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EVOLUTION OF COHESION POLICY. MISSION AND 
GOVERNANCE2

Abstract
Cohesion policy is the major investment vehicle and the most reforming EU 
budgetary chapter. Its landmark reforms mark key integration processes in the 
European Union. The present policy paper provides reflections of the dynamics of 
the main development trends in cohesion policy as determined by global phenomena, 
namely the economic and financial crisis and the current COVID-19 pandemic. 
They severely hit the entire EU, inevitably also affecting cohesion policy. The 
article shows that governance and the mission of cohesion policy has been adjusted 
to their aftermaths. Reforms introduced new measures and reinforced policy’s 
centralized European profile. Thus, evolution of cohesion policy is an illustration 
of its transformation from the merely redistributive tool with limited budgetary 
resources into the full-fledged development policy aimed at safeguarding that EU’s 
visions and goals will be pursued. The paper concludes that a new architecture poses 
the major challenge for cohesion policy after 2020 as its responsibilities and ever 
tightening governance continues while its budgets shrinks. 

Key words: cohesion policy, reforms, mission, governance, thematic oncentration, 
conditionalities

1	 INTRODUCTION

EU cohesion policy has evolved into a powerful investment tool backed 
by significant financial resources. Its evolution is not accidental. It is a deliberate 
process underpinned by the reforms shaped under specific circumstances of the 
development in the EU. The last reforms depicted in this paper (2006, 2013, 
2020) have taken place under the particularly turbulent times. The crises, namely 
financial and economic, immigration, Euroscepticism peaking in the Brexit and 
the recurrent Covid-19 pandemic critically determined a political, economic and 
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social development in the EU. Inevitably, cohesion policy could not have been 
left aside. Its reforms shows critical responses to these phenomena which raised 
expectations but also produced shortcomings as an important source of lessons 
learnt. This way, cohesion policy’s mission and governance has been shaped over 
more than a decade. 
	 Paper proceeds as follows. The first chapter serves as an introduction 
helping to understand cohesion policy by means of its building principles and 
a transforming mission. Second chapter depicts evolving cohesion policy, 
specifically its mission and governance as shaped by the three reforms (2006, 
2013, and 2020). Conclusions summarize the main arguments.   
	
2	 IS COHESION POLICY?

	 There is no uniform understanding of this major EU budgetary chapter. 
Its mission is articulated in the EU Treaties and historically it pursued goals of 
economic and social cohesion. The Lisbon Treaty added to the two initial goals 
also territorial cohesion. Traditionally, cohesion policy has been perceived as 
striving towards convergence (Baun and Marek, 2014: 2).
	 As of its inception in 1988, cohesion policy has been the built on five 
clearly distinctive principles, namely:

•	 Concentration meaning a focus on an efficient allocation of financial 
resources;

•	 Programming as planning of a use of funds;
•	 Complementarity highlighting that EU financial support is to be viewed as 

additional to finances originating at national level;
•	 Partnership expressing active involvement of various stakeholders. 

	 Inception of cohesion policy in 1988 highlighted a transformation from 
rather an insignificant redistributive tool assisting in regional development of 
European regions into a full-fledged EU-wide development policy with substantial 
budgetary resources and objectives with ever closer linked to the EU-wide goals.

3	 EVOLVING EU COHESION POLICY

	 Evolution of EU cohesion policy marks the EU integration endeavours, 
both sides, inside and also enlargement. Inception of cohesion policy in 1988 is 
perhaps the best fitting example in this respect. It was an outcome of the creation 
of the single European market embracing the neoclassical idea of unfettered 
markets. The newly emerging policy aimed at balancing negative effects of 
economic competition on the open common market through devising a policy 
mechanism aimed at reducing disparities between the various regions and the 
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backwardness of the least-favoured regions (SEA, art. 130). However, it was 
emphasized already then that the new policy should not serve compensations 
(Allen, 2005: 218). Importantly, establishing cohesion policy later opened room 
for further enlargement visions. Thus, it is fair to conclude that cohesion policy 
represent an engine of the EU integration (Jašurek a Šipikal, 2021b). There is 
a number of ‘turning points’ (Manzella and Mendez, 2009) in the evolution of 
cohesion policy marked by the reforms introducing tools which shaped policy’s 
programming and implementation. In the following part, cohesion reforms (2006, 
2013, and 2020) will be presented along with their corresponding ideational 
background.

