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1. Audit questions and audit scope

• Was the Commission effective in negotiating Partnership Agreements and 
Operational Programmes in cohesion policy so that they focus on results and 
performance? 

Main Audit Question
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Second Level Questions

• Did the Commission adequately prepare and conduct the programing and 
negotiation process as regards performance-related elements? 

• Do the PAs and OPs contain robust performance-related provisions in 
relation to intervention logic, ex-ante conditionalities and performance 
framework?

Outputs of our work – two special reports 

• 1st report published in April

• 2nd report on the Implementation of provisions concerning ex ante 
conditionalities and performance framework to make Cohesion spending
more effective - to be published in Autumn



2. What we did

• We examined whether the Commission had effectively negotiated the 
Partnership Agreements (PA) and Operational Programmes (OP) to:

 more effectively target EU funding for EU 2020 Strategy priorities;

 better justify interventions in terms of investment needs and intended 
results;

 establish whether the conditions against which the performance of these 
programmes would be measured have been adequately set;

 exploit the potential of the ex ante conditionalities to enforce better
spending in programmes under the Cohesion Policy;  and

 ensure that the Performance Framework has correctly been established in 
the programmes and sets incentives for more result-orientation.
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3. How we did the audit

 Our audit work included:

an analysis of the negotiation timeframe and an assessment of the 

Commission’s internal procedures for negotiation;

in-depth analysis of PAs and 14 OPs for five MSs - Spain, Ireland, 

Croatia, Poland and Romania; for which we focused on thematic 

objectives 1 “Strengthening research, technological development 

and innovation” and 8 “Promoting sustainable and quality 

employment and supporting labour mobility”; 

audit visits to 5 Member States and a study visit to Denmark;

interviews with Commission staff, Member States officials  and 

their permanent representations in Brussels as well as experts in 

the field of EU regional, structural and cohesion policies and 

performance budgeting; and

analysis of the performance data included in the OPs supported

under ERDF and ESF.



4. What we found and what we recommended
Overall

 Overall, the Commission was effective in negotiating the 2014-2020 
PAs and OPs in Cohesion:

 completing negotiations with Member States within the 

regulatory deadlines;

 focusing funding on the Europe 2020 strategy; and

 ensuring a more robust intervention logic in the OPs.

 But the Commission did not succeed in:

 Harmonising the financial monitoring arrangements between 

funds; and 

 in ensuring a consistent definition of performance indicators for 

outputs and result.

 In addition, there is a risk that the performance regime for the 2014-

2020 period may generate considerable administrative burden .



4. What we found and what we recommended
…delays kept under control by the Commission

 The Commission took an pro-active approach (position papers 

and informal negotiations (2012) and issued many draft 

guidelines);

 Demanding negotiations due additional requirements; and 

 Secondary legislation adopted gradually by January 2016.

R1: The Commission should ensure that its Cohesion policy legislative 

proposals for the post 2020 period are presented timely so that there 

remains sufficient time to complete the negotiations between the 

European Parliament and the Council before the start of the 

programme period.



4. What we found and what we recommended 
PAs effective in focusing Cohesion spending 
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4. What we found and what we recommended 
PAs effective in focusing Cohesion spending

R2 b): The Commission should ensure that the ring-fencing of ESI 

funding to thematic objectives is respected by Member States.

R2 a): Member States should provide to the Commission the financial 

information necessary for the Commission to effectively monitor the 

compliance with the thematic concentration requirements (including 

the derogations set out in the ERDF regulation)



4. What we found and what we recommended 
More robust intervention logic in OPs, but 
increased complexity and data overload
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4. What we found and what we recommended 
Programme monitoring likely to be hampered

• Monitoring of financial and physical progress at MS or EU level is likely 

to be hampered by:

ERDF and ESF apply different approaches to the definiton and

measurement of outputs and results;

The link between actions and funding cannot be established as 

financial information is not aligned with investment priorities for 

ERDF;

Aggregation of output indicators will be complicated by the many 

programme specific indicators in addition to the common indicators; 

and  

For result indicators, only for ESF these exist

• Also, we consider, that taken into account the cost of collection of data, 

the number of performance indicators appear excessive.



4. What we found and what we recommended 
Programme monitoring likely to be hampered

R3: The Commission should define a common terminology for ‘output’ 

and ‘result’ and propose it for inclusion in the Financial Regulation and 

ensure that the proposals for the sectoral regulations follow these 

definitions for the post-2020 periods.

R4: The Commission should carry out an analysis of the 2014-2020 

programme-specific and common indicators for outputs and results to 

identify those which are most relevant and best suited to determining 

the impact of the EU interventions. 

Member States should discontinue the use of unnecessary 

programme-specific indicators in case of programme modifications. 



4. What we found and what we recommended 
Programme impact for evaluations

• As for the 2007-2013 period, impact ESIF interventions will 

demonstrated in evaluations based on the available data.

• Output indicators are collected for both funds, but the immediate 

results are only collected for ESF.

R5: The Commission should: 

• disseminate ‘good practices’ by Member States as regards 

evaluations which can best determine the impact of EU 

interventions; 

• assist the Member States in updating their evaluation plans which 

include such ‘good practice evaluations’. 

Member States should ensure that the data that is relevant to 

establish the effects of the ERDF interventions is collected. 



4. What we found and what we recommended 
Collection and use of out and result indicators

• We consider that the different requirement in the fund-specific 

regulation for collecting and  reporting indicators is a weakness in the 

system e.g.:

For ERDF immediate result indicators or not collected yet for ESF 

they are.

• As a consequence, monitoring systems will have to be set up taking 

account of different methodologies and an excessive number of 

programme-specific indicators:

Additional administrative burden;

What use will the Commission and the MSs make of this information; 

and

Possibility to use the data to calculate unit costs and performance 

based budget allocations where appropriate.



4. What we found and what we recommended 
Collection and use of out and result indicators

R6: The Commission should: 

o use the data collected via the annual implementation reports and 

the results of ad hoc and ex-post evaluations for comparative 

analysis of performance and, where appropriate, to promote the 

use of benchmarking to allow for policy learning during 2014-

2020 period. 

o apply the concept of a performance budget, which links each 

increment in resources to an increment in outputs or other results, 

to the funding of cohesion policy interventions for the post-2020 

period where appropriate. In this context, the Commission should 

make use of data on the actual unit costs determined during the 

2014-2020 period.
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