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Abstract 

This study examines how the Commission’s 2028-2034 MFF 

proposals would reshape Cohesion Policy through greater 

simplification and flexibility. It finds that while the reforms may 

streamline the system at EU level and provide some gains, they 

also risk reducing predictability, weakening territorial targeting, 

increasing implementation burdens, and centralising decision-

making. Recommendations are proposed to inform the European 

Parliament’s position on the reform. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Background 

The European Commission’s proposals for the 2028–2034 EU budget would significantly reconfigure 

Cohesion Policy. Presented under the banner of simplification, flexibility and performance, the new 

framework would replace the current fund-specific architecture with a more integrated model centred 

around a single European Fund and National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs). At the same time, 

it would reshape key features of Cohesion Policy delivery, including programming, financial 

management, thematic steering, territorial targeting and the governance of Interreg. The central 

question for the European Parliament is whether these reforms would deliver genuine simplification 

and flexibility without weakening its core mission of reducing economic, social and territorial disparities. 

Study aim 

This study assesses the main implications of the Commission’s 2028-2034 Multi-Annual Financial 

Framework (MFF) proposals for the future design and implementation of Cohesion Policy, from the 

perspective of the European Parliament. It examines the likely effects of the proposed new framework 

on simplification, flexibility, territorial and thematic concentrations, and Interreg, while paying 

particular attention to legislative, institutional and implementation issues likely to matter during the 

negotiations. 

Key findings 

1. Simplification and performance-based delivery 

The Commission presents the post-2027 framework as a major simplification, based on fewer 

programming documents, a single rulebook, stronger performance-based delivery and wider use of 

simplified cost options and financing not linked to costs. The study finds that these changes may 

simplify the system at EU level, but they are unlikely to reduce complexity proportionately at national, 

regional and beneficiary levels, where coordination, negotiation, monitoring and compliance demands 

may increase. The shift to performance-based payments may improve predictability and reduce 

invoice-level checks, but it also shifts administrative effort towards costing, milestone-setting, 

verification and audit. 

The key issue for the European Parliament is, therefore, to ensure that simplification delivers real 

administrative relief in implementation and does not merely replace cost-based burdens with new 

demands in coordination, performance management and control. The study also highlights the 

importance of administrative capacity, arguing that performance-based delivery will only work if 

national and regional authorities have sufficient technical capability in areas such as indicator design, 

milestone calibration, data systems and compliance management. 

2. Flexibility, predictability and the EU Facility 

The proposals would create a more flexible architecture through a larger flexibility amount, a stronger 

mid-term review and a new EU Facility capable of topping-up national allocations and financing Union 

actions in response to crises, market disturbances and emerging priorities. This may improve speed, 

adaptability and Union-level coordination, but it also creates risks of reduced predictability for long-

term territorial and sectoral investment, weaker national ownership over programming choices, and 

greater complexity through overlapping flexibility instruments. 

The study underlines that the EU Facility is broader than a narrow emergency reserve and could evolve 

into a more open-ended instrument for Union-level reprioritisation during implementation. This has 

direct implications for the European Parliament, notably the need to seek clearer legal boundaries, more 
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detailed allocation criteria and activation triggers, and stronger scrutiny of annual work programmes 

and strategic reporting. 

3. Programming flexibility, territorial earmarking and thematic concentration 

The proposals make Cohesion Policy more flexible but weaken some territorial and thematic 

protections. This may improve adaptability, but it may also reduce the policy’s place-based focus and 

strategic clarity. The broader and more integrated NRPP structure could encourage standardisation at 

a higher level, even where the formal framework appears more flexible. The 2025 mid-term review 

already points in this direction, with greater emphasis on priorities such as competitiveness, defence 

and housing. However, uptake of these priorities has been uneven, showing that flexibility does not 

guarantee balanced implementation. 

For the European Parliament, the central issue is whether strategic focus can be preserved without 

undermining territorial responsiveness. The study suggests that the Parliament should seek clearer 

territorial targeting, more transparency in reprioritisation, and stronger safeguards for partnership and 

multi-level governance. 

4. Interreg simplification and flexibility  

Compared with the previous programming period, the fundamentals of Interreg in terms of its strands, 

rationales, partnerships and core geographies remain broadly intact. However, the post-2027 

framework also points towards a more centralised and strategically steered Interreg in some respects. 

In particular, the increased use of implementing acts and the stronger performance-based approach 

represent a significant departure from the current model. 

