identified 219 major reforms which were planned as a 

consequence of the fact that ExACs were non-fulfilled or partially fulfilled at the 



 

122 

 

time of the approval of the Partnership Agreements. 190 of these major 

reforms were related to thematic and 29 to general ExACs. One or more ExACs 

triggering major reforms were reported in the case of 18 MSs. These reforms 

positively affected practically each significant area of social life and the 

economy and were implemented within 3 to 4 years.  

 In relation to general ExACs, the conditionality on Public procurement triggered 

major reforms in the largest number of MSs (8). The lowest number of major 

reform-triggering effects was found for ExACs State aid and Gender, in 3 and 2 

MSs respectively. Regarding the frequency ExACs’ effects triggering major 

reforms across MSs, we see a clear difference between two groups of MSs. The 

first group consists of MSs with a relatively high national share in the total 

envelope of ESI Funds in 2014-2020, with a per capita GNI below 90% of the 

EU-28 average; the second group consists of MSs with a relatively low national 

share in the total envelope, with a per capita GNI above 90% of the EU-28 

average. At least one general ExAC triggering major reforms was identified in 

11 MSs, all of which belong to the first group. No general ExAC triggering 

major reforms was reported from MSs which belong to the second group. 

 As regards thematic ex-ante conditionalities, ExAC Research and innovation 

triggered major reforms in the highest number of MSs (13) followed by 

Strategy for poverty reduction, Health, Digital Growth and Institutional 

capacity. The distinction between MSs with a relatively high national share in 

the total Cohesion policy envelope in 2014-2020 and MSs with a relatively low 

share in it played an important role here as well. The overwhelming majority of 

thematic ExACs triggering major reforms was found in the first group of MSs. 

The highest number of these was reported in Romania, where 23 or 80% of all 

the thematic ExACs were found to trigger major reforms. Greece, Croatia, the 

Czech Republic and Hungary follow with 16 to 20 reported ExACs triggering 

major reforms. By contrast, only 7 ExACs triggering major reforms, out of the 

total 190, were identified in the MSs from the second group: Italy (4), Spain 

(2) and the Netherlands (1).  

 A very strong correlation was found between having a low number of major 

reform-triggering ExACs (general and thematic) and being part of the group of 

MSs with a relatively low national share in the total envelope of ESI Funds in 

2014-2020.The striking difference in the allocated funds between the two 

groups of Member States shows that both general and thematic ExACs helped, 

through enforcing the necessary reforms mostly where the relative significance 

of ESI Funds is the largest.  

 The case studies focused on 22 ExACs in six countries (Cyprus, Bulgaria, 

Estonia, Italy, Slovakia and Malta). They highlight that the ExACs: 

- Created a framework and timeline which facilitated and sped up the reforms’ 

execution and also helped in rationalising and streamlining the elaboration of 

policies.  

- Provided inspiration for further reforms. The wide scope of actions required 

to fulfil the ExACs strengthened and fostered the cooperation between the 

different relevant national institutions involved in the reform process.  

- Delegated the issue of reforms to a high political level, thus providing 

considerable tailwind for responsible civil servants to prioritise the areas 

concerned.  
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- The availability of ESI Funds both for the planning and the implementation 

helped to recruit high-level personnel and made it possible to involve 

competent external experts in the reform process. 

- The occasional lack of experience on the MSs’ side to develop complex 

strategies was perceived at times as an obstacle. In such cases a provision 

of more precise guidelines by the EC on how to develop strategic documents 

and training for the responsible institutions would have been expedient.  

- The ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach also was mentioned as a problem. This 

approach may disregard the national and regional specificities of MSs, 

sometimes leading to detailed, but not always relevant policy documents 

which only serve the purpose of the conditionality but are difficult to 

implement. 

- In some cases the large number of external experts and other parties 

involved in the planning and implementation of reforms posed a challenge 

and put the stakeholders under time pressure.  

- The different political environments in individual MSs are thought to deserve 

more attention, as political uncertainty in some MSs resulted in slower 

bureaucratic progress and a process of stagnation. 

 In the countries examined in the case studies, the action plans to fulfil ExACs 

have taken CSRs and MoU recommendations into consideration, either explicitly 

or through inclusions in the strategic documents. The case studies suggest that 

there is a solid relation between ExACs and the Semester. Countries with an 

ExAC triggering major reforms in a certain field may also have CSRs in the 

same field. In this case the conditionality has a potential to contribute to 

pursuing the recommendations made within the Semester.  

 The linkage between ExACs and Semester deserves a more in-depth analysis in 

a few years’ time, when not only the process of approval of unfulfilled and 

partially fulfilled ExACs has been completed but also the effects of those ExACs 

have clearly materialised. Currently there are obstacles to analysing such 

effects as there is no monitoring process in place, once an ExAC is declared 

fulfilled for a given programme.  

The results of the analysis and the perceived positive attitude of interviewed officials 

of the MAs in the case studies suggest a renewed application of ExACs in future 

programming periods. An early agreement focusing on national authorities responsible 

for the relevant thematic area/compliance with ExACs is seen as a factor enhancing 

accountability. Timing is thought to need improvement. ExACs are proposed to be 

elaborated independently of the preparation of the Partnership Agreements and the 

Operational Programmes. Dialogue and negotiations concerning the ExACs are 

recommended to be carried out before the programmes’ preparation and the definition 

of policies. ESIF-related EU Regulations are suggested to be adopted earlier, that is 

before December of the year prior to the start of the new programming period, in 

order to facilitate the planning process by the administrations involved. The post-2020 

programming period is recommended to include some ExACs aimed mainly at further 

implementation and fine-tuning of those reforms which have been positively promoted 

by the current conditionalities. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS AND LESSONS LEARNT 

6.1. Purpose and structure of the chapter 

This chapter summarises the main findings of the study and points to the main factors 

affecting the alignment between CSRs and ESI Funds. First, the findings of the 

previous tasks are summarised. Then, the analysis is focused on how to improve the 

alignment between CSRs and ESI Funds. Finally, possible policy options are presented.  

 

6.2. Summary of the main findings of the study 

6.2.1. Have linkages between CSRs/structural reform needs and ESI Funds 

led to better and more focused programming in the Member States? 

The analysis carried out in chapter 4 (Task 3 of the project) highlighted the linkages 

between CSRs/structural challenges and ESI Funds in the current programming 

documents. CSRs/structural challenges have been taken up in the strategic choices set 

out in Partnership Agreements and Operational Programmes.  

The analysis shows that approximately EUR 240 billion out of EUR 281 billion of ERDF, 

ESF and CF were allocated to fund-relevant CSRs/structural challenges. In other words 

85,1% of the total endowment of these funds contribute to address fund-specific 

CSRs/structural challenges.  

For the ERDF and CF the policy areas in which the resources were more concentrated 

to address CRSs were: housing and social infra-structure (98.8%), resources 

efficiency (98.5%), transport (92.7%) and RTDI (89.6%). Among these, in absolute 

terms, the policy areas which received the greatest amount of resources were: 

transport (approx. EUR 56.5 billion) and RTDI (EUR 36 billion), followed by business 

environment and energy (around EUR 19 billion each; see paragraph 4.4.2).  

For the ESF, the policy areas in which resources were concentrated to address CSRs 

were: reducing and preventing early school leaving (99%), labour market integration 

of young people (98.2%), improving access to education and training (95.8%), access 

to employment (95.7%), integration of marginalised groups (90.9%). Among these 

policy areas, in absolute terms, the greatest amount of resources was allocated to: 

access to employment (EUR 19.1 billion), LM integration of young people (EUR 11,7 

billion), improving access to quality education and training (EUR 9.2 billion) and 

Gender equality (approx. EUR 8 billion).  

Overall financial resources allocated to the CSRs/structural challenges differed among 

Member States going from 38% and 44% in two Member States (Germany and 

Sweden respectively) to 97% and even 100% in other two Member States (Latvia and 

Luxembourg). Different Cohesion Policy envelopes and weights of the ESI Funds in 

total public investments explain such discrepancies. However, all the MSs have, to a 

various extent, complied with the requirements of Regulation 1303/2013. Linkages 

between strategic choices and CSRs/structural challenges tend to be stronger in 

countries and regions that are in greater need of structural reforms where ESI Funds 

are relatively more important. Whereas linkages are weaker in the MS with smaller 

ESI Funds envelopes, where thematic concentration is also a constraint.  

In the majority of cases the linkages between the Semester and the programming 

documents tend to be broad and general, in the sense that the Partnership 

Agreements and the OPs do not explain how the funds will support the implementation 

of the structural reforms, their targets and timing. By and large this depends on the 
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fact that the scope of the CSRs is broad with no precise strategy; this makes it 

challenging to target them through programmes characterised by precise financial 

allocations and specific policy measures.  

In spite of being more specific during the years 2012-2015, the CSRs can only give 

synthetic overall policy guidelines, and as such they tend to be recognised in the 

national priorities and can thus be mentioned in the strategic frame of the 

programming documents without this meaning that they will lead necessarily a 

particular commitment. However, the study has shown that they did positively 

influenced the programming focus. For example, our analysis clearly indicates that the 

CSRs as well as the Country Reports have been an important starting basis for the 

selection of ESI Funds priorities, especially in the EU13 MSs. 

The analysis does not only highlight that CSRs/structural challenges have been taken 

up in the strategic choices set out in the programming documents but also that there 

is a satisfactory linkage between the CSRs and the SOs selected in the OPs in most 

countries, as summarised in the following paragraph.  

 

6.2.2. Have ESI Funds provided a positive contribution to the 

implementation of CSRs? 

The analysis of the OPs and of the selected Specific Objectives (SOs), complemented 

by the findings of a survey of Managing Authorities (see chapter 4), has shown that on 

average more than 63% of fund-relevant CSRs are targeted by SOs. The linkage 

between CSRs and OPs co-financed by ESF and ERDF is particularly strong while there 

is a weaker link between CSRs and other ESI Funds.  

Considering the intervention logic of the OPs and assuming that the SOs will be 

achieved to a satisfactory degree during the programming period, we can safely 

assume that the ESI Funds contribute to implement the CSRs. The contribution of ESI 

Funds is likely to be significant where the linkage between CSRs and SOs is well 

defined and the intensity of ESI funding (i.e. the amount of per capita resources) is 

substantial, while it can be marginal where the available resources are limited and/or 

the linkage between the recommendations and the SOs is weak. 

The survey of Managing Authorities confirmed the findings of the analysis of OPs and 

SOs and highlighted that, according to the MAs, the CSRs were reflected in the design 

of the selection criteria defined in the OPs (see chapter 4 for examples of selection 

criteria). This is a further indication that the strategic choices made on the basis of the 

CSRs have been actually implemented during the first years of the programming 

period.  

The evidence of the linkage between SOs and CSRs tells us that the funds are used to 

pursue structural reform needs and provide a contribution to implement 

recommendations of the European Semester. However, such evidence is obviously not 

sufficient to assess whether the interventions planned or implemented so far are 

appropriate and the extent to which their results are contributing to the required 

changes. This issue would deserve a specific assessment near the end of the current 

programming period, when the programming progress is substantial and there is 

sufficient evidence on implementation.  

Beside the mentioned linkages between SOs and CSRs, our analysis has also 

highlighted that the CSRs are often too generally defined, without targets and 

milestones for their implementation, and a systematic monitoring. As a consequence 

the alignment between the CSRs and ESI Funds is often vague and can be further 

strengthened.  
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6.2.3. Have linkages between CSRs/structural reform needs and ESI Funds 

created obstacles to programming? 

CSRs and other structural reform needs have not generated any significant obstacles 

to ESI Funds programming. As mentioned, the generic contents of the CSRs could be 

easily incorporated into programming documents as they are interconnected with 

national priorities or because ESI Funds priorities shared their broad aims (i.e. see 

CSRs such as: “improve access to lifelong learning” in Bulgaria, “step up efforts to 

prevent early school leaving” in Italy, or “further increase public investment in 

research” in Germany). 

A challenge to incorporating CSRs/structural challenges in programming is related to 

the national scope of CSRs, which do not consider the impact they may have on 

different sub-national territories. Moreover, the current programming period 

introduced several constraints in priority selection, especially in more developed 

regions and in resource allocation68, which add to the difficulties in pursuing a high 

number of CSRs. In some cases all these factors together conflicted with a bottom-up 

approach to programming and resulted in a formal rather than substantial compliance 

with CSRs, especially in large MSs with many regional OPs (e.g. Italy, France, 

Germany).  

 

6.2.4. In which policy areas are the linkages particularly well developed? 

CSRs/structural challenges relevant to ESI Funds are concentrated on two main broad 

policy areas: “Active labour market policy” and “Network industries and environment”, 

which account for around 45% of the total relevant CSRs and structural challenges. 

“Education and training” receives 14%, other broad policy areas such as “Business and 

innovation”, “Inclusion, discrimination and poverty” and “Institutional capacity” obtain 

10% to 12% each of the total CSRs/structural challenges, while Health only receives 

6%.  

The screening of specific policy areas contained in each broad area makes it possible 

to identify the most frequent fields where intervention is recommended: 13% of the 

relevant CSRs/structural challenges concern “Access to employment and employability 

of workers”, and 10% target “Energy networks, RES and emissions”; “Research and 

technology”. “Transport” and “Labour market integration of young people” are also 

important policy fields accounting for approximately 6% of total relevant 

CSRs/structural challenges each.  

