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Introduction

The concept and key contents of this road map model were designed by the ESF
Transnational Network (TN) on Simplification

Established in 2015, the TN involves over 300 representatives of ESF managing
authorities (MA), intermediate bodies (IB), audit authorities (AA), national coordination
bodies (NCB) and ESF stakeholders from all Member States of the European Union (EU),
as well as several Directorates-General of the European Commission (EC), coordinated
by the Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (DG EMPL), Unit
G.1.

Building on the practical experience developed by all Member States in designing,
implementing and controlling simplification measures across two programming periods,
the TN is widely recognised as a key forum for discussion on simplification in the ESF+ at
European level and represents the ‘state of the art’ of simplification in ESF+ programmes.

Aim of the road map model

The aim of the road map model is to complement the TN position paper on ‘no more
real costs in post 2027’ (*), providing references on the (possible) main steps that
could be taken by the Member States to prepare for ‘no more real costs in post
2027°.

As described in the TN position paper:

e ‘No more real costs’ means that all payments related to the implementation of
ESF+ programmes will be only made using simplification measures and will no
longer be based on the reimbursement of actual (real) costs.

e ‘Simplification measures’ means Simplified Cost Options (SCO), Financing Not
Linked to Costs (FNLC) or any other form of reimbursement not based on actual
costs that could be introduced in the post-2027 programming period.

Target audience

This document is aimed at:

e Representatives of ESF+ authorities, stakeholders and beneficiaries, primarily
those who have less experience in the design, implementation and control of
simplification measures.

e Policy and decision-makers, at EU and national/regional level, responsible for
drafting and negotiating the proposals for the programming period post-2027.

(1) See ‘Position paper on no more real costs in post-2027’, ESF Transnational Network on Simplification (2025). Available
at https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/publications/
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e National and regional institutions responsible for drafting rules and
administrative procedures, relevant for the implementation and control of ESF+
programmes, which could potentially lead to ‘Gold-plating’ (3).

Structure of the position paper

The contents of this document are structured around the 5 key phases of the road map
model for ‘no more real costs in post 2027’ identified by members of the ESF TN on
Simplification.

Figure 1: Key phases of the road map model

1. Establishing a coordination centre at national level

)

2. Assessment of the state of play

.;

3. Capacity building activities

)

4. Establishing agreements with other institutions

)

5. Awareness raising and promotion

The key phases and actions to prepare for ‘no more real costs in post 2027’ presented in
this road map model were identified through several consultations with TN members.

The intermediate goals and timing for each phase should be determined by each Member
State in accordance with the specific situation of the country and on the basis of objective
analysis.

1. Establishing a coordination centre at national level

Where not already established, a coordination centre on simplification should be created
at national level, following the numerous successful examples of Member States which
have already implemented this action. The coordination centre is responsible for
developing the specific road map for the Member State and ensures a coordinated
and effective implementation of the envisaged actions.

The first step to be taken for the establishment of the centre is defining its responsibilities
and scope of actions. Based on the experience of the Member States which have already

(3 Gold-plating describes a process by which a Member State which has to transpose EU Directives into its national law, or
has to implement EU legislation, uses the opportunity to impose additional requirements, obligations or standards on the
addresses of its national law that go beyond the requirements or standards foreseen in the transposed EU legislation.
(Source: European Commission. (2015). Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council,
The European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. Better regulation for better results -
An EU agenda. COM (2015) 215 final. Strasbourg).
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established coordination centres on simplification, the functions assigned to such centres
may include:

e Serving as knowledge hub, facilitating data collection and sharing of knowledge
and information across all relevant stakeholders. The centre could also serve as
help-desk for managing authorities and all relevant stakeholders, to provide real-
time support on issues related to the implementation of simplification measures.

e Conducting preparatory studies and analyses, paving the way for a wider use of
simplification measures, starting with the assessment of the state of play described
in Section 2 of this road map model.

e Organising capacity building activities and awareness raising actions targeting all
relevant stakeholders (including beneficiaries).