These reforms may make Interreg more streamlined and more focused on results, but they also risk 

creating new challenges for legal certainty, operational clarity and effective delivery in a multi-country 

setting. From the European Parliament’s perspective, a key priority is to ensure that operational 

provisions governing Interreg remain sufficiently anchored in the basic act, and that any performance-

based model is adapted to the specific realities of cross-border, transnational and interregional 

cooperation. 

Conclusions 

The study concludes that the Commission’s proposals would reshape both the architecture and delivery 

logic of Cohesion Policy. Although the reforms respond to real weaknesses in the current system, 

including procedural complexity, limited adaptability and cumbersome implementation, they also imply 

a broader change in policy logic. Cohesion Policy would move away from a rule-bound, programme-

based and territorially differentiated model towards one that is more integrated, more discretionary 

and more strongly steered through national plans, performance arrangements and Commission-led 

reprioritisation. The expected gains from simplification, flexibility and performance are therefore likely 

to be uneven. The overarching challenge for the European Parliament is to ensure that the future 

framework improves responsiveness and effectiveness without weakening predictability, regional and 

local ownership or the cohesion rationale of the policy itself.  

The key recommendations are: 

Test simplification claims against implementation reality. Parliament should seek firmer evidence 

that the reforms reduce burdens for managing authorities, intermediate bodies and beneficiaries, not 

only for the Commission and central administrations. 
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Make performance-based delivery proportionate and workable. The legislation should provide 

clearer methodologies for milestones, targets and payment values, while allowing sufficient flexibility 

for long-term, innovative and territorially specific interventions. 

Protect predictability within the new flexibility architecture. Parliament should review the size and 

operation of the flexibility amount/reserve, the timing and scope of the mid-term review, and the link 

between reprogramming and performance in order to limit unnecessary uncertainty for long-term 

investment. 

Tighten the legal framework for the EU Facility. The Regulation should define more clearly the scope 

of Union actions, activation triggers, allocation criteria and the relationship between the Facility and 

national plans, while strengthening ex ante scrutiny of work programmes. 

Preserve the territorial and place-based character of Cohesion Policy. Parliament should seek 

greater transparency in the allocation model and stronger guarantees that reduced regional 

differentiation and wider national discretion do not weaken the territorial focus of the policy. 

Strengthen partnership and multi-level governance. The new framework should include robust 

provisions ensuring timely and meaningful involvement of regional and local actors in plan design, 

implementation, monitoring, revision and reprogramming. 

Keep key Interreg provisions in the basic act and adapt performance rules to cooperation realities. 

Core operational rules should remain anchored in primary legislation and any performance model 

should reflect the collective and long-term nature of territorial cooperation. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

The European Commission’s proposals for the 2028–2034 EU budget imply a major reconfiguration of 

Cohesion Policy. Presented under the banner of simplification, flexibility and performance, the new 

framework would replace the current Fund-specific architecture with a more integrated model centred 

around a single European Fund (for economic, social and territorial cohesion, agriculture and rural, 

fisheries and maritime, prosperity and security) and National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs). 

At the same time, it would reshape key features of Cohesion Policy delivery, including programming, 

financial management, thematic steering, territorial targeting and the role of Interreg.  

The proposed reforms therefore raise important questions about simplification, flexibility, 

predictability and performance as well as the future identity of Cohesion Policy and its capacity to 

remain anchored in its economic, social and territorial cohesion mission.  

This report is structured around this wider concern. It begins with simplification and performance-

based delivery because these are presented by the Commission as the core organising principles of the 

new system and because they have implications for many of the reforms examined in later chapters, 

including budgetary flexibility, thematic and territorial concentration, and the governance of Interreg. 

The study assesses the main implications of the Commission’s post-2027 proposals for the 

simplification, flexibility, design and implementation of Cohesion Policy. The study is written from the 

perspective of the European Parliament and therefore pays particular attention to the legislative, 

institutional and implementation issues that are likely to matter during the negotiation phase. The 

analysis considers the intended benefits, the practical and political trade-offs they may entail, 

especially where simplification at EU level may shift complexity to Member State or regional levels 

(depending on decisions regarding NRPP implementation), or where flexibility may increase discretion 

at the expense of predictability, transparency or territorial balance. 

