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Cohesion Policy (CP) aims to reduce disparities between
the levels of development of regions and promote
economic, social, and territorial cohesion across Europe.
To achieve these treaty-based objectives, the EU
provides significant financial resources allocated to
Member States and their regions. Implementation of
numerous EU funds, each with its own implementation
rules, requires navigating a complex regulatory
framework, leading to administrative costs and burdens
for Managing Authorities and beneficiaries.

Main observations

Simplification efforts were introduced systematically in
each programming period, aiming to
streamline the implementation of CP
and reduce administrative burdens.
Notable measures include extending
the eligibility period for expenditures,
flexible fund reallocation, e-cohesion
systems, Simplified Cost Options
(SCOs), the single audit principle, and
proportional  controls.  However,
different evaluations show mixed
outcomes, with both reduced burdens
for beneficiaries and new complexities for managing
authorities.

Despite the simplifications introduced, significant
administrative costs and burdens persist in the current
programming period for managing authorities and
beneficiaries. These challenges arise from ongoing
regulatory changes, the lack of a stable legal framework,
and the need to comply with broader EU and national
regulations, such as state aid rules and public procurement
laws. Complex audit and control requirements,
inconsistent interpretations of regulations, high
documentation demands, and the risk of financial
penalties further exacerbate the administrative burdens.

The 2021-2027 period has brought a more complex
landscape of EU funds supporting CP goals, with the
introduction of new objectives and instruments like the
Just Transition Fund (JTF). These additions have led to
overlapping objectives and regulatory challenges.

See the full study

NextGenerationEU and the Social Climate Fund (SCF),
although sharing goals with CP, further complicate this
framework as they operate under different management
models.

Conclusions and policy recommendations

In light of the findings, the study offers several
recommendations for more effective coordination of EU
funds and for reducing administrative challenges faced by
managing authorities and beneficiaries. These are the
following:
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e Prior conditions

To ensure effective simplifications, it is essential to build
political consensus, maintain continuity in the delivery
of the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF),
focus on treaty-anchored objectives, and adopt a
partnership-based, evidence-driven approach. These
steps will help to reduce the administrative burdens and
enhance the overall implementation process.

e Short term recommendations

Deliver comprehensive legislative packages early to
prevent delays like those experienced during the 2021-
2027 period. Integrate similar funds (e.g., Reintegrating
the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development
(EARDF) into the CPR) and avoid creating new funds mid-
programming. Simplify and clarify regulations from the
start and streamline audit and control processes by
strengthening the single audit
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principle and minimising duplicate controls. The focus
should shift from detecting minor procedural errors to
achieving tangible results. Expand the use of flexible
funding models, allowing managing authorities to
choose between results-based or cost-based
approaches. Additionally, adopt best practices from
directly managed EU programmes to reduce the
administrative burden on beneficiaries.

Long-term recommendations

Introduce permanent programmes that allow for periodic
reviews and adjustments, enabling more stability and
adaptability. Move towards a results-based financing
model for ESIF.

Focus CP on core objectives
Expand flexible funding models

Streamline audits and controls: distinguish
between non-intentional errors and frauds

Ensure clarity of regulations
and eliminate legal uncertainties

Adopt beneficiary-friendly practices

A from directly managed programmes
Recommendations

Consolidate existing funds
and cease creation of ad hoc funds

Ensure timely legislative package delivery

Include EAFRD under the CPR 2027+

Streamlining EU Cohesion Funds

Build political consensus for simplifications

Administrative Burdens/Challenges

Excessive and inconsistent audits and controls

Overlapping programming periods
Unstable legal framework

Gold plating

Inflexible funding models

Growing complexity of CP objectives

‘ Increased workload from programming delays
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