e Providing methodological support to programme authorities in developing
simplification measures, also providing advice on draft methodologies prepared by
managing authorities and intermediate bodies and developing models for SCOs /
FNLC schemes that could serve as reference for the authorities to develop their
own schemes. Patrticular efforts should be dedicated to develop models based on
result-based approaches.

e Facilitating efficient communication among all stakeholders and ensuring the
adoption of coordinated and harmonised approaches to simplification measures at
national level (i.e. avoiding that authorities and stakeholders of different
programmes repeat the same mistakes or carry out inefficient processes).

e Developing an information website, where all information and documents relevant
for simplification measures, available at EU and national level, can be easily found
by national / regional stakeholders (e.g. guidance notes, Q&As, studies, mapping
documents, SCO/FNLC proposals, good practices and examples of (anonymized)
not-so-good practices).

e Mapping legal and administrative acts adopted at national level which are relevant
for the design, implementation and control of simplification measures and
facilitating legal harmonisation of national rules, to overcome possible gold-plating
practices which could limit or hinder a wider use of simplification measures.

e Supporting the evolution / re-design of the monitoring and control system (where
necessary), identifying the revisions that are needed to ensure an efficient
implementation of simplification measures. Particular attention should be
dedicated to exploring and testing potential solutions to adjust and revise the set of
indicators typically used to monitor outputs and results, ensuring they align with
the need to link each output/result to specific financial amount.

e Serving as national technical contact point with the European Commission, the
ESF TN on simplification and other national networks, for exchanges on proposals
and issues related to the design, implementation and control of simplification
measures.

e Promoting and coordinating the preparation of guidance documents at national
level, providing clear, concise guidance to managing authorities and other
stakeholders on the design, implementation and control of simplification measures.

e Conducting studies and collecting data on the impact of simplified methods of
reimbursement on administrative burden.

10
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The coordination centre could take various forms (network / working group composed
of representatives of all programmes, dedicated unit within the national coordination
body). Each Member State should indeed identify the best suitable solution for its needs.

Differences may arise at the Member State level depending on various factors, such as
the degree of necessary procedural formalisation: in some contexts, an
administrative/legal act might be required, while in others, such formalised procedures
may not be necessary for the establishment of the centre. Some countries might prefer
creating entirely new bodies, while others may choose to form units or working groups
within existing institutions or agencies. In some instances, tasks and responsibilities could
be delegated to already established entities.

The national coordination centre should gather different skills and competencies
relevant for the design and implementation of simplification measures. The number of
stakeholders involved and the complexity of the structure of the centre will vary based on
the size of the country and the number of programmes involved. It would be important to
ensure that representatives of central government units that set out the policy for national
annual budget/estimates and the national accounting rules in a Member State are
represented in the coordination centre (or, at least, are in close contact with the
coordination centre), as these units often play a key part in enabling simplification
measures.

It should be considered that, in larger Member States, a national body will be crucial for
ensuring coordination, conveying key messages, and serving as a major knowledge hub.
However, regional players must also be involved. To ensure the implementation of the
road map and related actions, in these Member States, a more granular organisation with
reference points in the different local and regional authorities will be necessary.

Some successful examples observed in the TN:

e The establishment of a methodological support centre at national level which is in
charge for the development of SCOs across all funding sources, Cohesion,
Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), agriculture, fishery, and others. The
centre performs various tasks such as drafting SCO schemes, providing
consultations and recommendations to institutions, conducting relevant studies,
and more. Over the years, it has achieved significant results, facilitating the
establishment of over 70 SCOs methodologies to be applied under different
frameworks (e.g., Cohesion Policy, RRF, national budget) exploring different
calculation methods and data sources.

e A different solution is observed in Member States where the Bodies responsible for
coordinating all programmes under Cohesion Policy have established a unit / team
specifically responsible for ‘simplification’.

It is important to keep in mind that the goal is not to replicate the model from one

country to another, but rather to find the best solution to achieve the same results
effectively: a wider and easier use of simplification measures.