3.1 Shaping the mission

	 First of all, ideationally, cohesion policy exceeds its initial scope of 
supporting regional convergence becoming an EU-wide policy pursuing goals 
to meet the EU’s ambition of being a crucial global player. Evidently, cohesion 
policy has undergone more significant changes than any other EU policy 
(Manzella and Mendez, 2009: 20). Thus, policy has also become a testing field 
for introducing different ideas on the policy’s mission reflecting acute needs as 
settled in the EU political discourse. This trend is notable particularly as of the 
2006 reform. For the first time in its history, cohesion policy’s mission was linked 
to the EU wide strategy, namely the Lisbon strategy. It aimed at making the EU 
‘the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world 
capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater 
social cohesion’ (European Council, 2000). EU’s global ambitions faced then 
challenges of the 2004 enlargement. Out of the ten new members, eight were 
central and eastern European post-communist countries with substantially lower 
economic performance relative to the EU average. Furthermore, the enlargement 
wave was to repeat again in 2007 with post-communist Bulgaria and Romania 
joining the EU. This posed a pressure on increasing allocations for cohesion 
countries. The 2006 reform introduced more stringent thematic concentration 
linking closely cohesion policy to the Lisbon strategy. Specifically, 30% of the 
cohesion envelope was dedicated to environmental infrastructure and combating 
climate change, 25% on research and innovation. At the same time, the principle 
of proportionality was introduced to limit administrative and reporting costs in 
implementation (Bache, 2014: 250). The reform introduced also audit authority 
(Manzella and Mendez, 2009: 20) and reinforced the principle of partnership 
by opening cooperation to relevant civil sector organisations to participate at 
programming and implementation (Brunazzo, 2016: 30). 
	 The 2006 reform was a result of discussions and disputes over the future 
course of cohesion policy and the entire EU. In 2004, it became clear that meeting 
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the Lisbon’s global ambitions would be far more challenging than initially 
envisaged. The Commission admitted that EU’s economic growth was slower 
than in USA and Asia and the Lisbon Strategy did not seem to be an outmost 
priority for some member states (European Commission, 2004: 10). The way 
out of the stagnation was sought by so called Sapir’s Report aimed at radical 
modifications in cohesion policy’s architecture. The Report proposed establishing 
cohesion policy on the two funds only. The first, convergence fund, aimed at 
low-income member states instead of regions supporting notably administrative 
capacities and investments into human and physical capital while the second, re-
structuralisation fund, was meant to boost EU’s economic recovery specifically 
requalification, resettling or underpinning early entrepreneurship activities among 
people laid off from industry and services (European Commission, 2003: 149-
150). The responses to the Sapir Report generated two fundamentally different 
perspectives. In the first group, member states such as the UK and the Netherlands 
advocated a need at least for partial ‘renationalisation’ of cohesion policy to 
simplify its processes and direct the EU funds only at the least developed member 
states. The other group, mostly cohesion countries, argued that cohesion policy’s 
efficiency could only be ensured under the EU level coordination. Both groups 
however met in need to simplify cohesion policy notably by reducing number 
of funds or increasing flexibility in implementation. (Stahl and Luna, 2003: 299-
300). Michel Barnier, then the Commissioner responsible for regional policy and 
institutional reform, in his defence of cohesion policy highlighted its European 
added value (Barnier, 2003). This became the grounds Commission’s defensive 
stance also in future.
	 The 2013 reform had been carried under the significant integration 
processes. The Lisbon Treaty introduced the European Parliament as co-legislator 
along the Council and cohesion policy’s mission expanded. The Treaty introduced 
the third cohesion pillar, territorial cohesion, and cohesion policy became a shared 
responsibility between the Commission and member states (TFEU, 2016: art. 4). On 
the other hand, the financial and economic crisis exposed EU’s weaknesses against 
exogenous shocks. Cohesion policy’s financial resources served as a substitute 