Overall, based on the results of this study, the 2014-2020 Operational Programmes 

are supporting 60% of the CSRs/structural challenges relevant to ESI Funds. The 

coverage of reform needs ranges from a maximum of 74% of CSRs/structural 

                                           
68 Financial and thematic concentration have been introduced to improve the strategic focus of 
the OPs and significantly constrain the allocation of resources. For example, in more developed 
and transition regions, at least 80% of ERDF resources at national level are allocated to energy 

efficiency and renewable energy sources, innovation and SME support, of which at least 20% 
are allocated to energy efficiency and renewables. Less developed regions have a broader range 
of investment priorities to choose from, but have to devote at least 50% of ERDF resources to 
energy efficiency and renewables, innovation and SME support. At least 20% of the ESF 
resources has to be allocated to promoting social inclusion and, in addition, ESF programmes 
concentrate funding on a limited number of ‘investment priorities’. 
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challenges in “Education and training” to a minimum of 34% in “Health and social 

infrastructure”.  

On average, as it can be expected, regulatory CSRs are not addressed to the same 

extent as those requiring investments. This confirms that not all the CSRs can be 

targeted even if they may be related to the Thematic Objectives of Cohesion policy. In 

general, the different degree of coverage of CSRs by country and policy areas may 

depend on the following factors:  

 the direct correspondence between ESI Funds and CSRs priorities or, on the 

contrary, a possible conflict between priorities assigned by the MSs to ESI 

Funds interventions and priorities emerging from CSRs;  

 the relatively low level of ESI Funds resources, which limit the coverage of 

CSRs (for instance, in countries where more developed regions prevail); 

 the constraints in the allocation of funds required by the concentration principle 

of the ESI Funds; 

 a lack of policy design and instruments to implement some CSRs at the time of 

ESI Funds programming, or a lack of competences on CSRs among the actors 

implementing ESI Funds (for instance, where regional OPs prevail and national 

actors play a marginal role); 

 the nature of the CSRs which may require a regulatory intervention and not 

direct financial support. 

 

Over 50% of the total number of structural challenges recur to some extent over the 

various Semester cycles covered in the analysis (2012-2015). This shows that even 

though the Semester is an annual process, structural challenges identified by CSRs 

and Country reports are persistent, longer term issues. The analysis highlights that, 

considering the reiteration of CSRs, the absolute number of reform needs is relatively 

limited for each MS and confirms that the funds can provide a positive contribution to 

the implementation of reforms in a medium to long-term perspective.   

CSRs/structural challenges identify specific target groups such as youth, older 

workers, people at risk of social exclusion etc. (see Chapter 3, “Mapping structural 

reforms need in the EU”) in around 30% of the total cases. This percentage is higher 

in CSRs relevant to ESI Funds and even higher in the CSRs/structural challenges 

actually addressed by the OPs. In some broad policy areas, such as “active labour 

market policies”, “inclusion and poverty” and “education and training”, the 

identification of the target groups is more frequent. In general, the structural needs of 

these target groups are pursued by ESF OPs. Target groups identified in the 

CSRs/structural challenges are well covered in ESI Funds programming and this 

suggests that the more detailed CSRs are, the better ESI Funds can match them. 

 

6.2.5. Are ex-ante conditionalities a useful tool to stimulate structural 

reforms? 

Ex-ante conditionalities (ExACs) are pre-conditions for the use of ESI Funds. They 

were introduced to reinforce ESI Funds implementation and not to promote structural 

reforms directly; indeed ExACs which require explicit changes in strategy, new policy 

developments or legal changes (e.g. new laws and regulations) were an important 

leverage to stimulate structural reforms.  
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This study focused on ExACs that have not been fulfilled or only partially fulfilled after 

the approval of the PAs, this means that ExACs fulfilled during the negotiation of the 

ESI Funds programmes have not been analysed. As a consequence there might be an 

underestimation of the overall effects of ExACs, but the mechanisms and functioning 

of the analysed conditionalities analysed are the same as those affecting ExACs 

fulfilled before the approval of the PAs. 

Overall, 29 general ExAC action plans in 10 different MSs, and 190 thematic ExAC 

action plans in 18 different MSs (among the action plans included in the PAs) have 

been assessed as capable to initiate reforms. Only in ten countries did ExACs not 

initiate reforms. These are: Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Ireland, France, Luxemburg, 

Austria, Finland, Sweden and the United Kingdom. 

The analysis shows a negative correlation between the level of GDP per capita and the 

capacity of ExACs to initiate reforms. Hence, there is a positive correlation between 

the amount of received ESI Funds and reform initiating ExACs. This is not surprising 

as “less developed” countries and regions need more structural reforms and at the 

same time had more unfulfilled ExACs at the time of the approval of PAs.  

ExACs speed up the implementation of reforms by providing a foundation for 

additional changes and new policies, facilitating the involvement of the political level in 

the decision making process and hence reinforcing the overall commitment to reforms. 

ExACs also meant extra work for administrations which, at times, revealed a lack of 

capacity, as well as difficulties in involving stakeholders quickly. The lack of an ExACs 

monitoring and evaluation system – once the ExAC is considered fulfilled – also limits 

the effectiveness of conditionalities.   

ExACs influenced the national policy design in several sectors, and were also an 

important “stick” in the hands of the EC during ESI Funds negotiations. Since ExACs 

touched all Thematic Objectives and main capacity issues, they allowed the EC to 

focus negotiations and programming on specific themes and to demand improvements 

and commitment (e.g. road transport programming in Poland). During the focus 

groups69, EC officials involved in the negotiations highlighted that a large number of 

ExACs may create management problems to the EC. Not all conditionalities deserve 

the same attention in the different countries and a wide expertise is required to follow 

all the ExACs. 

The linkage between the ExACs and the CSRs/structural reforms varies across policy 

areas and depends on the national and regional context. As a consequence, the ExACs 

contribution to support reform needs also vary. Looking at the action plans in the 

Partnership Agreements, four groups of policy areas can be identified, on the basis of 

the thematic ExACs' ability to initiate reforms and the thematic coherence between the 

conditionalities and the CSRs: 

a) research and innovation, waste sector, transport master plan, railway, active 

labour market policy, strategy for poverty reduction, Roma inclusion strategy, 

health, higher education, strategy for VET, energy efficiency and institutional 

capacity are policy areas in which there are ExACs triggering major reforms in 

a significant number of MSs (see paragraph 5.2.3 for the definition used) and 

are characterised by significant coherence with the CSRs/MoUs;  

b) research infrastructure, digital growth, water sector, next generation networks, 

risk management, other modes of transport, early school leaving and life-long 

                                           
69 Two focus groups with EC officials were held during the final stage of the study. 
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learning are characterised by ExACs triggering major reforms in a significant 

number of MSs but show low coherence with the CSRs/MoUs;  

c) Small Business Act,  labour market institutions, active health aging and 

strategy for youth employment are areas with a reform triggering impact in a 

limited number of MSs but high coherence with the CSRs/MoUs;  

d) other areas (e.g. renewables, smart energy infrastructure, self-employment, 

adaptation of workers to change) with a reform triggering impact in a limited 

number of MSs and low coherence with the Semester.  

In general, it should be stressed that ExACs and CSRs are different policy instruments, 

which should be coherent and converge towards common aims. To ensure a better 

alignment, in the future it may be necessary to take into account and assess the 

following for each MS:  

 the will of the individual MS to implement structural reforms, rather than 

attention to formal fulfilment of conditionalities,  

 the institutional and political complexity of some recommendations,  

 the vagueness of some CSRs which make it difficult to link them to concrete 

reforms, 

 the maturity of some reforms and the administrative capacity to implement 

them in a relatively short time.  

 

6.2.6. How administrative capacity building financed by ESI Funds 

supported the implementation of the structural reforms underlying 

CSRs 

Institutional and administrative capacity is a fundamental pre-condition for structural 

reforms. Public Administration reforms are often a determinant component of the 

CSRs and are essential to increase national competitiveness and foster societal 

modernisation. In this perspective, the new stream of intervention for institutional and 

administrative capacity in the ESI Funds is in line with the requirements of the 

Semester. According to the calculations presented in this study, 60% of the cohesion 

relevant CSRs/structural challenges with an institutional capacity dimension are 

addressed by ESI Funds programmes. 

According to the analysis, CSRs/structural challenges may address three institutional 

dimensions and hence implement different kinds of capacity building policies: a) a 

reform of Public Administration in general; b) improvements in administrative capacity 

in specific sectors (for instance the labour market, health, judicial system, transport); 

c) improved capacity in managing ESI Funds. All these types of intervention were 

supported by ESI Funds to a different extent and according to national priorities. In 

particular, 1570 out of the 17 countries which use TO11 have allocated ESI Funds to 

pursue CSRs/structural challenges concerning institutional capacity. In these 

countries, most in need of structural reforms in this area and predominantly from 

Eastern and Southern Europe, capacity building interventions are quite extensive and 

often embrace all the different institutional capacity dimensions mentioned above. ESI 

Funds provide a direct support to Public Administration reform by means of training, 

exchanging good practices, study visits, reorganising offices, ICT diffusion, 

                                           
70 Malta, Latvia, France, Slovenia, Estonia, Poland, the Czech Republic, Croatia, Portugal, 
Bulgaria, Slovakia, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Italy.  
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outsourcing and integrating salaries. Other countries such as Austria, Belgium, Spain 

and the United Kingdom, also use ESI Funds to address CSRs on institutional capacity, 

but in these Member States capacity building intervention is predominantly indirect 

and oriented to reinforcing coordination between different administrative levels or to 

improving administrative procedures throughout the management of the ESI Funds 

investments.  

As in other policy areas, even though there is a clear linkage between ESI Funds and 

CSRs concerning institutional capacity, the OPs are vague as regards the strategies 

and on how envisaged initiatives may contribute to structural reforms. This vagueness 

raises concerns as merely transferring resources to the Public Administration is not 

enough to produce the right incentives for change. Structural reforms of bureaucratic 

organisations need accurate plans, well designed incentive systems, real commitment 

among the actors, measurable targets, a clear implementation roadmap. These 

conditions in turn require a new legal framework or a strong leadership of national 

responsible bodies, but these factors are rarely evident in the OPs despite the 

reference to CSRs.  

Despite the foregoing limitations, TO11 and the launch of specific OPs for capacity 

building allowed several countries to focus on these issues and aggregate different and 

fragmented interventions to reinforce the Public Administration under a single 

Operational Programme. In some cases, specific CSRs obliged MSs to focus on 

administrative capacity and promoted important innovations, as in the case of the 

Administrative Reinforcement Plans introduced in Italy to support the management of 

the ESI Funds. 

 

6.3. Summary of the main findings of the literature review which 

are relevant for the study conclusions 

6.3.1. The role and the nature of the Structural Reforms 

Although most authors agree on the contributions of structural reforms to growth, 

there are different opinions on what the right reforms are and how to implement them 

effectively. 

Following the economic crisis, structural reforms gained even more momentum as 

means to overcome the unfavourable economic conditions and unlock growth potential 

among Member States. Gomes (2014) argues that the crisis made the need for 

reforms even more urgent, acting as a catalyst for change. The effects of the reforms 

implemented in times of crisis are, in general, positively assessed. According to the 

ECB (2015), the reforms undertaken since the start of the crisis have already had a 

positive impact; positive impacts of a longer-term nature on economic performance 

are also acknowledged and discussed by Deerose and Griesse (2014), Rubio (2014), 

Varga (2014a), Egert and Gal (2016).  

Another part of the literature tends to give more weight to the costs related to the 

implementation of reforms, as well as to the difficulties linked to this process. 

Cacciatore et al. (2012) highlight that although reforms stimulate GDP already in the 

short run, some of them tend to increase unemployment temporarily. Canton (2014) 

suggests that the full benefits of structural reforms may take several years to 

materialise and additional difficulties in implementing structural reforms are linked to 

the domestic situation in individual countries. Banerji (2015) and Raffo (2013) argue 

that some interest groups may have strong incentives to oppose wide-ranging 

liberalisations and market reforms. In addition to this, a lack of economic growth 
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associated to short-term economic costs could lead to a loss of popular support for 

reforms (Banerji, 2015). Some authors criticise the effects of recent structural reforms 

carried out in Europe; they do not consider reforms ineffective but suggest a different 

policy mix: balance supply side policies and investment support, and implement 

reforms in small steps to ensure political support (Rodrick, 2016; De Grauwe 2014). 

The mentioned contributions, beside confirming the long-term nature of the structural 

reforms which the ESI Funds can contribute to, also suggest to carefully consider the 

associated social costs and the possible negative consequences on political 

commitment that reforms can encounter in the short-term. According to Duval et al. 

(2017), political resistance has been mostly overcome because of the economic crisis 

and peer’s pressure. 

 

6.3.2. The Functioning of the EU Semester and its capacity to promote 

structural reforms  

The need for reinforcing the effectiveness of the European Semester and the 

implementation of structural reforms is highlighted by several authors. 

Gros and Alcidi (2015) point out a decline in the implementation track record of the 

CSRs, especially as financial turbulence lessened and the economic outlook started to 

improve. This is acknowledged by Deerose and Griesse (2014), as well as Darvas and 

Leandro (2015). Their findings are confirmed by the European Parliament (EP) 

(2016a). According to Ferrera (2016), the difficult functioning of the Semester 

depends also on the national dimension of the recommendations and on the fact that, 

in a strongly integrated EU economy, the lack of symmetric reform processes among 

the MSs increases the costs of their implementation. 

In 2015 the Commission introduced the so called ‘streamlining’ which reduced the 

number and length of CSRs, focusing them on a limited number of key challenges. 

Although this was welcomed as a positive change, some authors are cautious on its 

consequences. Gern et al. (2015) warn that the streamlining comes at the cost of 

dropping recommendations despite limited progress in their implementation, which 

may give the wrong signals to MSs. 

Legitimacy and transparency are two aspects often debated in the literature focusing 

on the European Semester. The issue of legitimacy is wide and encompasses the 

functioning of the EU as a whole, but there is general consensus among authors on 

the fact that the European Semester cannot be effective if it is not fully legitimate. To 

increase legitimacy, national Parliaments should be more involved (Hallerberg, 2012), 

as they vote on budgets and on financial, labour and product market reforms. Most of 

the literature also agrees on the need of a more transparent Semester (Gern, 2015; 

Zuleeg, 2015) and related decision-making processes, in particular the definition of 

CSRs.  