11
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Figure 2: Key steps for establishing a coordination centre at national level

Identification of
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administrative
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Establishing the
national
coordination
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Developing the
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Regardless of the administrative / institutional model chosen for the coordination centres,
it is essential to ensure that the centres function as main hub of a national network on
simplification, which involves all ESF+ authorities and stakeholders.

As observed by several Member States which are most advanced in the use of
simplification measures, each country could refer to the TN as reference model and
adjust the actions and procedures according to the specificities of the national
context.

The TN could also prepare a more structured document presenting detailed information
on the setting up and functioning of the coordination centres. A database including key
information on the centres and the contact points of each centre could also be created
and shared through the TN, to facilitate the exchange of knowledge and good practices
among Member States.

As observed by several TN members, the coordination centres would also serve as key
contact point between the Member State and the European Commission for the design
and the implementation of national road maps for no more real costs. An enhanced and
coordinated collaboration between the centres and the Commission would pave the way
for a more efficient design of the road map for ‘no more real costs’ and for its effective
implementation.

In the view of preparing for post-2027, the coordination centre could also support the
transition to a system that is fully or almost fully based on result-based schemes. This
transition will require a comprehensive revision of how post-2027 programmes are
prepared, setting policy objectives and targets with a fundamentally different approach
compared to previous programming periods

In practice, scaling up means that from the programming phase onward, targets in terms
of outputs and results will be directly linked to the key financial milestones of the
programmes. This will necessitate:

Redefining Policy Objectives:

e Establish policy objectives with a focus on measurable outcomes and results.

e Ensure these objectives are specific, achievable, and closely aligned with the
broader strategic goals of the EU.

Setting clear targets:
e Define clear and quantifiable targets for each policy objective, by developing a
framework that ties financial allocations and disbursements to the achievement of
specified outputs and results.

e These targets should be linked to concrete outputs and results that can be
measured and evaluated over time.

12
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Ensure that financial planning and budgeting processes reflect the targets set at
outputs and results levels.

Define new approaches for controls:

With the support of audit authorities and other stakeholders involved in the control and
monitoring of measures, a comprehensive framework for controlling the achievement of
outputs and results should be established before the launch of the programmes.
Transitioning to a result-based approach necessitates shifting from a control system
focused on real expenditure to one based on the verification of outputs and results. Key
elements of this new approach include:

Ex-ante definition of outputs and results:

O

Clearly define the expected outputs and results for each programme at the
outset.

Establish specific indicators to measure these outputs and results, ensuring
they are quantifiable and achievable.

Develop instruments and tools for accurately feeding data into these
indicators.

Development of control documents:

O

Prepare all documentation essential to efficiently verify the achievement of
outputs and results prior to programme launch.

This documentation should include templates for monitoring outputs and
results, procedures for data collection, and methods for aggregating this
information.

Designing verification procedures:

O

O

Develop detailed procedures for carrying out verifications on the ground.

Ensure these procedures are designed to accurately assess the
achievement of defined outputs and results.

Include guidelines for the use of monitoring templates and data collection
tools.

2. Assessment of the state of play

A first assessment of the state of play in terms of use of simplification measures can be
carried out with the support of the TN based on information which is already available (or
will be soon available) at EU Level, such as:

Maps of SCO/FNLC practices collected by the TN. These maps, although not
detailed enough for a comprehensive assessment at Member State level, are
continuously updated. This allows to always have an overview of the existing
schemes and types of measures covered in the different countries. The maps,

13
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which are now in MS Excel format, could be also automatised and provided online
in a more user-friendly format. (3)

e Qutcomes of the ‘Study on the uptake of Simplified Cost Options (SCO) and
Financing Not Linked to Costs (FNLC) for the Common Provisions Regulation
(CPR) Funds’ (4.

These mappings can serve as a good starting point for opening discussions on the next
steps towards reaching a ‘no more real cost’ scenario, but they do not provide the
necessary information for an overall assessment of the state of play. Additional effort by
the Member States is required.