for lacking liquidity in combating the crisis and its aftermath. Furthermore, in 
the face of economic downfall and the failure of the Lisbon strategy, EU also 
showed to lack a common functioning development vision based on tangible 
targets linked to EU policies. Such was the case of the strategy Europe 2020 
approved by the European Council in June 2010.  It introduced the five tangible 
goals with specific target values to be met by 2020 in areas of employment, 
research and development, climate change and energy, education, poverty and 
social exclusion (European Commission, 2010: 7). The explicit link between the 
EU-wide strategy and cohesion policy was articulated by explicit translation of 
the Europe 2020’s goals into the latter’s eleven thematic objectives. Furthermore, 
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the reform introduced also complex earmarking with separate allocations setting 
2 tier priorities for the European Regional Development Fund and one tier for 
the European Social Fund. In line with expanding policy’s mission to follow also 
territorial cohesion, integrated territorial instruments were introduced to meet the 
needs of different territorial levels. Thus, the territorial dimension was recognized 
as a key component in regional development as it was close to citizens’ needs 
(Ahner, 2009: 4) and cohesion policy was best equipped to meet those needs.
	 A changing approach towards policy’s more strategic expression was part 
of a process which led to the elaboration of the Barca report (2009).  Then, the 
Report foreran the most important cohesion reform which was part of the trend 
to increase policy’s EU-wide relevance and its primacy as the most important 
investment tool supporting Union’s strategic economic priorities (Baun and 
Marek, 2014: 69). Barca Report introduced the place-based approach to cohesion 
policy. ‘Place-based approach (PBA) demonstrated a bold ambition to provide a 
new reformed course for cohesion policy addressing…feasibility of reconciled 
pursuance of efficiency and equity, relevance of place/territory for regional 
development and a nature of transformation of cohesion policy’ (Jašurek, 2020a: 
313). PBA attempted to provide tailor made solutions where one-size fits-all 
approaches failed (Barca et al., 2012, Farole et al. 2011). According to the Barca 
Report, failure of the Lisbon Agenda was attributed to European regions’ inability 
to fully tap their potential. This made the case for utilizing the PBA in cohesion 
policy. Barca Report specifically criticized cohesion policy’s lacking strategic 
focus, notably clear-cut policy objectives, lacking strategic planning which would 
provide rationale and justification for selected policy objectives, mobilisation 
of spatial representation or lacking an element of broader binding mandate. In 
response to these shortcomings, the Barca Report proposed inner alia setting 
policy EU-level objective while acknowledging territorial cohesion, introducing 
set of conditionalities, or explicit territorial focus and architecture including 
multi-level governance. Even though, ‘a place-based linguistic turn’ (Mendez, 
2013) attempted to position a place-based approach at the heart of the cohesion 
reform, the PBA eventually failed to inform the reform substantially. This was 
due prioritizing EU-level governance architecture in response to the financial and 
economic crisis (Jašurek, 2020a) as well as due to internal struggles between 
different DGs inside the Commission (Mendez, 2013) competing over their 
influence in bargaining the future financial perspective. Nevertheless, the PBA 
contributed to shape the 2013 reform towards policy’s better result orientation or 
strategic planning and in the end to informing also the 2020 reform.
	 As in the case of the two previously depicted reforms from 2006 and 2013, 
a wider EU context was relevant for shaping the 2020 reform. First of all, the EU 
had faced different crises within rather the short period of time, notably Euro and 
immigration crises and Euroscepticism leading to the Brexit. Therefore, there was 
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an evident continuity with the 2013 reform. First of all, cohesion mission was 
linked to the EU level strategic framework which was then borrowed from UN 
Sustainable Development Goals for 2030 (European Commission, 2017b: XXV). 
These were translated into the cohesion policy’s condensed five policy objectives 
more or less alike to the previous 11 thematic objectives. Likewise, philosophy 