Darvas and Leandro (2015) as well as Gern (2015) propose a wide array of options to 

improve the functioning and effectiveness of the Semester, with the aim of 

strengthening enforcement mechanisms.  

Improving the functioning of the CSRs would significantly increase the effectiveness of 

the Semester. As suggested by Vanhercke and Zeitlin (2015a) who focus on social and 

employment related CSRs, the recommendations should not be overly prescriptive 

while social stakeholders should participate in the European Semester to define the 

policies in detail.  
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The so called “Five Presidents’ Report” (Junker, 2015) incorporates the different 

positions and proposes to improve the Semester both in its accountability and 

transparency and in the reinforcement of the MS commitment, using a ‘comply-or-

explain’ approach in a more systematic way.  

 

6.3.3. The link between the EU Semester and the ESI Funds  

The literature on the link between the Semester and the ESI Funds is scarce but the 

topic is addressed by the official documentation, especially the contributions which 

concern the next programming period. 

Haase (2015) stresses how Cohesion policy, the Europe 2020 Strategy and the 

broader economic governance processes are now intertwined. CSRs have a key role to 

play in this context, as they have important positive spill-over effects from Cohesion 

Policy to the broader environment for investments (European Commission, 2015). 

Some Member States and the EP’s REGI Committee expressed concern over the 

progressive transformation of Cohesion policy into a thematic policy that is in danger 

of losing its original purpose (Kah et al., 2015). Not everybody shares this concern, in 

fact the German Government (Federal Ministry of Economic Affairs and Energy, 2017) 

and the EC (2017b and 2017d) recognise the need for a stronger linkage between the 

CSRs, Cohesion policy and the EU budget in the next programming period. Barca 

(2017) also underlines this need but highlights that ‘space-blind’ structural reforms 

failed in the past and that a more territorial-oriented approach has to be followed. 

In conclusion, the literature on structural reforms highlights that: 

 Political commitment and the conditions for achieving it are the main levers of 

reforms implementation and the European Semester must acknowledge and 

face these issues. 

 The Semester is a fundamental venue for policy coordination in the EU and has 

been relatively successful even if there is a room for improving its 

effectiveness.  

 Scholars and officials’ views converge towards a need for reforming the 

Semester in order to make it possible to increase participation, legitimacy, 

efficiency and accountability in order to reinforce national ownership.  

 In this respect, ESI Funds offer some important possibilities to strengthen 

reforms implementation: the funds work on similar areas which are targeted by 

the Semester; ESI Funds have a governance which can compensate 

institutional limitations of the Semester; the budget is significant in many EU 

MSs and hence the funds can promote reform implementation. 

 

6.4. How to further improve the alignment between ESI Funds and 
the Semester 

6.4.1. Limitation of the current alignment: identification of the policy 

problem  

The policy “problem” which emerged from the analysis is how to safeguard and further 

improve the “alignment” between ESI Funds and the EU Semester, in order to be able 

to achieve the expected results in terms of contributing to implement structural 

reforms.  
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The study highlights the challenge of achieving a balance between the bottom up 

policy approach of ESI Funds, characterised by subsidiarity, multi-level governance, an 

important role of private-public partnership, and the top-down Semester process. 

There are several obstacles to a more effective alignment and better results can be 

obtained by intervening on both the Semester and the ESI Fund process. For instance, 

their policy decision processes are detached and the relative legal bases vary and are 

not fully integrated; this legal background has to be considered before examining the 

possible improvements.  

The policy problem is related to the need for a stronger political lever to back the 

implementation of the CSRs in the absence of specific competences of the EC and, 

consequently, for a better coordination between ESI Funds programming and the 

Semester. In this respect potential changes may occur in the new legal framework for 

the future ESI Funds with the revision of the multiannual financial framework, but also 

in the rules of the European Semester which have been the target of some criticism 

and proposals of reform, such as those raised in the Five President’s Report71. 

The need for strengthening the alignment between the Semester and ESI Funds is 

based on the following rationales.  

First, and as indicated in the terms of reference of this study, there are normative 

conditions to comply with: ESI Funds provide a support to deliver the Union 

Strategy, consequently they provide resources to undertake structural reforms linked 

to CSRs. The linkages between the EU strategy, the CSRs and the ESI Funds are 

logical but do not operate automatically. As noted in the literature review, structural 

reforms may conflict with some ESI Funds objectives or require a multitude of 

contextual conditions that do not depend on the ESI Funds. Therefore, it is not 

possible to imagine an automatic integration between the Semester and the ESI Funds 

processes, and it is necessary to identify how to articulate them better while 

maintaining their own specificity. 

Second, the integration between different policies responds to an efficiency criterion 

in the use of the EU budget. The integration of CSRs and ESI Funds within the 

available budget responds to the will of reinforcing CSRs implementation and of 

broadening ESI Funds contribution to socio-economic cohesion. However, this is a 

complex task and there are some risks: assigning too many objectives to ESI Funds 

may reduce their effectiveness; insufficient clarity and result orientation in the support 

to CSRs implementation may induce a waste of resources; forcing the financing of 

CSRs without the necessary contextual and political72 conditions for their 

implementation may be self-defeating.  

Third, according to several authors73 there is a need increasing the level of 

implementation of CSRs and also this study highlighted a significant room for 

improving the contribution of ESI Funds . These are important reasons for 

strengthening the alignment between CSRs and ESI Funds. 

                                           
71 Junker, JC. (2015),  Completing Europe’s Economic and Monetary Union (Five presidents’ 
report), European Commission. 
72 Some reforms may lack political backing, this may be the case for instance of reforms which 
touch upon different social groups’ interests.  
73 See European Parliament monitoring of CSRs as well as Gros and Alcidi (2015), and Darvas 
and Leandro (2015). The recent EC Communication regarding the 2017 European Semester 
(COM [2017] 500) offers a more positive assessment of the CSRs implementation; it recognises, 
that since 2011, not more than the 24% of the CSRs achieved a “full implementation” or a 
“substantial progress”, but underlines also that, on the whole, around the 60% of the CSRs 
issued until 2016 have recorded at least “some progress”. 
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6.4.2. The main factors which influence the alignment: drivers of the policy 

problem 

This paragraph focuses on the causes which hamper, or favour, a better alignment 

between the Semester, in particular CSRs, and the ESI Funds based on the results of 

the study.  

The Semester and the ESI Funds are characterised by commonalities and differences 

in each of their implementation stages. Although the Semester is an annual policy 

process it recommends longer-term reforms, while the ESI Funds are a multiannual 

investment vehicle, requiring the setting up of clear long-term objectives, targets and 

responsibilities. The CSRs are broadly defined during the Semester exercise, which 

allows some freedom in how the recommendations are to be pursued within the ESI 

Funds programmes.  

ESI Funds have a territorial dimension and are in many instances focused on regional 

issues that are not necessarily coherent with the structural reform needs of a country 

as a whole. More generally, as mentioned earlier, it is challenging to achieve a balance 

between the “bottom up” policy approach of ESI Funds characterised by a multi-

annual programming design and the “top-down” Semester process influenced by a 

relative short time and complicated intergovernmental debates.  

In order to identify the main factors that affect the alignment between the Semester 

and ESI Funds, we present the findings of the study according to the main stages of 

their policy decision making processes: 1) Policy design; 2) Policy formulation; 3) 

Policy implementation; 4) Monitoring and evaluation. 

Policy design  

Notwithstanding differences in their fundamental objectives74 and potential 

contrasts in the short term effects, the CSRs and the ESI Funds have important 

elements in common: both want to generate structural transformations and in doing 

so they pursue a convergence objective. The rationale behind the Semester is to 

increase policy coordination and foster convergence between EU countries with respect 

to market rules and functioning, institutional development and economic stability, 

while the ESI Funds promote convergence between the strongest and weakest areas 

or social groups through a large redistribution of resources for investments.  

While the Semester and the CSRs are mostly oriented to ensuring market efficiency, 

institutional development and macroeconomic sustainability, ESI Funds intend to 

reduce socio-economic disparities, also by promoting productivity growth in less 

developed areas. Therefore, in relation to the territorial scope, CSRs act mainly on 

national rules and macroeconomic aggregates, while the ESI Funds intervene mainly 

on individuals and companies, and at a local level. 

The timing is annual for the European Semester and multi-annual for the ESI Funds, 

which take around 2 years for defining budget allocation and regulations, and 10 years 

                                           
74 Structural reforms are targeted to increase the potential of growth of the MSs through a more efficient 

allocation of resources and  promote the coordination of national policies in the EU. ESI Funds promote 

economic, social and territorial cohesion via investments that generate structural changes in the productive 

and social fabric of the EU territories, in particular in the less developed areas. Structural reforms may 

conflict in the short term with cohesion goals since reforms can widen disparities (for instance, increasing 

unemployment in the short-term or giving major long-term competitive advantages to the more developed 

areas) or can reduce public resources for financing national investments and co-financing ESI Funds.  
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for carrying out investments (7 years and n+3 rule). The annual timing of the 

Semester is justified by the need to keep macro-economic aggregates under control, 

but this approach conflicts with the timing of structural reforms which take several 

years to be implemented. This issue has been highlighted in the study where we found 

that around 50% of CSRs related to structural reforms were repeated in the 2012-

2015 period. On the contrary, the multiannual cycle of ESI Funds, besides being 

consistent with their long-term objectives, allows stakeholders enough time to define 

strategies and implement interventions. However, this diversity mainly concerns the 

policy design while the structural changes pursued by both the ESI Funds and the 

Semester have several connections and long term implementation.  

In the legislative framework of the Semester, the European Commission’s powers 

are mostly limited to the identification and the recommendation of the necessary 

structural reforms, while their implementation remains in the hands of the national 

governments. Differently, the management of the ESI Funds is shared between the EC 

and the MSs in a multi-level governance system. Hence, the regulations of the ESI 

Funds provide the different actors with detailed administrative and procedural rules 

which govern their operations. These two policy models differ significantly, but they 

may be integrated if ESI Funds are able to include CSRs in their multi-level 

governance and promote their implementation (e.g. though a timetable, appropriate 

results indicators and monitoring).  

Policy decision making 

The differences in the legislative framework of the two policy models imply 

differences in their decision making processes.  

The adoption of the CSRs follows an intergovernmental process of bilateral and 

multilateral negotiations between the EC and the MSs which ends with a final decision 

of the Council. This process is widely affected by political factors, as each government 

wants to avoid censorship of its conduct and excessive adjustment costs for its 

country (Dunlop and Radaelli, 2016). The large number and complex documents 

(Annual Growth Survey, Country Reports, National Reform Programmes etc.), the 

several simultaneous procedures (SGP, MIP and general CSRs), the large number of 

committees involved in the discussions and the confidential nature of bargaining do 

not facilitate transparency and ownership of the Semester. Recently the participation 

of social partners and NGOs increased at the EU level, but it remains poor at national 

level and is hampered by the small number of national officials and Ministers involved 

in the process.  

In synthesis, in the “top-down” Semester approach, as noted above, the "highest" 

political level identifies priorities without the power to enforce the decisions taken.  

ESI Funds follow a “bottom-up” decision making process. All the stakeholders have the 

time and public opportunities to discuss budget allocations and regulations. The co-

decision process between the EC, the Council and the EP makes this phase transparent 

and legitimate.  

The adoption of the PAs and the OPs in the ESI Funds is a long and participative 

process, with negotiations between the EC and each MS. This process generally takes 

1 to 2 years and involves all the national and local institutions interested in the 

implementation of structural investments. Well defined procedures and clear 

administrative responsibilities stated in the ESI Funds regulations facilitate the 

process. The role of the actors is framed in a ‘shared management’ model and a 

multilevel governance, which ensure a large participation and the respect of the 
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subsidiarity principle. The intensity, the relative precision and the duration of this 

process, associated to important financial stakes for all the participants – the EC as 

well as payer and receiver countries symmetrically – enable the definition of policy 

instruments, targets and deadlines for the various OPs and structural investments75.  

These differences do not make the alignment of CSRs and ESI Funds policy decision 

making processes straightforward. However, the mutual complementarities and 

interconnections between the two processes, such as for instance the high strategic 

priorities of the CSRs and the contractual commitments between the EC and the MSs 

in the PAs can be exploited to improve the alignment.  

In relation to EU budget, coalitions between ‘net payers’ and between ‘net 

receivers’ MSs play a fundamental role in the decision making process of the ESI 

Funds. These two main coalitions work in a similar way in the field of structural 

reforms: the ‘net payers’ group includes MSs with less urgent structural adjustments 

and are generally less committed to implementing CSRs, while the ‘net receivers’ 

group includes MSs with a larger number of CSRs, with urgent structural problems and 

relatively committed to implementing CSRs.  

In both cases the EC plays a fundamental role as a political and technical 

institution: it advances the initial proposals and has to identify the main priorities to 

pursue. In the case of the Semester, the EC selects priorities to be endorsed by the 

MS in the Council. In the case of the ESI Funds the EC starts the negotiation with a 

“position paper” largely inspired by Country Reports and CSRs. Hence, the EC role 

directly supports the alignment of the two processes.  

Policy implementation 

Implementation of CSRs and structural reforms and implementation of ESI Funds 

investments have different features. CSRs require a change in the existing policies 

while ESI Funds necessitate their reinforcement and focussing. In addition, 

implementation of CSRs and ESI Funds differ greatly depending on their legal and 

operational framework. 

Responsibilities for the implementation differ. CSRs and structural reforms have to 

be implemented by MSs in full autonomy, while ESI Funds investments are 

implemented by national authorities in a co-management decision making system with 

the EC. 

Activities necessary for the implementation differ, but can overlap significantly. 