First of all, creating a comprehensive mapping of all calls for proposals and/or
operations implemented in the Member State could be beneficial, especially in
countries with many programmes. This would enable a better understanding of whether:

e Similar operations already have SCO/FNLC schemes or other simplification
measures in place for reimbursement (e.g. in Recovery and Resilience Plan), that
can be adopted or easily adapted.

e There are operations still completely or mostly reimbursed through real costs that
need to be addressed most urgently.

Furthermore, the assessment of the state of play conducted by the Member States should
also cover qualitative aspects, including:

1. Specific issues that are limiting or hindering a wider use of simplification
measures in the Member States. This includes national factors such as gold-
plating, national rules, and administrative procedures that are hindering or could
hinder the realization of a 'no more real cost scenario' in the future. It is crucial that
Member States start addressing these issues now, before the adoption of a more
ambitious regulatory framework.

2. The main gaps in terms of resources needed to design and implement
simplification measures: knowledge / experience on the development of
simplification measures, organisational capacity, data and information to support
the development of SCOs / FNLC schemes, IT systems.

3. To carry out this qualitative assessment the national coordination centre will
need to consult (e.g., interviews, launching surveys, focus groups) all the
stakeholders involved in the design, implementation and control of programmes:
managing authorities, audit authorities, implementing bodies and beneficiaries.
Taking into account the point of view of all stakeholders will be essential to ensure
that the path towards no more real costs is sustainable and brings advantages to
all parties involved.

Figure 3: Key steps for the assessment of the state of play

Qualitative assessment of:
Preliminary analysis of SCOs Mapping of all calls for - issues hindering the use of

uptake using information proposals/operations simplification measures

provided by the EC implemented by the MS - resources gaps (expertise

and data)

() Published in the dedicated website of the ESF Transnational Network on Simplification.

() https://european-social-fund-plus.ec.europa.eu/en/publications/
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The assessment should include a part specifically dedicated to result-based approaches,
providing evidence on:

e Best practices: identify and document successful examples of result-based
schemes that can serve as models.

e Possible challenges and gaps: highlight any difficulties or shortcomings in the
current implementation of result-based schemes to inform future improvements.

e Promising policy areas: identify policy areas that show the most potential for the
successful implementation of result-based schemes.

e Most suitable indicators for the development of result-based schemes: create
a catalogue of indicators used in result-based schemes from Cohesion Policy and
RRF across various policy areas, highlighting the most frequently used.

The information collected will then allow identifying the set of actions required to address
the main challenges and to successfully achieve the desired outcomes, in terms of wider
and easier use of simplification measures.

As mentioned in the previous section of the paper, the assessment of the state of play
should be carried out by the national coordination centre, with the support of all
national/regional authorities and stakeholders.

It is also important to note that the assessment should not be seen as a one-off task, but
rather as the first step of a process to monitor the uptake of simplification measures, the
actual implementation and effectiveness of solutions to overcome the issues which limit
the use of such measures as well as the identification of further corrective actions to be
implemented at national / regional level.

The results of the assessment and periodic updates / monitoring reports could be
discussed in the TN, with the aim to share criticalities and possible solutions and support
actions.

3. Capacity building activities

Based on the outcomes of the assessment of the state of play, the national coordination
centre develops a programme for capacity building activities targeting all relevant
stakeholders for the design, implementation and control of simplification measures and
adoption of result-based approaches.

The programme could include activities such as:
e Trainings provided by experts in simplification measures.

e Joint and crossed trainings among authorities (e.g. representatives of managing
authorities and audit authorities).

e Peer-to-peer exchanges with other Member States (i.e. study visits, expert
missions, multi-country workshops).

e Drafting of practical manuals, with concrete examples on how to design,
implement and control simplification measures, tailored around the specific needs

of national stakeholders.
15
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Drawing from the experience with the TN, it is essential that capacity building activities
include both practical exercises and discussion sessions:

e Practical exercises are useful as they allow participants to apply theoretical
knowledge in real scenarios.

e Discussions sessions provide an opportunity for participants to share their
challenges, experiences, and doubts. This approach allows unsolved questions to
be collected and forwarded to the national coordination centre, which will be in
charge to discuss them with the European Commission and/or other Member
States.