of earmarking remained its key principles from the 2013 reform. Furthermore, 
the reform package introduced also 80 simplifications measures aimed at e. g. 
reducing content duplicities between different programming documents or 
reducing requirements for updating programming documents. Integrated territorial 
instruments continued while they gained a new stimulus as political objective 
five ‘a Europe closer to citizens’ constituted the major platform for underpinning 
regional development and employment of the integrated territorial development. 
The shape of the 2020 reform was significantly marked by the outburst of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Exogenous shocks typically cause abrupt insufficient liquidity 
leading to its equally abrupt increase. As in the aftermath of the financial and 
economic crises, the cohesion resources served this purpose. In the first step, the 
existing legislative framework was modified to increase liquidity e.g. by enabling 
more robust pre-financing, temporary 100% co-financing, increasing investments 
in health sector or underpinning short-term employment schemes or de facto 
abolishing earmarking (European Union, 2020a; 2020b). These amendments 
signalled an intensified endeavours towards safeguarding liquidity in response to 
the recurring pandemic and the orchestrated drive to ensure the support of growth 
inducing sustainable development areas such digital and green agendas. The result 
was the new web of investment instruments under the common framework of the 
Next Generation EU (NextGen) 750 billion EUR for the period of 2021-2023. This 
was a recovery masterplan under the EU budget 2021-2027 devised to transform 
EU economies and societies to underpin their resilience against exogenous shocks 
and climate phenomena. Distribution of allocations between cohesion police and 
NextGen shows Table 1. Recovery and Resilience Fund (RRF) presents the flagship 
initiative under the NextGen composed of the combination of grants and loans. It 
underpinned major development reforms and investments carried out by member 
states. Thus, the RRF filled the gap as, there was ‘no instrument foreseen direct 
financial support linked to the achievement of results and to the implementation 
of reforms and public investments’ (European Union, 2021: 20).  RRF aimed at 
mitigating negative aftermaths of the Covid-19 pandemic by increasing member 
states’ sustainability, resilience and readiness notably for green and digital 
transformation. Distribution of allocations and responsibilities between cohesion 
policy and NextGen, notably the RRF shows interesting implications. First, while 
cohesion policy’ mission remains significantly stretched as showed in Table 2, 
its allocation shrank. This may increase pressures on policy’s effectiveness after 
2020 in terms of its implementation and management. Second, as the EU budget 
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cannot generate deficit, new income sources should be identified under the EU 
budget to cover loans such as introduction of new taxes e. g. from emissions 
or emissions trading schemes, digitisation, or financial transactions. Thirdly, as 
depicted in detail in the part on evolving governance, cohesion policy and the 
RRF offers also comparisons of the two distinctive management systems.
	 Impacts of the crises, namely immigration, Euro and Euroscepticism 
leading to the Brexit, shaped the contemplations on the developments in the EU. 
Most significantly, the Commission introduced the White Paper on the Future of 
Europe with the five development scenarios for the EU-27 by 2025 (for further 
details see European Commission, 2017a; Bachtler, Mendez and Wishlade, 
2020; Jašurek a Šipikal, 2021b). White paper questioned cohesion policy’s result 
delivery capacity when coordinated at EU level (European Commission, 2017a: 
22). However, the Commission’s Seventh Cohesion Report (2017b) reported a 
continuous growth in GDP per capita positively contributing to a decrease in 
regional disparities and unemployment rate in the entire EU. Tough disparities 
between the capitals and peripheral regions continued. White Paper questioned 
also performance of health sector and partially also social policy and employment 
while it highlighted benefits of digital agenda, energy, partially transport, defence 
and security and it supported in general also technological innovations. The 
prominence of these areas intensified after the outburst of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Table 1: Allocations distribution between cohesion policy and NextGen