Structural reforms very often require a mix of regulatory interventions, public 

expenditures and institution building. The mix of activities may vary in each MS and 

according to the type of reforms. ESI Funds basically carry out public investments in 

different policy areas (e.g. transport and environmental infrastructures, research and 

support to SMEs, human capital, social and labour market polices, rural development, 

sea economy, institutional capacity building) and eligible under the European 

Regulations. In some countries ESI Funds are a significant share of public investments 

or of expenditure for social and labour market policies, while in others, their relative 

                                           
75 However, the participative and ‘bottom-up’ approach of ESI Funds programming may produce 
fragmentation in objectives and allocated resources under the pressure of local or sectoral 
interests. EC’s defence of EU priorities and specific constraints introduced in the regulations, 
such as the obligation of concentration, aim at limiting this risk coming from the MSs. 
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weight is limited or marginal76. In the majority of cases the activities and the broad 

changes recommended by CSRs may overlap with ESI Funds activities fully, partially 

or not at all. The study highlighted how countries with proportionally larger amount of 

ESI Funds address them to support CSRs to a greater extent; generally, this depends 

on the much greater influence of ESI Funds on the public expenditure of these 

countries and on their major need for structural reforms. 

Both the CSRs and the ESI Funds have different enforcement mechanisms. The 

main difficulties of CSRs occur when political commitment and ownership are reluctant 

to implement the necessary measures due to the social and political costs associated 

with the reforms in the short term and the little confidence in exploiting the long term 

benefits within a political cycle. Moreover, the policy arena of structural reforms 

involves a large number of actors with different interests, and unless the will for 

implementing reforms is shared it may be difficult to proceed. Where structural 

reforms involve local authorities the necessity of finding a general consensus and 

effective coordination renders implementation complex. This situation applies 

especially to decentralised and federal countries, such as Italy, Belgium, Spain, Austria 

and Germany, where local authorities have great autonomy. 

In the Semester, structural reforms are pushed principally by shared understanding of 

challenges and ownership of reforms; the main enforcement mechanism is 

reputational pressure (‘name and shame’), which reflects the limited authority of the 

EC on implementation and the “open coordination method” of the process. Sanctions 

are established only for persistent and significant budgetary disequilibria and do not 

cover structural reforms.  

ESI Funds adopt several sanctioning mechanisms to enforce an effective and complete 

use of EU resources. These tools have increased in the current programming period 

and include: ex-ante conditionalities, interruption of EC payments in case of 

inadequate management, rewards linked to good performance (‘performance 

reserve’). These tools have been associated with the already existing automatic de-

commitments of EU resources in response to delays in national expenditure. Among 

the enforcement measures of ESI Funds, macroeconomic conditionality deserves a 

special mention. Under the second strand of macroeconomic conditionality, the 

Commission proposes to the Council the suspension of ESI Funds commitments if the 

Council decides that a MS has not taken effective action to address an excessive 

deficit77. In the present analysis this measure deserves attention because it binds the 

use of ESI Funds to conditions which are ‘external’ to their operational scope and may 

suggest extending a similar linkage to the non-implementation of CSRs. It is too early 

to assess the functioning of this rule, however, the experience of the additionality 

principle78 suggests that forms of ‘external’ conditionality are difficult to apply and 

often political considerations do not permit their practical enforcement. On the 

                                           
76 See Applica - Ismeri Europa, Synthesis report Ex post evaluation of Cohesion Policy 
programmes 2007-2013, focusing on the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the 

Cohesion Fund (CF), commissioned by DG Regio, EC. 
77 This condition was and is still being debated because in the 1303/2013 Regulation it is 
considered a way to maximise the impact of the ESI Funds, but reducing public investments in a 
country already committed to a strong reduction in the public budget may be economically self-

defeating. See among the others: S. Verhelst, 2012; R. Römisch, 2013; M. Jouen, 2015. 
78 Since 1989 the additionality principle to prevent the substitution of national public resources 
with EU resources is in force in ESI funds. In practice the formal verification of additionality 
resulted very difficult  and has never been sanctioned, even in recent years when due to the 
global crisis the fall in public investments of many MSs was evident and persistent, hence 
conflicting with the additionality principle. 
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contrary, ‘internal’ conditionalities integrated into the management rules, such as the 

ex-ante conditionalities, are able to increase the ownership by MSs because they are 

perceived as common rules of the game and not as a discriminatory penalty. 

A rule to enforce the ESI Funds support to CSRs implementation already exists. 

The 1303/2013 regulation makes it possible for the EC to request changes in the PA 

and relevant programmes of a MS where it is necessary to support the implementation 

of relevant or new CSRs. It has never been activated so far and commitments taken in 

the OPs have been considered satisfactory by the EC.  

The lack of adequate institutional and administrative capacity is a common 

problem in CSRs and ESI Funds implementation.  

One of the greatest implementation difficulties related to structural reforms is the lack 

of adequate institutional capacity. This may include the lack of necessary institutions, 

such as dedicated public agencies or a specific legislative framework, as well as the 

lack of capacity in the administration to carry out new policies or launch new services 

in a short time. In general, capacity issues require complex interventions and in the 

past, technical assistance was given to MSs, for example Greece and Cyprus, under 

the economic adjustment programme. Since 2016, with the creation of the Structural 

Reform Support Service (SRSS) in the EC and a dedicated EU budget, technical 

assistance is provided to all the countries committed to implementing recommended 

structural reforms. When structural reforms or important interventions to improve 

institutional capacity are required in a country with low institutional capacity, they 

may easily fail and a special attention to result orientation should be ensured.  

When events such as economic slowdown, currency devaluation for MSs outside the 

Eurozone or budgetary restrictions do not interfere with the financing of public 

investments, the main difficulty encountered in ESI Funds implementation is 

insufficient institutional and administrative capacity. Institutional weakness can 

take different forms, such as: lack of capacity of the public administration to comply 

with the EU regulations or to absorb resources in the scheduled time; lack of good 

quality projects; excessive influence of politicians and interest groups and the 

consequent distortions in the efficient allocation of resources.  

Monitoring and evaluation  

The Semester adopts a double monitoring, by the EC and the MS. The EC Country 

Reports provide an assessment of the implementation of the previous year 

recommendations, and a set of indicators related to the EU 2020 strategy and the 

Macroeconomic Imbalance Procedure scoreboard. For their part, in the National 

Reform Programmes (NRPs) the MSs report on their progress in relation to each CSR 

of the previous year and in pursuing the EU 2020 Strategy. A specific section of the 

NRPs (section 5) is devoted to ESI Funds; this section provides an opportunity to 

verify the linkages between CSRs and ESI Funds, but it is very descriptive and does 

not explain the actual contribution of the ESI Funds to structural reforms. Hence, data 

from Country Reports and NRPs provide only a superficial idea of how national 

structural reforms are progressing due to the absence of an implementation roadmap 

of CSRs to use as baseline. Moreover, the 12-18 month horizon of CSRs monitoring 

does not seem consistent with the time it takes to implement some structural reforms. 

The monitoring system of the ESI Funds is based on financial, output and result 

indicators organised at OP, PA and EU level; indicators are calculated on individual 

projects and aggregate information according to specific guidelines. One of the 

weaknesses of this system is that there is no direct linkage between the value of the 
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indicator and the resources spent, so in many cases the real contribution of the funds 

to a specific objective is unclear. However, the ‘bottom-up’ and operational approach 

to the monitoring of ESI Funds would make it possible to follow a specific group of 

measures linked to a CSR. 

Both monitoring systems suffer from insufficient official data: in the case of the CSRs 

the delayed update of policy databases, such as Labour Market Policy or Labour 

Market Reforms databases and, in the case of ESI Funds, the serious delay (3-4 years) 

in the availability of regional EUROSTAT accounts to contextualise ESI Funds results. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, a basic accountability of the two processes is 

possible. 

Several studies analysed the performance and the effectiveness of the European 

Semester, however, a systematic evaluation has not been carried out. ESI Funds, 

on the other hand, are perhaps the most evaluated policy in the EU; MSs (ex-ante and 

on-going evaluations) and the EC (ex-post) both have evaluation obligations and 

evaluations are carried out at OP, national and EU levels.  

The lack of external independent evaluations of the efficiency and effectiveness of the 

Semester process makes it difficult to analyse in depth what mechanisms facilitate the 

implementation of the CSRs and how the ESI Funds contribute to them. While it is 

possible to use ESI Funds evaluations to answer some questions on CSRs. An 

integration of the two evaluation processes would be beneficial because, especially at 

national level, would throw light on the bottlenecks encountered by the CSRs and 

promote cooperation between the actors involved in the Semester and those working 

on ESI Funds.  

The following table summarises the main factors which affect the alignment between 

the Semester and the ESI Funds. The table shows forces pushing in the direction of 

increased alignment and forces moving in the opposite direction, for each stage of the 

policy making process. 
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Table 22 - Synthesis of the main factors which affect the alignment between CSRs and ESI Funds  

POLICY MAKING 
PROCESS 

Features with facilitate alignment Constraints 

1
)
 P

O
L
I
C

Y
 D

E
S

I
G

N
 

Objective  
 

 Both policies are expected to increase convergence 
(between countries or social groups and territorial areas)  

 Their policies areas are often the same  

 Key objectives of the two policies are different 
 Their aims may conflict in the short term  

Timing 
 Effects of structural reforms take a long time, as do ESI 

Funds related investments 
 Different timing of the two policy cycles (annual vs. multi-annual) 

makes their operational integration difficult 

Legislative 
framework 

 The consolidated and consistent legislative framework of ESI 
Funds makes it easy to include linkages to CSRs  

 Insufficient power of the EU on structural reforms obliges to 
complex coordination approaches (OMC, ‘peer review’, transfer of 
practices) 

Type of 
policy 

 The two different policy levels (strategic of CSRs and 
operational of ESIF) may favour complementary connections 

 Regulatory requirements of CSRs may be difficult to integrate in 
ESI Funds 

Territorial 
scope 

 Possible overlap of the two different territorial scopes 
(national vs. sub-national), especially in MSs receiving a 
large amount of ESI Funds 

 Different territorial scopes (national vs. sub-national) and no 
articulation of CSRs at sub-national level 

 Strong territorial concentration of ESI Funds supporting national 
policies according to country size and received resources  

2
)
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 M
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Decision 
Making 

 Similar coalitions in the two policies: the more MSs 
necessitate structural reforms the more they are likely to be 
the main recipients of ESI Funds (and vice versa) 

 Policy formulation of ESI Funds permits the introduction of 
conditionalities and clear linkages with EU and national 
objectives 

 Limited participation of some relevant actors in the Semester 
(some DGs and the EP at EU level; National Parliaments, 
Ministries, local authorities and social partners)  

 Asymmetric approach of CSRs makes their implementation more 
difficult 

 Too many constraints or neglecting subsidiarity in policy 
formulation of ESI Funds may increase political conflicts among 

MSs 

Adoption 

 ESI Funds already identify linkages with CSRs and rules to 
update them 

 In both policies the adoption stage could make it possible to 
identify clearer and more operational linkages with limited 
changes 

 Top-down approach of CSRs vs. bottom-up in ESI Funds  
 Broad definition of CSRs and large number of ESI Funds objectives 

can make alignment irrelevant  
 The adoption of CSRs does not take into consideration the possible 

support of ESI Funds 

Role of the 

actors 
 Key role of the EC in both processes  

 Limited participation and ownership of CSRs by national actors 
 Different actors involved in the Semester and in ESI Funds at 

national level 

Result  
 Possible identification of results for structural reforms in ESI 

Funds specific objectives 
 Lack of clear and shared targets and deadlines of CSRs 

3
)
 I

M
P

L
E
M

E
N

T
A

T
I
O

N
 

Responsibility 
 Shared responsibility in ESI Funds for the EU can balance its 

lack of power on national structural reforms when respective 
objectives coincide 

 Decentralised responsibility for ESI Funds, especially in some 
countries  

 Limited coordination between actors involved in CSRs and ESI 
Funds  

Activities 
 Possible operational integration, especially in CSRs which 

recommend investments, and transversal use of Institutional 
capacity of ESI Funds 

 Some activities for implementing CSRs cannot be supported by ESI 
Funds for strategic or eligibility reasons 

Enforcement  
 Existing connections between ESI Funds conditionalities and 

CSRs 
 Weak implementation obligations in CSRs  

Capacity  
 Capacity building issues are present in both policies 
 ESI Funds TO11 can operate as capacity support for CSRs 

 Insufficient political commitment  
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POLICY MAKING 
PROCESS 

Features with facilitate alignment Constraints 
5

)
 M

&
E
 Monitoring 

 Both monitoring systems are developed and would easily 
permit cross-examination  

 Monitoring systems are set on different timing and not interrelated 
 Slow updating of official data penalises monitoring of both 

processes 

Evaluation 

 Compulsory evaluation in ESI Funds may be partially 
extended to CSRs 

 National productivity boards (or the EC) may commission 
evaluations on CSRs  

 Lack of independent and systematic evaluation on the Semester 

 

  



 

142 

 

 

6.5. Policy options and instruments 

6.5.1. Main principles and assumptions 

The policy options proposed in this section are aimed at improving the alignment between the 

CSRs and the ESI Funds, and overcoming the obstacles identified in the study. The logic 

underlying the policy options is that, though there is already a fair degree of alignment between 

the Semester and the ESI Funds, tighter linkages can be established, also in order to assess and 

measure the contribution of ESI Funds to structural reforms. The main objectives of the policy 

options are: 

 To facilitate further targeting of CSRs which require investments in ESI Funds programmes, 

with a clear results orientation; 

 To reduce the differences in the timeframe of CSRs and ESI Funds and facilitate the policy 

dialogue between Member States and the Commission; 

 To increase participation in structural reforms’ implementation and reinforce ownership of 

CSRs at EU and national level; 

 To improve accountability of CSRs implementation and their relations with Cohesion policy. 