Additionally, establishing working groups on specific topics will enable competent
individuals, covering different roles, to work together, exchange experiences and best
practices, and develop a higher level of expertise.

When defining the contents of the capacity building programme it is important to bear in
mind that the shift to a ‘no more real cost’ scenario will require programme authaorities to
gain new skills and competencies. This new approach will indeed entail to perform
activities during the implementation phase such as the measurement, control, and
verification of outputs and results, which have traditionally been limited to the phases of
evaluation and monitoring of the programme lifecycle. These competencies should be
strengthened at all levels since they will be important from the beginning of the
programming process and will continue during implementation.

For an effective use of the simplification measures, capacity building activities will also
need to involve beneficiaries. Such training sessions will be aimed at:

e Facilitating the correct use of the simplification measures (e.g., explaining their
use, creating a one stop shop providing technical support).

e Ensuring transparency (i.e., trainings with audit authorities to clarify the functioning
of the audit trail and typologies of controls performed).

TN members suggest that involving beneficiaries in capacity building actions is essential
to ensure the sustainability of the road map towards ‘no more real costs’ and to achieve
the objective of ‘real simplification’ for all parties involved in the implementation of ESF+
programmes.

It is also important to note that the capacity building actions for authorities and
beneficiaries should not be seen only as a top-down knowledge transfer exercise.
Capacity building should also be structured as an opportunity to share views and
proposals from ESF+ authorities and stakeholders on the changes involved in the
implementation of the road map towards ‘no more real costs’ (e.g. how to re-design the
management and control system or the definition of programme indicators, how to verify /
assess the quality of the operations, how to treat irregularities and, eventually, how to
achieve full legal certainty around simplification measures, how to use digitalisation tools
and artificial intelligence).

In order to ensure that all relevant stakeholders are involved in the capacity building
programme, the national coordination centre should prepare, with the support of national
and regional stakeholders, a list with the contacts of all authorities and representative
bodies for beneficiaries that should be involved in the programme.

Furthermore, the approach to designing capacity building actions should consider not only
examples of successful practices but also not-so-good practices, errors and findings, so

16
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that simplification stakeholders can be accompanied to identify the don’ts of simplification,
while implementing the national road maps.

The capacity building programme could also include trainings and workshops with
representatives of the European Commission (Unit responsible for simplification
measures, Geographical Units and Units of REGIO-EMPL Joint Audit Directorate for
Cohesion).

Finally, as observed by TN members, capacity building actions could also bring important
benefits in terms of raising the awareness of ESF+ stakeholders on the advantages and
implications related to the use of simplification measures. Therefore, the definition of the
capacity building programme should be coordinated with the strategy for promotion and
awareness raising described in section 5.

4. Establishing agreements with other institutions

Experiences shared in the TN reveal that most of the time what's hindering the
development of new SCO/FNLC methodologies is the lack of available data. For this
reason, it is important that the national coordination centre establishes (or
coordinates the setting up of) agreements with Institutions (e.g. National Institute of
Statistics, Institutions responsible for Public Registries, Sectoral Institutions/Associations)
which could:

e Provide data required for establishing simplification measures and/or

e Support the data collection (e.g. through market surveys) and analysis/assessment
(e.g. based on expert judgement).

Successful examples of collaborations with other institutions during the data collection and
methodology development phases were discussed within the TN. In many cases,
especially in Member States with a high uptake of SCO, historical data was no longer
available for many operations. Therefore, it was necessary to rely on National Statistics
databases, EU statistics databases, and surveys from different institutions to develop the
calculation methodologies.

In situations where historical data was unavailable because the operation had never been
implemented before, collaboration with other institutions proved to be important. For
example, in one case, to address this problem an intermediary body conducted market
research to collect necessary data but received a very low response rate. The national
statistics office was then involved to carry out the market research. Respondents were
more accustomed to receiving surveys from the national office resulting in a higher
response rate.