Source: European Commission
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Table 2: Evolving mission of cohesion policy

Source: Own elaboration

3.2 Shaping the governance

	 Beyond shaping cohesion policy’s mission, its reforms has also brought 
evolution in governance. The linkage to the Lisbon agenda through the 2006 
reform was ensured by means of the open method of coordination (OMC) as 
an attempt to employ soft governance principles. Its shortcomings (for detailed 
analysis see Mendez, 2013) contributed to expansion of hard governance in 
cohesion policy after 2013. OMC was developed to enable dissemination of best 
practice and achieving greater convergence towards the main EU goals. OMC 
was principally built on (European Council, 2000):

•	 fixing guidelines for the Union combined with specific timetables for 
achieving the goals which they set in the short, medium and long terms;

•	 establishing, where appropriate, quantitative and qualitative indicators 
and benchmarks against the best in the world and tailored to the needs of 
different Member States and sectors as a means of comparing best practice;

•	 translating these European guidelines into national and regional policies by 
setting specific targets and adopting measures, taking into account national 
and regional differences;

•	 periodic monitoring, evaluation and peer review organised as mutual 
learning processes.

	 OMC’s operationalisation under the Lisbon agenda showed ambiguous 
results related to its operational ineffectiveness (Radulova, 2007) and also arguable 
reform stimulating potential (de la Porte and Pochet, 2012).  OMC’s limitations 
translated also to cohesion policy’s major shortcomings in governance as 
introduced in the 2006 reform. Lisbonisation in cohesion policy meaning aligning 
cohesion policy with the Lisbon strategy introduced some important innovations 
which became policy’s inherent part as of then. To align cohesion policy properly 
with the Lisbon agenda, the Commission introduced the Community Strategic 
Guideline for Cohesion, yet without EU-level enforced deadlines and targets 
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(Mendez, 2011: 523). This showed to be critical exposing insufficient strategic 
planning and compelled the Commission to conclude in its assessment of the 
2006 reform that policy’s interventions ended up to be ‘a shopping list of actions’ 
(Mendez, 2011) instead of well-targeted investments.
	 The 2013 reform reflected shortcomings in governance from the 2006 
reform. Reforms in governance focused on strategic planning and aligning 
cohesion policy more closely with wider EU governance. Commission’s strategy 
notably in response to the financial and economic crisis was to reconnect cohesion 
policy with “the broader economic policy framework of the European Union” 
(Berkowitz et al., 2015:2). Similarly, the Barca Report also recommended to 
employ conditionalities more intensely in cohesion policy in order to improve the 
control over policy planning and conduct. Admittedly, conditionalities have been 
an indispensable part of cohesion policy as of 1988. On the other hand, the 2013 
reform brought new opportunities by introducing novel conditionalities, ex ante 
and macroeconomic conditionalities. Although, the latter were not brand new by 
definition as they applied to the Cohesion Fund in the programming period 2007-
20013. For different types of cohesion conditionalities see Bachtler and Mendez, 
2020a; Jašurek, 2020a; Jašurek a Šipikal, 2021b).
	 The major distinctive feature of the two from the rest of cohesion 
conditionalites was their straightforward linkage to the EU level governance. 
They constituted ‘a part of wider EU endeavours to rebuild economic governance 
after 2009 as a response to aftermaths of the financial and economic crisis…
built notably on the two pillars’ (Jašurek and Šipikal, 2021a: 5). The first pillar, 
ex-ante conditionalities were growth inducing measure via the formal EU level 
recommendations under the European Semester, ‘a framework to improve 
EU economic policy coordination’ (Hallerberg et al., 2012: 2). They linked 
reform national policy priorities to EU level requirements. The second pillar, 
macroeconomic conditionalities focused on mending economic imbalances 
by means of the EU level macroeconomic surveillance. Bargaining both 
conditionalities as part of the 2013 reform was challenging. Admittedly, ex-
ante conditionalities were recognized positively also in scholarship (McCann, 
2015; Bachtler et al., 2017; Huguenot-Noël et al., 2017). Quite the opposite, 
macroeconomic conditionalities spurred intense controversies. Some scholars 
rejected them altogether (Jouen, 2015; Huguenot-Noël et al., 2017) while others 
found macroeconomic conditionalities a worthy research subject (Coman, 2018; 
Sacher, 2019). A solidly balanced account on the role of conditionalities per se in 
cohesion policy provided Bachtler and Mendez (2020a).  
	 Evidently, introducing conditionalities was not an easy task, notably in 
case of those related to macroeconomic stability. On one hand, there was an 
overwhelming support by the Commission and the EU-15 (Coman, 2018, p. 
547; Mendez et al., 2013, p. 10), on the other the Committee of Regions (2011) 
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and notably the Parliament as the co-legislator (2012a, 2012b, 2013) severely 
resisted introduction of macroeconomic conditionalities. Both feared unbalanced 
and unfair impacts of suspensions on European regions. In the end however, the 