The following two paragraphs present the policy options. In the first paragraph, some suggestions 

concerning the Semester and the selection of CSRs are proposed. In the second paragraph the 

focus is on the adjustments in the ESI Funds process which could improve the linkages with the 

CSRs. 

6.5.2. Policy options concerning the Semester  

In defining policy options concerning the Semester, it is assumed that there will be no significant 

change in the process of CSRs formulation and enforcement, but only some enhancements to 

make sure that CSRs can be targeted more directly and in a more focused manner by ESI Funds. 

Some of the following suggestions are implicit in the Five Presidents’ Report (Junker, 2015) and 

are discussed as part of the current debate for completing and reinforcing the EU. 

The first element which can be improved is the process of identification and adoption of the CSRs, 

paying particular attention to:  

 More operational CSRs - A better definition of the adopted CSRs, limiting the number of 

different themes in the same CSR and identifying a set of targets and deadlines would be 

necessary. Targets and deadlines should be identified with the MS concerned, possibly with 

a focus on a limited number of key CSRs; there would be no specific penalty for non-

compliance but a real commitment of the MS would be fostered by new and targeted 

incentives. Incentives are already defined in the flexibility procedures of the fiscal compact, 

but they may be extended in relation to the level of public investments. We are aware that 

this is a politically sensitive point, because it requires a higher level of commitment than 

the current one, but the lack of progress in this direction tends to make it challenging to 

translate CSRs into operational activities of the ESI Funds.  

 Closing the gap between CSRs and ESI Funds objectives - The identification of 

CSRs/structural challenges should include elements of analysis that will help to connect 

them to the ESI Funds, such as a long-term horizons in Country Reports and NRPs, the 

consideration of the administrative and economic impacts of structural reforms at sub-

national level. More attention should also be paid to possible trade-offs between short- and 
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long-term effects of structural reforms or between fiscal and social policies, especially in 

relation to the MIP.  

 Avoiding repetitions in CSRs and making a list of long term structural reforms to 

implement - every year the Council should only adopt new CSRs, to be added to a list 

which includes previous years’ CSRs that have not been adequately addressed and hence 

are still relevant. This slightly different approach would have the important advantage of 

illustrating the evolution of the CSRs and the persistence of structural challenges in each 

MS.  

A second aspect which can be improved in the Semester is the participation in the identification 

of the CSRs and the accountability of the entire process; in this respect some options seem 

important:  

 Simplifying the Semester and increasing its ownership in the MSs - The procedures 

underlying the Semester and the resulting documents could be streamlined in order to 

make them easily accessible by a larger audience and facilitate the involvement of the 

stakeholders. This aspect is recognised in the Five President Reports79 and would require: 

reducing the number of procedures (MIPs, SGP, general) affecting CSRs, simplifying the 

entire process (bilateral and multilateral meetings, technical Committee and sectoral 

Council) limiting the number of documents (AGS, CRs, NRPs, JESR, etc.) to facilitate their 

understanding.  

 Promoting a more participated ‘national’ Semester, which could facilitate the debate 

and a national ownership, before and after the final adoption of the CSRs; 

 Ensuring a more substantial dialogue at national level between the bodies 

responsible for the design and implementation of the Semester process and those 

managing the ESI Funds; this should be stimulated at national and regional level, when 

appropriate. 

Finally, several improvements can be introduced in relation to the monitoring and evaluation of 

the Semester. There is a need for improving both the knowledge of the linkages between the 

CSRs and the ESI Funds, as well as the accountability of the Semester. In particular, it would be 

important to promote: 

 Long term monitoring of structural reforms - NRPs could envisage the monitoring of 

structural reforms and CSRs in the medium-long term (3-5 years) and highlight clearly 

their implementation mechanisms and bottlenecks. In this respect, section 5 of the NRPs 

on the use of the structural funds could be more detailed and integrated with specific 

indicators from the ESI Funds supporting CSRs.  

 Evaluation of the Semester and CSRs implementation - An evaluation of the 

identification of CSRs and of their implementation would be an important step in the 

direction of improved accountability. At national level, the National Productivity Boards 

could be responsible for assessing the progress of the structural reforms and, at EU level, 

the Commission could launch an independent evaluation on the entire process every 3 

years. These evaluations could also use findings of other national evaluations on whether 

and how the CSRs are supported by the ESI Funds. 

                                           
79 The report maintains that “(...) the addition of numerous ‘packs’, ‘pacts’, ‘procedures’ and manifold 
reporting requirements has blurred its [the Semester’s] rationale and effectiveness”. 
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6.5.3. Policy options concerning the ESI Funds 

In the following paragraphs CSRs and structural challenges are used as synonyms. In reality they 

differ as CSRs are adopted by the European Council while structural challenges are only identified 

by the EC in the Country Reports and, in the mapping carried out in this study, they have been 

extracted from those reports. The distinct status of CSRs and structural challenges from Country 

Reports obliges them to follow different political processes: CSRs are already recognised in the 

ESI Funds regulations and their interactions can be reinforced in the next reform without 

additional legal bonds; on the contrary, structural challenges from Country Reports would need to 

be introduced into the regulation at the same level as the CSRs and would need to be officially 

acknowledged in the negotiations between the EC and the MSs. 

In the post 2020 period, several changes may take place and affect ESI Funds priorities. Such 

changes may be related to a revision of the Europe 2020 strategy, increasing EU territorial and 

social disparities, as well as the need for simplifying and making the implementation process more 

efficient. Last but not least, Brexit will require a significant adjustment in the multi-annual 

financial framework of the EU and may affect the ESI Funds endowments.  

The key conclusions of the study which influence the policy options concerning ESI Funds 

alignment to CSRs can be summarised as follows: 

 ESI Funds can implement CSRs without significant strategic and operational 

changes. In fact, ESI Funds programmes already cover many CSRs. The main obstacle to 

the alignment is that CSRs are not detailed in strategic and operational terms and this 

makes it more difficult to assess the effective commitment of the MSs and the actual 

contribution of ESI Funds to their implementation. Hence, a programme or a roadmap to 

implement the CSR needs to be incorporated in the ESI Funds management process to 

improve the linkage between the funds and the CSRs. 

 CSRs require an important, and sometime radical, change in the existing policy of 

the MS. This means that new policies have to be defined and/or the policy mix, as well as 

the public resource allocation, needs to be adjusted. At the moment ESI Funds do not fully 

acknowledge these implicit requirements of structural reforms and the linkages with CSRs 

tend to be too general with no clear result orientation.  

 The implementation of the CSRs does not necessarily require a significant amount 

of financial resources but often requires a mix of regulatory adjustments, capacity 

building and public investments. This mix varies according to the type of CSRs. This means 

that the necessary resources have to be allocated case by case.  

In coherence with this suggestion to improve the alignment between ESI funds and CSRs, the 

following paragraphs propose a set of policy options for the following key ESI Funds programming 

issues:  

 programming architecture;  

 role of the different ESI Funds;  

 incentive systems to implement CSRs;  

 timing and multi-annual approach;  

 territorial dimension and regional approach;  
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 Ex-ante conditionalities;  

 thematic concentration;  

 management, partnership and policy dialogue;  

 monitoring and evaluation;  

 role of institutional capacity.  

For each of the above programming issue a table summarises the main findings of the study and 

the possible policy options aimed at strengthening such alignment. Then, the pros and cons of the 

options put forward are listed.  

It is worth mentioning that the policy options have been developed starting from a fundamental 

assumption: CSRs have to become explicit objectives in the ESI Funds programmes and their 

implementation has to be made explicit into the programming documents with clear roadmaps 

and targets, in order to make CSRs operational, to be able to assess their progress and make the 

contribution of the ESI Funds to the implementation of reforms effective.  

 

Programming architecture 

The programming architecture has to merge CSRs implementation with ESI Funds programmes 

and give CSRs the necessary emphasis to make them operational and binding for the MSs. To this 

aim we suggest keeping the Partnership Agreement (PA) as the main tool to come to an 

agreement between the EC and the MS on the implementation of CSRs. The PA identifies mutual 

obligations between the parties and has a ‘contractual’ validity that other documents, such as for 

instance the NRPs, do not have. Moreover the multi-annual duration of the PA is consistent with 

the multi-annual commitment required by structural reforms. A stronger link between the PA and 

the NRP could also be envisaged.  

As currently defined, Thematic Objectives can be easily linked to relevant CSRs and will ensure a 

linkage with the EU strategy.  

CSRs80 can be included in the ESI Funds programming in two main ways:  

 as part of a dedicated national OP, when the CSRs require a complex policy mix to be 

implemented, and/or capacity building interventions to support national regulatory reforms 

and administrative adaptation;  

 as part of one or more priority axes in national and/or regional OPs, when the CSRs 

require additional investments in certain policy areas. 

CSRs targeting the same policy area or similar policy areas can be grouped and addressed in a 

dedicated OP or priority axis.  

This approach is not applicable to all the CSRs but only to those relevant to ESI Funds and more 

“mature” in political and operational terms. A first selection could be proposed in the Country 

Position Paper and then verified/agreed with the MS during the negotiations of the PA. It is crucial 

that the ESI Funds support of a CSR produces a significant change in the existing policy. During 

the negotiations, the MSs have to clarify the content of a new policy and operational instruments 

to target the CSR and have to show significant resource allocation on the CSR to be addressed. If 

                                           
80 Intended as single policy recommendations, that is a full CSR or sub-parts. 
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this primary condition is not satisfied by the MS, the ESI Funds support to CSR runs the risk of 

being only formal and largely ineffective.  

The option of an OP dedicated to CSRs should not be necessarily applied to all Member States. A 

dedicated OP could be appropriate especially for the countries with numerous reform needs, 

where there are many repeating CSRs, and which have also significant EU resources. These 

countries could be compensated with a more generous allocation of funds (see also paragraph on 

incentives).     

 

Table 23 - Programming architecture: key findings and policy options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 
CSRs and ESI Funds 

Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

Agreement with the MSs  

 Insufficient commitment of MSs to implement CSRs. 
 Limited ownership of MSs on CSRs and, often, 

concentrated in central government with little 
involvement of local governments. 

 Specify in the PA which CSRs will be supported 
with the ESI Funds. These CSRs are strategic 

priorities in the PA which specify their objectives, 
implementing targets, timing, needed regulatory 
changes.  

 Define the resources for the support to CSRs. 

Definition of programmes  

 Broad coverage of CSRs by ESI Funds but lack of clear 
timing, targets and adopted instruments associated to 
CSRs in ESI Funds programmes. 

 Most of CSRs simultaneously require investments as 
well as a regulatory changes and capacity building. 

 CSRs vaguely defined; this limits the operational 
support which ESI Funds can give. 

 Dedicate specific OPs to a CSR or a group of 
similar CSRs requiring new rules, public investments 
and capacity building. 

 Dedicate specific priority axes in national and 
regional OPs to a CSR or a group of CSRs requiring 
changes in the allocation of resources. 

 

Table 24 - Programming architecture: pros and cons of policy options 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 

 Specify in the PA which CSRs will 
be tackled with the ESI Funds.  

 Define the resources for the 
support to CSRs. 

 Set a ‘contractual’ agreement 
between the EC and the MS on 
CSRs implementation 

 Promote responsibility and 
ownership  

 Apply to CSRs implementation 
process the same operational 
procedures and constraints of the 
ESI Funds 

 Increase the complexity of 
the ESI Funds negotiation 
and PA 

 Possible conflicts between 
CSRs allocation and other 
national or local objectives 

 Dedicate specific OPs and/or 
priority axes to CSRs  

 Oblige the EC and the MS to make 
CSRs operational and to define 
their implementation path (timing, 
targets, instruments, 
responsibilities) 

 Possible increase in the 
number of OPs to separate 
CSRs from other 
interventions 

 Having an axis with particular 
implementation rules 
(concentration, territorial 
coverage) in some OPs  

 

Role of the different ESI Funds 

The study shows that ESF and ERDF are frequently used to address CSRs objectives while the 

other ESI Funds (EARDF and EMFF) focus on CSRs to a lesser extent. A systematic and focused 

support to CSRs may require to adapt the shares of each fund in the total ESI Funds of an 
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individual MS. If funding of OPs/priority axes supporting CSRs were restricted only to ERDF and 

ESF, it would reduce complexity.  

The use of the different ESI Funds on institutional capacity could be facilitated by setting the same 

eligibility rules for all the funds.  

 

Table 25 - Role of different ESI Funds: key findings and policy options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 

CSRs and ESI Funds 
Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

 ESF and ERDF are characterised by the strongest 
linkages with the CSRs. 

 EMFF and EARDF support a limited number of CSRs 
and mainly focused on SMEs and business 
environment. 

 ESF and ERDF both support institutional capacity, but 
with different eligible expenditures 

 Adapt the shares of individual ESI Funds to the 
CSRs needs (i.e. if CSRs focus on employment 
policies increase the endowment of ESF). 

 Concentrate the support to CSRs on ERDF and 
ESF. 

 Facilitate the use of the different ESI Funds on 
institutional capacity, same eligible expenditures 
may be defined for all the funds. 

 

Table 26 - Role of different ESI Funds: pros and cons of policy options 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 

 Adapt the shares of individual ESI 
Funds to the CSRs needs. 

 Concentrate the support to CSRs 
on ERDF and ESF. 

 Facilitate the use of the different 
ESI Funds on institutional capacity, 
same eligible expenditures may be 
defined for all the funds. 

 Facilitate the ESI Funds support 
to CSRs  

 Removing or anticipating some 
constraints in the use of the 
different funds 

 Make the support to CSRs 
simpler and straightforward; 
increase coherence and 
synergies 

 Changes in some of the 
current rules of the ESI 
Funds eligibility 

 Possible need for more 
ERDF and ESF in 
proportion to other funds 

 

Incentives to foster CSRs Implementation 

A specific reserve of ESI Funds to use in the support of CSRs can be defined ex-ante in the 

regulations to avoid strenuous negotiations during the programming phase. This reserve would be 

important especially for the countries with more severe structural reform needs81.  