For the purposes of this study, simplification refers to the reduction of administrative, legal and 

procedural burdens in the design, management, implementation, monitoring and audit of Cohesion 

Policy. Budgetary flexibility refers to the capacity to adjust financial allocations and reprogramme 

resources in response to changing circumstances, crises or emerging priorities. Programming 

flexibility refers to the capacity to adapt the content of plans and programmes, including priorities, 

thematic concentration and territorial targeting, within the regulatory framework. These concepts are 

related but distinct and are examined separately in the chapters that follow. 

Methodologically, the study is based on qualitative policy and legal analysis. It combines a review of the 

main legislative proposals of the European Commission for the 2028–2034 framework, especially 

the proposed Regulation establishing the new European Fund and the associated NRPP 

architecture, together with the ERDF/CF and Interreg Regulations. It draws on relevant supporting 

material, including European Commission communications and factsheets, the European Court of 

Auditors’ opinions on the proposals, opinions from EU advisory bodies (European Committee of the 

Regions and the Economic and Social Committee), and recent academic and policy literature on 

Cohesion Policy reform. In addition, the study draws on recent research and expert analysis (including 

from EPRC sources1) on administrative burden, simplification, performance-based approaches, 

territorial governance, the mid-term review and Interreg, including comparative evidence where 

relevant. Figure 1 provides an overview of the conceptual framework of this study. 

 

1 This includes interviews conducted with national coordinating authorities, managing authorities and intermediate bodies conducted as part 

of the IQ-Net Network. 

https://eprc-strath.org/projects/iq-net-improving-the-quality-of-structural-funds-programme-management/
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework  

 

Source: Own elaboration. 

The study is structured in five further chapters.   

• Chapter 2 examines the proposed simplification agenda and the shift towards performance-

based delivery, including fewer programming documents, a single rulebook, payments based 

on performance, and the wider use of simplified costs and financing not linked to costs.   

• Chapter 3 turns to budgetary flexibility and predictability, focusing on the larger flexibility 

amount, the role of the mid-term review, the links between flexibility and performance-based 

payments and recalibrated conditionality, and the relationship between the EU Facility and the 

NRPPs.   

• Chapter 4 considers the implications for territorial and thematic concentration, including 

territorial allocations and earmarking, changes in content and financial allocations to housing, 

security and other emerging priorities, as illustrated by the 2025 mid-term review.   

• Chapter 5 analyses the proposed changes to Interreg, especially the more centralised and 

flexible regulatory structure, the increased use of implementing acts and the move towards a 

stronger performance-based approach.  

• Chapter 6 outlines the conclusions and policy recommendations.  
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 SIMPLIFICATION AND PERFORMANCE-BASED DELIVERY  

 

KEY FINDINGS 

• The Commission presents the post-2027 framework as a major simplification, based on fewer 

programming documents, a single rulebook, stronger performance-based delivery, and the 

wider use of Simplified Cost Options (SCOs) and Financing Not Linked to Costs (FNLC). 

• These changes may simplify the system at EU level, but they are unlikely to reduce complexity 

proportionately at national, regional and beneficiary levels, where coordination, negotiation, 

monitoring and compliance demands may increase. 

• The shift to performance-based payments, together with wider use of SCOs and FNLC, could 

make support more predictable and reduce invoice-level checks, but it also shifts 

administrative effort towards costing, milestone-setting, verification and audit. 

• For the European Parliament, the key issue is to ensure that simplification delivers real 

administrative relief in implementation and does not simply replace cost-based burdens with 

new demands in coordination, performance management and control. Moreover, 

accountability should not be weakened. 

 

Simplification has been a recurring theme in Cohesion Policy reform since 1988, but its meaning has 

varied over time (Bachtler & Mendez, 2010; Gal and Van Der Valk 2025). For the purpose of this report, 

simplification means a reduction in the administrative, legal and procedural burden of designing, 

managing, implementing, monitoring and auditing EU-funded interventions. This involves making the 

system easier to use and more predictable for all actors involved, including managing authorities, other 

relevant bodies and beneficiaries.  

This definitional distinction is important because a system may appear simpler on paper without 

reducing burdens in practice. In reality, earlier experience shows that formal streamlining often shifts 

rather than reduces administrative demands in coordination, monitoring and verification (Bachtler & 

Mendez, 2010; Davies, 2015). The European Parliament takes a similar view, arguing that simplification 

should reduce burdens for beneficiaries and improve access to funds, but without weakening 

accountability, partnership, multi-level governance or the place-based nature of Cohesion Policy 

(European Parliament, 2025). 