Parliament conceded upon the insertion of the structured dialogue, yet without any 
substantial amendments to suspensions or details on the conduct of the structured 
dialogue, a communication platform requiring the Commission to inform the 
legislators on the sanctioning process. Similarly, suspensions provisions on ex-
ante conditionalities were bargained at length leaving other provisions without 
sufficient details (Jašurek and Šipikal, 2021a).
	 Shortcomings in implementation of conditionalities reflected outcomes of 
bargaining which focused considerably on the punitive means of the suspensions 
in both conditionalities.  As a result, Commission’s passivity, presumably due to 
internal contentions over perceived reputational risks associated with imposing 
punitive means in the atmosphere of rising Euroscepticism, enabled arbitrary 
interpretation of conditionalities’ rules. Consequently, member states applied 
self-suspensions, against the formal rules on ex-ante conditionalities in order to 
avoid stricter Commission’s suspensions. Furthermore, an ambiguous link to the 
European Semester, a policy cycle coordination mechanism to meet those formal 
Council’s recommendations (Jašurek and Šipikal, 2021a) led to inconsistent 
member states’ self-assessment as well as Commission’s assessment of ex-ante 
conditionalities fulfilment (for more details on implementation see European 
Commission. 2016a and 2017c; European Court of Auditors, 2017b; Coman, 
2018; Sacher, 2019; Jašurek and Šipikal, 2021). In nutshell, conditionalities as 
new governance instruments introduced in the 2013 reform showed some delivery 
promises though their design was far from being completed (Jašurek and Šipikal, 
2021: 19).
	 The 2020 reform package marked continuity with the 2013 reform 
while addressing its operational shortcomings as shows Table 3. Thus ex-ante 
conditionalities were transformed into enabling conditions with an improved 
linkage to the European Semester by tying their enabling conditions’ requirements 
to the Council’s recommendations and fulfilment is to be carried out throughout 
the entire implementation unlike previously only ‘ex ante’, meaning prior the 
implementation. Punitive means of suspensions of payments were replaced by softer 
postponed reimbursements in case of non-fulfillment. Similarly, macroeconomic 
conditionalities were approved despite the initial opposition by the Parliament 
(Pucher, Martinos, Pazos-Vidal & Haider 2019: 50). Furthermore, conditions for 
suspensions watered down and as of 2021 they are related to commitments rather 
than payments. 
	 After the Covid 19 outbreak and introduction of the RRF, the use of 
macroeconomic conditinalities was enhanced also here. Importantly, as hinted in 
the part on the cohesion policy mission designed in the 2020 reform, comparison 
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of the RRF and cohesion policy offers the two distinctive perspective on the 
management systems. While cohesion policy’s management is based on the 
shared responsibility between member states and the Commission stemming from 
the Lisbon Treaty, the RRF is managed solely by the Commission. Its control 
responsibilities are thus significantly enhanced. There are twofold reasons for this 
shift in management responsibilities towards enforcing the Commission. First, the 
RRF implementation is conducted within much shorter timespan relative to the 
cohesion policy seven year cycle. This increases the pressure on implementation 
efficiency and its governance. Secondly, Commission’s strengthening role may 
be perceived as a result of cohesion policy’s critique from the Commission’s top 
levels as was the case of the White paper discussed before or Commission President 
Juncker’ distaste for cohesion policy expressed either by avoiding any reference 
of this major EU budgetary chapter in his State of the Union Reports or allowing 
unbalanced critical comparisons between cohesion policy and Commission’s 
managed Juncker plan (European Commission, 2016b). 

4	 CONCLUSION

	 The three cohesion reforms (2006, 2013, and 2020) significantly shaped 
policy’s mission and governance. The former’s design became more detailed and 
closely linked to the EU level objectives as stemming from the EU strategies and 
the commissioned reports. The latter as shown in Table 3 marked the introduction 
of conditionalities in the 2013 reform as the EU level control mechanisms and 
thus increasingly strengthened the role of the Commission and the shifting away 
from the soft governance. Other governance elements such as the partnership 
principle have been only mildly regulated by the Commission leaving considerable 
room for member states to design ways to promote partnership (for a practical 
example on the conduct of partnership see Jašurek, 2020b on the case study 
from Slovakia). The three reforms underlined policy’s transformation from the 
merely redistributive tool with limited budgetary resources into the full-fledged 
development policy aimed at safeguarding that EU’s visions and goals will be 
pursued. On the other hand, this however shows that notably after 2020 cohesion 
policy retains its mission stretched with tightening governance while its budget 
is constrained due to new instruments particularly the RRF. Cohesion policy thus 
ends up doing more with less money (Bachtler and Mendez, 2020b). This appear 
to be the major challenge for cohesion policy after 2020.  
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Table 3: Evolving governance of cohesion policy

Source: Own elaboration
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