The existing ‘negative’ incentives on the use of ESI Funds will automatically be transferred to the 

CSRs. Delays or non-implementation would block the resources of the OPs/priority axes dedicated 

to CSRs. Similarly, ExACs defined for CSRs requiring mainly regulatory changes should result in a 

block of the EU payments when not fulfilled. Additional ‘negative’ incentives may be introduced: 

for instance, the de-commitment of a share of the ESI Funds planned in a MS if there is no 

progress on CSRs and their implementation diverges drastically from the agreed plan. 

‘Positive’ incentives could also be concentrated on the more ‘problematic’ countries which may be 

obliged to forego relevant cohesion objectives different from CSR, or dedicate to those objectives 

less than what is needed. The recent Reflection Papers of the EC82 propose the creation of a 

specific fund, or a reserve of ESI Funds, to reward MSs which fully implement CSRs. The rationale 

of these incentives is that of balancing the possible short term social and political costs of the 

                                           
81 This reserve could be negotiated with the MSs with major needs for structural reforms (e.g. Southern and 
Eastern Europe), taking into account the number and repetition of CSRs over time. 
82 See (EC, 2017b) and (EC, 2017c). 
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structural reforms and recognising the European added value of national reforms which benefit 

the entire Union. This reward can be spent by the MS on any policy areas and would represent a 

significant economic and political gain for the recipients. Other positive incentives may include EU 

co-financing rates of ESI Funds. The EC may apply a higher EU co-financing rate to OPs/priority 

axes supporting CSRs or to all ESI Funds programmes of MSs implementing the CSRs correctly. 

This could free national resources for investments.  

Comparing the different incentive mechanisms is a complex task which is outside the scope of this 

study. The application of both positive and negative incentives requires a careful definition of the 

rules of the game and a strict monitoring of CSRs implementation, because the required effort and 

the implementation processes may vary significantly among MSs and type of CSRs. A precise 

assessment of all these aspects is essential for an effective application of incentives. 

The definition of a balanced incentive system has to take into consideration many aspects. For 

example, the introduction of new ‘negative’ incentives would have the advantage of focusing on 

problematic situations but might encounter some resistance in its adoption by the MSs which do 

not want to run the risk of being penalised. On the contrary, ‘positive’ incentives reward 

successful interventions and could act as a lever to change problematic situations; these 

incentives can be more readily accepted in the regulations but they actually may generate some 

distortions (for instance, rewarding already efficient MSs, not sufficiently incentivising MSs that 

are too distant from the rewarding targets). All these aspects will have to be assessed in the next 

impact assessment. 

 

Table 27 - Incentives to foster CSRs implementation: key findings and policy options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 

CSRs and ESI Funds 
Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

 Insufficient political and administrative commitment 
and ownership are often the main reasons for delays 
or non-implementation of CSRs. 

 Negative incentives, such as the ones linked to ExACs, 
were effective in stimulating CSRs implementation. 

 The need for reinforcing the obligation to implement 
CSRs is shared by scholars and politicians. 

 
 
 

 Use ‘negative’ incentives already existing in the 
ESI Funds (constraining EU resources to support 
CSRs, de-commitments, ExACs rules) and reinforce 
them in relation to CSRs implementation (this is 
possible in the case of an OP or part of an OP 
dedicated to CSRs implementation) 

 Introduce ‘positive’ incentives to sustain CSRs 
implementation, several possible options: 
 Specific reserve to reward MS for on time and 

complete CSRs implementation; 
 Increased EU co-financing rates for all the 

interventions when CSRs are implemented 
correctly; 

 Increased EU co-financing only for the OPs 
dedicated to CSRs. 

 Adopt a strict and unambiguous method of 
monitoring CSRs to assign positive and negative 
incentives in a transparent and efficient way. 
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Table 28 - Incentives to foster CSRs implementation: pros and cons of policy options 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 

 Use ‘negative’ incentives already 
existing in the ESI Funds and  

 reinforce ‘negative’ incentives in 
relation to the CSRs 
implementation 

 Provide a set of sanctions already 
tested and accepted by MSs  

 Increase the cost of not-fulfilling 
and the propensity to implement 
CSRs 

 Sanctioning only the compliant 
MSs without altering the position of 
the non-compliant MSs/OPs 

 Adverse position of MSs 
towards sanctions in the 
definition of the new ESI 
Funds regulations 

 Need for an extra effort to 
introduce specific and clear 

managing rules (i.e. de-
commitments linked to delays 
in CSRs implementation need 
a definition of the delay) 

 Introduce ‘positive’ incentives 

 Recognise the short term costs and 
EU value added of the structural 

reforms and reinforce the political 
will to implement CSRs 

 Multiply benefits for fulfilling MSs 
and facilitate consensus on CSRs 
implementation 

 Risk of rewarding MSs which 
are already compliant without 

providing sufficient incentives 
to non-compliant countries  

 Possible conflicts between 
MSs and EC on how rewards 
are assigned. 

 Adopt a strict and unambiguous 
method of monitoring CSRs  

 Necessary conditions to assign 
rewards  

 Increase ownership and 
responsibility in the MSs 

 Increase complexity in 
comparison to usual 
monitoring 

 

Timing and multi-annual approach 

As highlighted in the study, the mismatch between annual CSRs and multi-annual ESI Funds 

programmes is less important than it appears because both intervene on structural changes and 

often on similar ones. However, such mismatch affects the programming process and may 

generate confusion and unnecessary complexity in the definition of the ESI Funds support to 

CSRs. In order to prevent this risk some modifications to the Semester were proposed above83. 

Moreover, the OPs dedicated to the CSRs can be revised (closed, prolonged or updated with new 

CSRs) at the time of the mid-term review.  

 

Table 29 - Timing and multi-annual approach: key findings and policy options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 
CSRs and ESI Funds 

Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

 Mismatch between annual CSRs and multiannual ESI 
Funds planning.  

 However, repetition of CSRs over time highlights that 
CSRs reflect medium- long-term needs.  

 The current design of OPs (including the N+3 rule) and 
the lengthy adoption and amendment procedures of 
OPs constrain the space for the incorporation of new 
recommendations. 

 Limit the duration (around 3-4 years) of the OPs 
and/or priority axes dedicated to CSRs (consider 
experience of YEI). 

 Verify the advancement of planned CSRs and 
introduce new CSRs in the ESI Funds 
programming at the time of the mid-term review. 

 

  

                                           
83 Working on a list of ‘persisting’ CSRs instead of drawing up a new list every year may make the problems 
to be dealt with clearer. 
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Table 30 - Timing and multiannual approach: pros and cons of policy options 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 

 Limit the duration (around 3-4 
years) of the OPs and/or priority 
axes dedicated to CSRs (consider 
experience of YEI). 

 Verify the advancement of planned 
CSRs and introduce new CSRs in 
the ESI Funds programming at the 
time of the mid-term review.  

 Give sufficient time and resources 
to implement CSRs 

 Increase the alignment between 
ESI Funds programming and the 
timing of the Semester 

 Do not alter excessively the 
functioning of ESI Funds and the 
programming burden  

 Requires to verify the 
sustainability of the changes 
produced by the CSRs 
implementation at mid-term 

 Requires an extra 
programming effort to 
introduce new CSRs and 
revise OPs 

 

 

Territorial dimension and regional approach 

CSRs have a national scope and the ESI Funds support has to be consistent with this aspect. This 

means that a rigid application of territorial concentration, as it is currently defined, may reduce 

the effectiveness of ESI Funds support to CSRs.  

In the OPs or the priority axes devoted to CSRs a flexible territorial approach is necessary, to 

devote significant resources, if necessary, to more developed areas. However, the derogation of 

the territorial concentration rules must not conflict with general Cohesion policy objectives and 

deprived areas (at a smaller scale than NUTS 2) or the weakest target groups have to be the 

primary beneficiaries.  

At the moment territorial concentration of resources and methods to identify different objective 

areas in the post 2020 programming period are under discussion and more detailed proposals in 

the direction of a flexible territorial approach for CSRs may be premature. However, a list of policy 

options are proposed in the following table. Then, the pros and cons of the options are also 

summarised. 

 

Table 31 - Territorial dimension and regional approach: key findings and policy options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 
CSRs and ESI Funds 

Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

Territorial dimension  

 CSRs/structural challenges do not have a distinct 
territorial dimension and mostly cover the entire 
country. 

 CSRs are taken into account by the Regional OPs, 
especially ESF and ERDF, by mobilising Specific 
Objectives. 

 Some CSRs, especially those requiring investments for 
competitiveness, imply concentrating resources in the 
strongest areas and therefore may conflict with the 
objective of increasing regional cohesion. 

 CSRs/structural challenges are concentrated in the 
countries where less developed regions prevail.  

 Hence, territorial concentration of ESI Funds seems 
positively correlated to the need for structural reform . 

 Define national OPs to support CSRs, unless 
specific conditions require a different territorial 
approach they will reflect CSR needs more clearly. 

 Allow the OPs/priority axes supporting CSRs for 
intervening on the national territory according to 
their needs and, if necessary, in derogation of the ESI 
Funds rules.  

 Ensure that ESI Funds supporting CSRs do not 
conflict with cohesion aims: if resources are not 
distributed according to NUTS2 concentration rules, 
they have to be concentrated on deprived areas or 
target groups.  
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Proportionality  

 Countries with a low national share of the total 
envelope of ESI Funds (e.g. MS consisting of only or 
mostly more developed regions) have more limited 
reform needs but also tend to be less committed to 
implement CSRs. 

 Countries with a high national share of the total 
envelope of ESI Funds (e.g. MS with many less 
developed regions) have more reform needs and used 
CSRs as a basis for programming.  

 Limit the number of CSRs directly supported by 
ESI Funds in the countries with low national share of 
the total envelope of ESI Funds and prioritise 
CSRs/structural challenges which do not need large 
amounts of resources.  

 Use incentives (see above) to increase 
commitment to reforms of countries with low 
national share of the total envelope of ESI 
Funds. 

 

Table 32 - Territorial dimension and regional approach: pros and cons of policy options 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 

 Define national OPs to support 
CSRs. 

 Allow the OPs/priority axes 
supporting CSRs for intervening on 
the national territory according to 
their needs and, if necessary, in 
derogation of the ESI Funds rules.  

 Ensure that ESI Funds supporting 
CSRs do not conflict with cohesion 
aims.  

 Ensure a national coordination on 
CSRs implementation even when 
regional competences impose a 
decentralised implementation  

 Adapt the territorial coverage of 
the ESI Funds to the needs of the 
CSRs implementation 

 Difficulty in adapting a 
national approach to 
decentralised competences of 
some MSs 

 More complexity in 
management deriving from 
derogation of the territorial 
concentration  

 Opportunistic behaviour of 
some MSs which may tend to 
support stronger and richest 
areas independently on the 
CSRs 

 Limit the number of CSRs directly 
supported by ESI Funds in the 
countries with low national share 
of the total envelope of ESI Funds 
and prioritise CSRs/structural 
challenges which do not need large 
amounts of resources.  

 Use incentives to increase 
commitment to reforms of 
countries with low national share 
of the total envelope of ESI Funds. 

 Small beneficiaries and ‘net payers’ 
can allocate part of the ESI Funds 
to interventions different from 
CSRs 

 Ensure a broad consensus to the 
support of the CSRs also in these 
countries 

 Insufficient incentives (or 
constraints) for richer 
countries to implement CSRs 

 

 

Ex-ante conditionalities and CSRs 

Ex-ante conditionalities can integrate and reinforce the support given by ESI Funds to CSRs. The 

explicit inclusion of CSRs into ExACs is an option which could help implementing especially CSRs 

characterised by a regulatory nature. A limited number of ExACs, in line with its CSRs, could be 

set out in each MS and renewed/integrated at the mid-term review when new CSRs are 

considered for the ESI Funds support.  

In general, linking ExACs to CSRs, when possible, may help reducing the total number of thematic 

and general ExACs, which currently are many and this has created a significant administrative 

burden.  
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Table 33 - ExACs: key findings and policy options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 
CSRs and ESI Funds 

Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

 In several countries ExACs initiate structural reforms 
in fields of CSRs/structural challenges.  

 Thematic ExACs helped necessary reforms, mostly 
where the relative significance of ESI Funds is high. 

 ExACs provided a framework and timeline which 
facilitated and sped up the reforms’ execution.  

 However, many ExACs require extra administrative 
work, while some national authorities lack the 
necessary human resources, experience and capacity 
to develop complex strategies. Also the EC highlights 
that it is challenging to follow all the ExACs with the 
same degree of commitment. 

 The “‘one-size-fits-all” approach of ExACs may 
disregard the national and regional specificities, 
leading to detailed, but not always relevant policy 
documents, which only serve the purpose of satisfying 
a conditionality but are difficult to implement.  

 Use ExACs to address regulatory CSRs: define in 
each MS specific ExACs including CSRs with 
regulatory aims and provide them with a specific 
timetable to follow.  

 Streamline ExACs and provide more precise 
guidelines on how to develop strategic documents 
and training for the responsible institutions to speed 
up fulfilment and initiation of reforms.  

 Promote dialogue and negotiations concerning 
the ExACs before the programmes’ preparation.  

 Promote an early agreement on national 
organisations responsible for the relevant 
thematic area/compliance with ExACs, also to 
enhance accountability.  

 Require a monitoring of the ExACs, to follow their 
use/implementation after fulfilment. 

 

Table 34 - ExACs: pros and cons of policy options 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 

 Use ExACs to address regulatory 
CSRs: define in each MS specific 
ExACs including CSRs with 
regulatory aims. 