Another important area of collaboration with other institutions discussed was the creation
of SCO methodologies for highly technical operations. In some cases, managing
authorities lacked the necessary expertise, so line ministries were involved to double-
check the methodologies and to assess whether the approximation was accurate, leading
to a more robust result.

TN members also suggest that the agreements with other institutions:

e May include details on the data needed, trainings on data extrapolation and
interpretation / processing, compliance with provision on data protection.

17
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e Could go beyond data collection and analysis, and could also cover the verification
of the conditions for reimbursement (e.g. based on public registries and
interoperable databases).

5. Awareness raising and promotion

The road map could include actions to promote the use of simplification measures and
raise awareness of ESF+ stakeholders on the advantages of such measures and on the
need to move forward towards the ‘no more real costs’ objectives. Such actions are
particularly important where the use of simplification measures is limited by issues such
as final beneficiaries’ ‘resistance/fear’ of change or ‘the lack of political support’ and lack
of data supporting the reduction of administrative burden.

Although presented as fifth phase of the road map (in the view of capitalising on the
outcomes of the previous phases), TN members suggest that “awareness raising and
promotion” should start at the beginning of the road map, as one of the key challenges
related to the ‘no more real costs’ is to change the mindset of ESF+ stakeholders towards
the use of simplification measures.

The national coordination centres with the help of the TN could support the development
of actions / campaigns for awareness raising and promotion of the use of simplification
measures, by collecting and disseminating examples of good (and not-so-good) practices
of communication around simplification in ESF+ programmes developed by the Member
States.

As observed by TN members within the discussions on the road map, the support of
policy and decision-makers at national level and of the European Commission are key
factors for the success of awareness raising and promotion campaigns. A clear
commitment from national and EU Institutions to support a significant increase in the use
of simplification measures is essential to achieve the necessary change in mindset of
ESF+ stakeholders who are less prone to use the concerned measures.

In particular, the following stakeholders should be actively involved in the design and

implementation of the campaign to raise awareness and promote the use of simplification
measures and the goal of ‘no more real costs’ in post-2027:

e At EU Level: High-level officials of the European Commission, members of the
ESF+ Committee and Technical Working Group, members of the CPR expert
group, representatives of stakeholders and beneficiaries at EU Level
(associations, groups of interest etc).

e At national level: High-level officials of National Coordination Bodies for Cohesion
Policies, Policy-makers, line Ministries, representatives of stakeholders and
beneficiaries at national Level (associations, groups of interest ....)

National campaigns for awareness raising and promotion of simplification measures
should be:

e Designed and coordinated by the national coordination centres

e Coordinated with other steps of the national road map:

o Addressing key issues identified within the assessment in step 2

18
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o Capitalising on the capacity building actions carried out under step 3

o Targeting all relevant authorities and stakeholders identified throughout the
road map.

Tailored around the needs, perceived problems and level of knowledge of the
different target groups. It is important to specify that the campaign should not focus
only on technocratic aspects, relevant for the authorities, but should also include
key messages (advantages) which could be relevant and valuable for all ESF+
stakeholders.

Coordinated with actions for awareness raising and promotion conducted at EU
level.

19






GETTING IN TOUCH WITH THE EU

In person

All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct information
centres. You can find the address of the centre nearest you at:
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact en

On the phone or by email

Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European
Union. You can contact this service:

— by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for
these calls),

— at the following standard number: +32 22999696 or

— by email via: https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en

FINDING INFORMATION ABOUT THE EU

Online

Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is
available on the Europa website at: https://europa.eu/european-
union/index_en

EU publications

You can download or order free and priced EU publications at:
https://op.europa.eu/en/publications. Multiple copies of free publications may
be obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local information centre (see
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact en).

EU law and related documents

For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1952
in all the official language versions, go to EUR-Lex at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu

Open data from the EU

The EU Open Data Portal (http:/data.europa.eu/euodp/en) provides access to
datasets from the EU. Data can be downloaded and reused for free, for both
commercial and non-commercial purposes.
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