The Commission presents the 2028–34 MFF proposal as a major simplification compared with the 

2021–2027 programming period. This claim rests mainly on four elements: fewer programming 

documents; a single rulebook across funds and policy areas; performance-based payments; and wider 

use of Simplified Cost Options (SCOs) and Financing Not Linked to Costs (FNLC). At EU level, these 

changes could reduce fragmentation and simplify some aspects of programme oversight. However, the 

likely effects are more uneven in practice. On the one hand, the new architecture may simplify some 

relationships between the Commission and Member States, especially through fewer programming 

documents, a single NRPP framework, a more unified rulebook, and potentially simpler reporting and 

amendment procedures. On the other hand, it is less clear that it will reduce day-to-day burdens for 

national and regional authorities and beneficiaries. Administrative burden may therefore be reduced in 
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some areas, but shifted into coordination, negotiation, performance management, verification and 

compliance.  

Table 1 summarises the main simplification gains claimed by the proposal and the main risks that 

simplification may remain limited, uneven, or displaced to other stages of implementation. These four 

simplification elements are reviewed in more detail below. 

Table 1: Main simplification changes in the proposed 2028–2034 framework 

2028-34 proposal 2021-27 framework Simplification gain Simplification Risk 

Fewer 

programming 

documents 

 

Around 540 

programmes 

Fewer formal 

documents, 

approvals and 

amendments 

Complexity may shift into 

broader Plans, requiring more 

coordination, negotiation and 

supporting evidence; regional 

role may weaken if partnership 

principle is not safeguarded 

Single rulebook 

 

 

CPR for main 

cohesion funds, but 

separate rules for 

CAP, EMFAF, home 

affairs and other 

instruments2 

Greater coherence 

and less 

fragmentation 

across Funds and 

policy areas 

Common rules may still 

require extensive ex ante 

specification, verification and 

national adaptation; 

simplification at EU level may 

not reduce burdens on the 

ground 

Payments based 

on performance 

Performance is 

tracked with 

milestones and 

targets, but 

payments remained 

mainly cost-based 

reimbursements 

Stronger focus on 

results and less 

reliance on detailed 

reimbursement of 

expenditure 

Performance verification may 

be added to, rather than 

replace, existing expenditure, 

legality and regularity checks, 

increasing compliance 

demands, uncertainty and 

possible cash-flow risks 

Wider use of 

simplified costs 

and financing not 

linked to costs 

Use of SCOs and 

FNLC was 

encouraged but 

mainly optional 

(except where 

mandatory 

thresholds applied 

for SCOs) 

Fewer invoice-level 

checks, more 

predictable 

reimbursement, 

simpler delivery for 

some beneficiaries 

Burden may shift from invoice 

checks to cost design, 

milestone-setting, output 

verification and audit; benefits 

also depend on legal clarity 

and administrative capacity 

Source: own elaboration. 

2.1. Fewer programming documents 
A first element of the Commission’s simplification argument is the reduction in the number of 

programming documents. Around 540 programmes would be replaced by 27 National and Regional 

Partnership Plans and one Interreg Plan, with the Commission’s impact assessment estimating a 30% 

reduction in administrative costs. Fewer formal documents are clearly attractive and may reduce some 

 

2 CPR = Common Provisions Regulation, CAP = Common Agricultural Policy, EMFAF = European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund 
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burdens linked to programme preparation, approval and amendment. However, this does not 

necessarily translate into a proportionate reduction in administrative workload. 

A central concern is that consolidation may shift complexity, initially at least, from the external structure 

of the policy into the internal management of a single, much broader Plan (Darvas et al., 2026). Rather 

than simplifying implementation, the new model may create a more demanding planning and 

negotiation process, especially where one Plan must cover multiple policy areas, funds, ministries and 

levels of government. Even where templates are shorter or subject to character limits, negotiations 

with the Commission may still require extensive supplementary evidence, costing material and 

compliance documentation. In practice, the main burden may lie less in the template itself than in the 

supporting exchanges needed to secure approval. The main concerns are (Rizzi and Nuñez, 2026, 

Mendez and Kah, 2026): 

• greater coordination demands across ministries, funds and levels of government; 

• more intensive negotiation and evidence requirements during plan preparation; 

• a risk that shorter templates are offset by extensive supplementary documentation; and 

• possible weakening of the regional role if partnership arrangements are not safeguarded. 