 Regulatory or planning processes 
can be efficiently addressed with 
commitments and roadmap typical 
of ExAC 

 Ensure a rapid implementation of 
the regulatory aspects of CSRs and 
reduce delays in the related OPs 

 Complexity linked to the 
introduction of an ExACs 
monitoring to follow 
fulfilment and sustainability 

 Streamline ExACs and provide 

more precise guidelines on how to 
develop strategic documents and 
training for the responsible 
institutions.  

 Promote dialogue and negotiations 
concerning the ExACs before the 
programmes’ preparation.  

 Promote an early agreement on 
national organisations responsible 
for the compliance with ExACs.  

 Require a monitoring of the ExACs 

 Reduction of the number of general 
ExACs and adaptation of some of 
them to individual MSs 

  

 Need for promoting capacity 
building initiatives associated 
to the fulfilment of ExACs 

 

 

Thematic concentration 

Thematic concentration must be compatible with CSRs priorities. A potential conflict may arise 

between resources needed for CSRs and the financial concentration required by the ESI Funds 

regulations in relation to the various Thematic Objectives. This is the case when there is a 

mismatch between the thematic concentration rules to be fulfilled in relation to a certain fund and 

the recommendations which are made to a certain MS. A reasonable approach could consists of: 

introducing flexibility in the choice of how to concentrate ESI Funds to avoid mismatch between 

CSRs and concentration principle; giving priority to the CSRs and then apply thematic 

concentration on the remaining funds. 
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Table 35 - Thematic concentration: key findings and policy options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 
CSRs and ESI Funds 

Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

 Strong linkage between CSRs and ESF priorities: most 
CSRs concern LM, public employment services, 
institutional capacity, social inclusion, equality, 
education and training, marginalised communities.  

 Moderate linkage with ERDF: a significant no. of CSRs 
concern network industries (transport, ICT, energy, 
water) and to a more limited extent R&D, innovation 
and health care.  

 The limited amount of ESI Funds in certain MSs can be 
an important constraint for what is actually feasible in 
relation to contributing to structural changes, also due 
to complexity of some reforms. 

 Introduce flexibility in the choice of how to 
concentrate ESI Funds (e.g. concentrate on policy 
areas/TOs corresponding to CSRs) to avoid mismatch 
between CSRs and concentration principle. 

 Apply ESI Funds concentration rates based on EU 
thematic priorities to the resources that have not 
been allocated yet to support CSRs. 

 

Table 36 - Thematic concentration: pros and cons of policy options 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 

 Introduce flexibility in the choice of 
how to concentrate ESI Funds to 
avoid mismatch between CSRs and 
concentration principle. 

 Making CSRs pivotal priorities in 
the entire programming process  

 Possible difficulties in the 
definition and agreement on 
the resources allocation for 
CSRs, when these require a 
mix of investments and 
regulatory interventions 

 Apply ESI Funds thematic 
concentration rates based on EU 
priorities to the resources not yet 
allocated to support CSRs 

 Avoid mismatches between CSRs 
allocation and thematic 
concentration principle  

 Need for revising thematic 
concentration  

 

Management, partnership and policy dialogue 

The management methods of the ESI Funds are compatible with supporting CSRs and no 

significant changes are required. The debate on alternative management methods (direct 

management or budget support) does not seem to affect the problem of the alignment between 

ESI Funds and CSRs. Even if in theory, shared management is the most complex method, it 

ensures a co-decision mechanism between EC and MSs and a coherence with the ESI Funds 

programming. In addition new management methods would require a new legal framework and a 

period of adjustment of the existing practices which may turn out to be very costly in 

administrative terms. The mobilisation of the Structural Reform Support Service (SRSS) in ESI 

Funds negotiations and programming would be useful to reinforce institutional capacity of EC and 

MSs on structural reforms, but in this context SRSS should serve competent DGs and operate with 

the agreement of the MSs. 

Important support to CSRs implementation can come from the development of partnerships and 

policy dialogue among key actors. Some suggestions to the Semester process have been 

advanced above in this direction and a similar approach could be transferred to the ESI Funds 

environment. These funds already have their own methods and venues to involve stakeholders 

and for this reason the present suggestions regard the adaptation of these methods to CSRs 

implementation (see table above). However, some new instruments may help the policy dialogue. 
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A national venue for debating CSRs implementation and the support of the ESI Funds would 

favour national ownership of and commitment to the entire process. This annual forum will be 

distinct from the ordinary monitoring committees which already bear many administrative burdens 

and would discuss CSRs in the dedicated OPs. The forum should involve the responsible bodies for 

CSRs and ESI Funds in the EC and the MS, to openly discuss implementation and performance 

issues. The national Productivity Board and the evaluators of the OPs involved could provide 

independent contributions and social partners could participate to ensure a broad policy dialogue. 

Results of this debate should be promptly published.  

 

Table 37 - Management, partnership and policy dialogue: key findings and policy 

options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 

CSRs and ESI Funds 
Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

Management  

 Management rules of ESI Funds are not in conflict with 
the support to CSRs.  

 MSs have the responsibility for structural reforms and 
their support in the ESI Funds programmes uses 
shared management rules. 

 The type of eligible expenditure in ESI Funds is not a 
constraint for supporting CSRs (public investments can 
support CSRs which recommend investments; 
institutional capacity can support regulatory CSRs). 

 EU has recently created a centralised technical 
assistance to the MSs for implementing structural 
reforms (SRSS). 

 Keep on using shared management method in 
the OPs dedicated to CSRs, as simplest and less 
‘traumatic’ solution and consistent with the rest of the 
OPs. 

 Involve SRSS as technical support under the 

responsibility of the ESI funds DGs in the 
negotiation and monitoring of ESI Funds support to 
CSRs. 

 

Partnership and policy dialogue  

 Lack of political will as regards the implementation of 
structural reforms is an obstacle. Political will may help 
to ensure the correspondence between 
CSRs/structural challenges and ESI Funds 
programming documents; in this sense promoting 
ownership among policy makers and public 
administrations becomes essential.  

 Tensions among stakeholders may arise when 
resources are reallocated from some activities to 
others in order to address CSRs. This is a potentially 
relevant obstacle for using ESI Funds for targeting 
CSRs. 

 Fragmentation of responsibilities and division of 
competences may hamper the implementation of 
structural reforms. 

 Facilitate early participation of key actors when 
selecting the CSRs to support in order to enhance 
ownership. 

 Define clear responsibilities in due time for 
pursuing and monitoring CSRs to be addressed by 
the OPs and make public the result of the monitoring. 

 Ensure the participation of a broad and qualified 
partnership in the surveillance committee of the OPs 
dedicated to supporting CSRs. 

 Devote a fixed session of monitoring Committees 
to OPs progress in relation to CSRs. 

 Establish a specific venue at national level for 
policy dialogue on ESI Funds and CSRs outside 
the monitoring committees. 

 

Table 38 - Management, Partnership and policy dialogue: pros and cons of policy 

options 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 
 Keep on using shared management 

method in the OPs dedicated to 
CSRs 

 Involve SRSS as technical support 
under the responsibility of the ESI 
funds DGs in the negotiation and 
monitoring of ESI Funds support to 
CSRs. 

 Continuity, shared ownership and 
commitment, the verification of the 
results by the EC and the MSs is 
facilitated 

 Increase complexity in some 
steps of the negotiations and 
management (see above) 
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POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 
 Facilitate early participation of key 

actors when selecting the CSRs to 
support in order to enhance 
ownership. 

 Define clear responsibilities in due 
time for pursuing and monitoring 
CSRs to be addressed by the OPs 
and make public the result of the 
monitoring. 

 Ensure the participation of a broad 
and qualified partnership in the 
surveillance committee of the OPs 
dedicated to supporting CSRs. 

 Devote a fixed session of 
monitoring Committees to OPs 
progress in relation to CSRs. 

 Establish a specific venue at 
national level for policy dialogue on 
ESI Funds and CSRs outside the 
monitoring committees. 

 Enhance ownership of CSRs 
among the national actors  

 Focus programming on CSRs 
more likely to be implemented 
successfully with the support of 
ESI Funds 

 Enlarge the policy dialogue on 
CSRs outside the ‘circle’ of ESI 
Funds management; 
systematic and focused 
discussions of people involved 
in the Semester and MAs 

 Increase in the 
complexity of negotiations 

 MSs with weaker national 
partnership may be less 
capable to carry out a 
policy dialogue  

 

Monitoring and Evaluation  

The monitoring and evaluation of ESI Funds is sufficiently developed to be able to address the 

need for monitoring and evaluating the CSRs implementation without significant changes. 

However, some adaptations are necessary. The monitoring system has to include specific 

indicators for CSRs Output and result indicators of the CSRs interventions should be separated 

from those of other interventions in order to have a direct measurement of the CSRs’ progress.  

The evaluation could adopt a theory based approach and assess the bottlenecks and the 

mechanisms affecting CSRs implementation to make possible timely intervention if necessary. The 

evaluation will also need to verify the changes in the policy making processes introduced by the 

CSRs and their sustainability over time. The EC could launch a thematic evaluation on the ESI 

Funds support to CSRs at the mid-term review of the programming period, providing 

benchmarking among MSs and sectors and operational suggestions on the ESI Funds activity for 

CSRs in the final part of the programming period. 

Monitoring and evaluation in the ESI Funds must be closely and more systematically connected to 

CSRs implementation and their results should feed into the NRPs. The surveillance mechanisms 

should foresee venues for discussions between national actors involved in ESI Funds management 

and in the Semester; certainly, the participation of the national staff responsible for the Semester 

in the monitoring committee of the OPs devoted to CSRs should be compulsory. 

 

Table 39 - Monitoring and evaluation: key findings and policy options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 

CSRs and ESI Funds 
Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

 Monitoring of CSRs is relatively developed in NRPs, but 
it is mainly on annual basis, is not based on targets 
and a clear baseline and does not analyse in-depth the 
contribution of ESI Funds. 

 No systematic evaluations are carried out on the 
implementation of the CSRs and the Semester. 

 Introduce clear and more binding provisions 
(indicators, targets, baseline, etc.) on CSRs 
implementation monitoring in ESI Funds reporting 
of dedicated OPs or priority axes. 

 Compulsory independent evaluation of the 
support to CSRs in each relevant OP (however, it is 
worth noting that a stricter interpretation of current 
rules would already require it). 
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 Introduce a thematic and EU-wide evaluation 
under the responsibility of the EC on the ESI 
Funds support to CSRs at the mid-term review. 

 Ensure a linkage and dialogue between M&E 
activities of ESI Funds and NRPs. 

 Require the participation of national authorities 
responsible for the Semester in the Steering 
Committee of the OPs addressing CSRs. 

 

Table 40 - Monitoring and evaluation: pros and cons of policy dialogue 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 

 Introduce clear and more binding 
provisions on CSRs implementation 
monitoring in ESI Funds reporting. 

 Compulsory independent 
evaluation of the support to CSRs 
in each relevant OP. 

 Introduce a thematic and EU-wide 
evaluation under the responsibility 
of the EC on the ESI Funds support 
to CSRs. 

 Ensure a linkage and dialogue 
between M&E activities of ESI 
Funds and NRPs. 

 Require the participation of 
national authorities responsible for 
the Semester in the Steering 
Committee of the OPs addressing 
CSRs. 

 Verify success and failures of the 
CSRs implementation in time for 
possible corrections in the 
programming 

 Reinforce the dialogue between 
ESI Funds monitoring and NRPs 

 Accountability of the CSRs 

implementation and public 
information of possible issues 
make the process more 
participated and effective 

 Assessment of the CSRs 
implementation and identification 
of political, procedural or capacity 
bottlenecks 

 Favour the integration of 
operational and strategic views in 
CSRs implementation 

 Reinforcement of the national 
semester 

 New activities to be carried 
out as part of the ESI Funds 
monitoring  

 Increase in the number of 
participants in the Steering 
Committees 

 

 

Role of institutional capacity 

Institutional capacity is an important support to CSRs implementation. As highlighted in the 

analysis, CSRs may have different institutional capacity dimensions. Their aim can be improving 

governance in general and hence suggest a reform of the Public Administration, improving 

capacity in a particular sector, and/or strengthening the capacity to manage ESI Funds. In any 

case, capacity building initiatives linked to CSRs should be clearly identified and have a marked 

results orientation, otherwise interventions tend to be fragmented and their contribution difficult 

to measure. A specific national OP could be used to address all the relevant CSRs concerning 

institutional capacity. A priority axis devoted to CSRs on institutional capacity can be a 

complementary solution. 

The policy options aimed at strengthening the alignment between CSRs and ESI Funds may imply 

an additional administrative effort at national and EU level.  

At national level the administrative costs for implementing CSRs do not probably differ greatly 

from the costs of managing ESI Funds. However, the complexity of the entire management is 

likely to increase. Great improvements in the administrative capacity and changes in the 

bureaucratic organisation are required to facilitate structural reforms. Such changes also need 

political commitment and support from national stakeholders and social partners, which cannot be 

taken for granted but must be built up during the negotiations and the implementation of the PA.  
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A similar effort is also required by the EC. On the one hand, a shift of the programming priorities 

to CSRs requires a stronger EC leadership. On the other hand, the thematic and policy complexity 

associated with the implementation of the CSRs may require an adaptation of skills and 

operational capacity in the EC. During the recent experience on institutional capacity that required 

the creation of new specialised units, the EC was confronted with the difficulty of interacting with 

the reforms of public administration in 28 MSs. This anticipates the challenges ahead. 

 

Table 41 - Institutional capacity: key findings and policy options 

Key findings relevant for the alignment between 
CSRs and ESI Funds 

Policy Options to strengthen the alignment 

 Administrative and institutional difficulties are a key 
constraint to structural reforms.  

 CSRs may have different institutional capacity 
dimensions: improving governance in general, 
strengthening capacity in specific policy areas, 
improving capacity to manage ESI Funds.  

 A similar “menu” of initiatives is used to enhance 
institutional capacity in all the above categories: 
training, exchanging good practices, study visits; 
reorganising offices and promoting ICT diffusion; 
outsourcing and integrating salaries.  

 TO11 made it possible to concentrate and tackle 
institutional capacity issues, previously dispersed 
across several OP and axes, in a single axis or OP.  

 Lack of clear targets and implementation roadmap in 
institutional capacity interventions makes their 
strategy potentially weak and linkage with CSRs 
unclear. 

 Require clear targets, responsibility 
assignments and implementation roadmaps in 
institutional capacity interventions, to make their 
strategy effective and their linkage with CSRs clear. 

 Define an ExAC concerning the above strategy 
for institutional capacity (at the moment the 
fulfilment criteria for TO11 ExAC do not require 
detailed targets, timing and responsibility but only 
some general elements of a strategy).  

 Require the definition of institutional capacity 
interventions (or a specific priority axis) in the OPs 
dedicated to the support of the CSRs.  

 Use both ESF and ERDF to fund institutional 
capacity in the dedicated OPs supporting CSRs, in 
order to minimise the number of multi-fund OPs. 

 Provide, if necessary, differentiated territorial 
support according to the needs and the development 
areas in the national OP on institutional capacity. 

 

Table 42 - Institutional capacity: pros and cons of policy options 

POLICY OPTIONS PROS CONS 
 Require clear targets, responsibility 

assignments and implementation roadmaps 
in institutional capacity interventions. 

 Define an ExAC concerning institutional 
capacity.  

 Require the definition of institutional 
capacity interventions in the OP dedicated 
to CSRs support.  

 Use both ESF and ERDF to fund institutional 
capacity in the OPs dedicated to CSRs. 

 Provide, if necessary, differentiated 
territorial support according to the needs 
and the development areas in the national 
OP concerning institutional capacity. 

 Improve the linkage 
between CSRs with an 
institutional capacity 
dimension and ESI Funds 
and the contribution the 
funds can provide to 
reforms 

 Take account local needs in 

CSRs implementation and 
address possible territorial 
differences in capacity 

 ‘Capacity trap’: insufficient 
capacity to define and 
implement an effective 
institutional capacity 
strategy and need for 
external support 

 Difficulty for the EC in 
assessing the actual 
institutional capacity of the 
MSs  

 Need for a strong national 
leadership and coordination 
of institutional capacity 
policy 
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6.5.4. A summary and operational view of the policy options  

The following table summarises the foregoing policy options, listing them in chronological order. 

The table specifies: who is responsible for the activities to be carried out in order to implement an 

option at a certain stage of the process; what activities are actually necessary; which process is 

affected (European Semester vs. ESI Funds)(‘Where’) and the timing of implementation of an 

option (‘When’). The underlying assumption is that all proposed options are taken on board.  

Table 43 - Strengthening the alignment between CSRs and ESI: an outline of the 

process  

Who What Where and when 

EC 
 Identifies structural challenges in the Country Reports. 
 Proposes CSRs and details them as much as possible in terms of policy 

instruments, targets, timing. 

Semester 

(annually) 

European 
Council 

 Adopts a list of CSRs in force for each country (including past CSRs not 
yet implemented). 

Semester 

(annually) 

EC 

 Integrates outstanding CSRs in the Position Paper, identifying:  
o Those relevant to ESI Funds; 
o Those with a regulatory nature which have to be included in the 

national ExACs (proposing also steps and timing to fulfil them) to 
be added to the common ExACs (i.e. those valid for the entire 
EU). 

 On the basis of the proportionality principle, limit the number of the CSRs 
to be address in the MSs with a small amount of ESI funds. 

ESI Funds 

(Position Paper, 
starting of 

negotiation) 

EC and MS 

 Identify the CSRs to be implemented in the first part of the programming 
period. 

 Agree on national OPs or specific priority axes of national/regional OPs to 
implement CSRs, ensuring that the dedicated OPs and axes focus only on 
CSRs. 

 Plan the OPs/priority axes to deal with the CSRs. These OPs/axes have to: 
o be flexible in the territorial and thematic concentration of 

resources, but favouring poorer areas and weakest target 
groups; 

o have a clear and relatively short time span (3-4 years) to 
implement the CSRs;  

o ensure the sustainability of the policy changes and results for the 
entire programming period; 

o adjust the allocation to each ESI Fund according to the needs of 
the interventions, with a particular attention to ERDF and ESF; 

o agree on a timetable for regulatory aspects linked to the pursued 
CSRs (unmet deadlines can cause de-commitment); 

o set up an institutional capacity strategy to facilitate the 
implementation of the CSRs (in the same OP or in a national 
‘Institutional Capacity’ OP); 

 Identify specific indicators to monitor CSRs implementation at PA and OP 
level. 

ESI Funds 

(negotiation, 
Partnership 

Agreement and 
OPs) 

EC and MS Manage the overall ESI Funds programmes (“shared management” method).  
ESI Funds 

(implementation) 

MS  

(MAs of OPs) 

 Implements OP/priority axes supporting CSRs.  
 Ensures a systematic monitoring of the CSRs implementation, which feeds 

also into the NRPs. 
 Carries out an independent and external evaluation of the CSRs 

implementation (on the dedicated OPs or priority axes). 

ESI Funds 

(implementation, 
monitoring and 

evaluation) 

EC, MS and 
stakeholders 

 Discuss CSRs progress in the Monitoring Committees of the relevant OPs. 
 Ensure the participation of administrations responsible for the Semester in 

the Monitoring Committees.  
 Promote at national level a policy dialogue on CSRs implementation in ESI 

funds programmes with an annual forum focusing only on the CSRs and 
ESI funds implementation.  

ESI Funds 

(annual 
surveillance and 
policy dialogue) 
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Who What Where and when 

EC 

 Verifies that national ExACs on regulatory CSRs are fulfilled in time and 
set penalties in case of serious delay or not fulfilment. 

 Verifies the implementation of OPs/priority axes supporting CSRs.  
 Applies sanctions according to ESI Funds regulations (i.e. de-

commitments, block of EU payments, or new specific sanctions) when 
discrepancy between results and objectives of the OPs is significant. 

ESI Funds 

(annual 
surveillance) 

MS 

 Produces a NRP with multi-annual monitoring of the CSRs and integrating 
ESI Funds monitoring with the other information. 

 Implements a national semester with a systematic and in–depth 
involvement of the Parliament, social partners and other key 
stakeholders. 

Semester 

(annual monitoring 
and national part) 

EC 

 Updates databases on structural reforms with information of the NRPs, 
more quickly than it is done currently.   

 Carries out an independent evaluation of the functioning and the 
effectiveness of the EU Semester (every 3-4 years), including the ESI 
Funds support to CSRs implementation. 

Semester 

(annually and 
every 3-4 years) 

EC and MS 

In the mid-term review of the programming period: 
 verify the results achieved by the OPs/axes supporting CSRs and their 

sustainability(; 
 decide if specific OPs that target CSRs have to continue or not; 
 identify new CSRs that have to be addressed in the remainder of the 

programming period and plan their implementation (as above). 

ESI Funds 

(mid-term review) 

EC 
 Distributes possible rewards (‘positive’ incentives) such as additional EU 

resources for structural investments or higher EU co-financing rates, to 
MSs according to the progress in the implementation of the CSRs. 

ESI Funds 

(mid-term review 
and end of the 

period) 
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6.5.5. Two possible scenarios  

The analysed policy options are interconnected and intended to improve quality and 

effectiveness of the alignment between CSRs and the ESI Funds. The following table 

presents two scenarios based on different combinations of the proposed options: a 

“soft scenario” characterised by moderate changes aimed at improving alignment and 

a “hard scenario” which requires more radical changes.  

 

Table 44 - Two scenarios based on possible combinations of the policy 

options 

ESI Funds 
programming 

issues 

Soft scenario 
Moderate changes to 

improve alignment 

Hard scenario  
More radical changes to improve 

alignment 

Definition of PA 
and programmes 

 Identification in the PA of the 
main CSRs to be supported  

 Introduce only priority axes 
dedicated to CSRs 

 Identification in the PA of resources 
and priorities for CSRs implementation 

 Introduce dedicated OPs to implement 
CSRs  

Multi-annual 
approach  

 Verify in the mid-term review 
if other/new emerging CSRs 

can be addressed  

 Require the inclusion of new relevant 
CSRs in ESI Funds programming every 

year (rolling programming) 

Territorial 
concentration 

 No significant change in 
territorial division and 
eligibility 

 Total flexibility as regards territorial 
eligibility to use funding to address 
CSRs/structural challenges 

Proportionality 
 No significant change in the 

proportionality principle  

 Limit the number of CSRs directly 
supported by ESI Funds in countries 
with a low share of the total envelope 
of ESI Funds or with low intensity of EU 

funding 
 prioritise CSRs/structural challenges 

which do not need large amounts of 
resources.  

Thematic 
concentration 
 

 Define thematic concentration 
constraints and then require 
CSRs to comply with them 

 First allocate resources to CSRs 
priorities and then according to 
thematic concentration  

Different ESI 
funds 

 No significant change 
compared to the current 
situation: facilitate use of all 
ESI Funds in supporting CSRs 
and institutional capacity  

 Further reinforce the role of ESF and 
ERDF (more resources and 
responsibility in CSRs implementation) 

Incentives 

 Use of ESI Funds (negative) 
incentives to support CSRs 
implementation  

 Introduce additional negative 
incentives to foster CSRs 
implementation 

 As in the soft scenario, moreover, 
introduce ‘positive’ incentives to 

reward CSRs implementation  

Monitoring and 
evaluation 

 Maintain ESI Funds current 
approach to monitoring and 
evaluation but introduce 
specific indicators and carry 
out evaluations on CSRs 

 Independent evaluation on CSRs 
implementation every 2 years to 
ensure an on-going assessment of 
progress and results 

Ex-ante 
conditionalities 

 

 Introduce some ExACs focused 
on CSRs, without introducing 
significant changes in the 
process 

 Introduce some ExACs focused on 
CSRs and financial sanctions if those 
ExACs are not fulfilled in time 

Institutional 
capacity 

 Promote capacity building 
initiatives that support CSRs  

 Extend institutional capacity 
support to all the MSs in order 
to address CSRs 

 Introduce financial concentration 
constraints for the support to CSRs on 
capacity building 

Partnership and 
policy dialogue 

 Ordinary procedures and 
furthermore identify a specific 
venue for facilitating a policy 
dialogue on the use of ESI 
Funds in supporting CSRs   

 Establish a bilateral Monitoring 
Committee (EC and MS) only for CSRs 
implementation in order to coordinate 
and address the OPs dedicated to the 
support of CSRs. 
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The rationales of the two scenarios are different. In the ‘soft scenario’ the main 

assumption is that the political debate and decisions move in the direction of an 

explicit inclusion of the CSRs into the ESI Funds support but the final aims and 

principles of Cohesion policy remain basically unchanged. In the ‘hard scenario’ the 

basic hypothesis is that ESI Funds become one of the main instruments of EU policy 

coordination, while territorial and subsidiarity objectives become secondary aims. Key 

commonalities and distinguishing features of the two scenarios include the following:  

 In both scenarios the CSRs are ‘incorporated’ in the operational context of the 

ESI Funds and this makes it possible to follow their implementation and to 

provide adequate financial support; 

 The complexity and the additional burden resulting from the inclusion of the 

CSRs in the ESI Funds programming is similar in both scenarios, but more 

effort is likely to be necessary in the ‘hard scenario’; 

 The extent to which ESI Funds need to adapt in order to ‘match’ the needs of 

the CSRs is higher in the ‘hard scenario’; 

 The system of incentives is obviously stronger in the ‘hard scenario’; 

 The ‘hard scenario’ requires a major political commitment, but could also 

ensure greater effectiveness in contributing to CSRs implementation.  

 The ‘soft scenario’ can be more easily introduced and, if its underlying options 

are carefully applied, it could produce a visible leap forward in strengthening 

the alignment between CSRs and ESI Funds in comparison to the current 

situation.  

 In both cases an adaptation of the MSs managing capacity and of the EC 

surveillance capacity is required to deal with the new operational challenges, 

but such adaptation would take place within the ESI Funds consolidated and 

well-functioning operational context. 

Some relations of these simple scenarios with the more complex and broad scenarios 

proposed in the White Paper of the EC (EC, 2017a) can be highlighted. The alignment 

between CSRs and ESI Funds requires an increasing coordination and policy 

commitment of the MSs. In this respect the alignment may work in all the White Paper 

scenarios except for the ‘only single market’ scenario. The alignment between ESI 

Funds and the Semester is also important in order to promote the convergence among 

MSs economies and, hence, reinforce the Economic and Monetary Union; this is 

unlikely to be coherent with the White Paper scenarios: ‘carry on’, ‘single market’ and 

‘doing less’. Therefore, a real commitment to strengthen the CSRs implementation 

would require a reinforcement of cooperation among MSs and a renewed push to 

strengthening the Union. This approach is likely to be more consistent with the 

scenarios: ‘those who want more do more’ and ‘doing much more together’.  

Both scenarios sketched in this paragraph foresee a system of incentives and in the 

‘hard scenario’ the introduction of new ‘positive’ incentives is planned. The pros and 

cons of this solution has been outlined earlier in this chapter but a more in depth 

analysis might be necessary in the near future as assessing the impact of the various 

options is outside the scope of this analysis.  
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7. ANNEX 1 – SYNOPTIC TABLES  

(see separate Word file) 

 

8. ANNEX 2 – ASSEMBLED OVERVIEW TABLES 

(see separate Excel file)  

 

9. ANNEX 3 – TABLE OF CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN BROAD 

POLICY AREAS AND INTERVENTION FIELDS 
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