These issues are reflected in several assessments. The European Court of Auditors (2026a) accepts 

that replacing the current multitude of programmes and rules with single NRP Plans under a common 

set of rules would simplify arrangements between the Commission and Member States. At the same 

time, it stresses that programming and implementation under a single plan may require greater 

coordination at national and regional level. Further, the move to single plans may weaken the role of 

regions unless partnership and multi-level governance are properly safeguarded. The timetable for 

preparing the plans may be particularly challenging, given the intensive work and coordination required 

within Member States and with the Commission. The new delivery model will require significant 

administrative adaptation at national and regional level. 

EPRC research draws similar conclusions (Mendez and Kah, 2026). This has found that the reduction in 

the number of programmes is unlikely to reduce complexity proportionately at national and regional 

level. Instead, the new architecture is likely to generate substantial coordination demands across 

ministries, policy fields and governance levels, especially where different funds and delivery traditions 

are brought together in a single plan. In this sense, simplification does not necessarily remove 

complexity so much as relocate it to other tasks and levels.  

Hassan et al. (2026) similarly find that a single plan can reduce administrative costs, especially by 

cutting programme preparation tasks, but they argue that the savings are unlikely to be proportional 

to the reduction in the number of programmes, particularly in large and decentralised Member States. 

A single plan spanning multiple policy areas and ministries has the potential to improve coordination, 

but it does depend on overcoming the long-established differences in objectives, priorities and 

governance arrangements within each of the policy areas in the single Fund (Mikuš et al., 2019, Kah et 

al., 2020) – and the potential trade-offs (Buti and Papaconstantinou, 2025).    

Concerns about the institutional consequences of the reduction in programming documents are 

reinforced by the views of the European Committee of the Regions (CoR). In its draft NRP Fund 

Opinion, the CoR argues that consolidation into a single plan should not come at the expense of regional 

and local involvement. It proposes a formal multi-level governance assessment, a subsidiarity clause, 

and direct involvement of competent regional and local authorities in the design, programming, 

implementation and monitoring of NRPP measures. It also proposes that, where regional chapters are 

absent, Member States should still include at least one territorial chapter linked to territorial tools. 
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The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) raises similar concerns. It argues that shifts in 

responsibility from the regional to the national level undermines subsidiarity, territoriality and multi-

level governance. It stresses that the effective functioning of the NRPPs requires the strong 

involvement of local and regional partners, social partners and civil society organisations throughout 

programming, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. The EESC also proposes that the NRPPs 

should include an integrated regional chapter, or a chapter for each region, with a dedicated monitoring 

committee. Consolidation into fewer programmes may also narrow opportunities for citizen 

participation (CoR, 2026; EESC, 2026), reducing the scope for genuinely participatory, engaging and 

deliberative innovations, such as citizen panels and participatory budgeting (Mendez et al., 2024). 

2.2. A single rulebook 
A second pillar of simplification is the introduction of a single rulebook establishing common rules for 

delivery, payments, financial management, audit and control across policy areas. This is appealing in 

principle. A common framework could reduce fragmentation, make the system easier to navigate and 

support more coherent implementation across funds. 

However, Member States and other observers have warned that a single rulebook does not 

automatically simplify practice. Much depends on whether the common rules produce genuine 

standardisation or instead introduce new layers of specification, verification and exception. This is 

particularly relevant in a framework which places greater emphasis on milestone-based delivery, FNLC, 

and more detailed ex ante arrangements on costs, indicators and verification systems. In such a setting, 

simplification of the legal framework may be offset by more demanding obligations at the programming 

stage and continuing burdens in audit and control. 

In practice, the single rulebook may (Mendez and Kah, 2026): 

• reduce fragmentation at EU level; 

• improve coherence across funds in principle; 

• require more detailed ex ante specification and verification; and 

• create new adaptation and coordination costs within Member States. 

The European Court of Auditors (2026a) acknowledges the potential benefits of replacing a 

fragmented set of programmes and rules with single NRPPs under common provisions, but it also 

makes clear that simplification should not come at the expense of accountability. Control and audit 

requirements would still need to include checks of underlying transactions and payments to 

beneficiaries and final recipients. This suggests that a common rulebook may simplify arrangements at 

EU level without necessarily reducing implementation complexity on the ground. The ECA therefore 

argues that effective simplification will depend not only on a common legal framework but also on how 

the new delivery model is operationalised in practice, including audit, verification and data 

requirements. 

EU evaluations also see the greatest simplification potential in the reduction of differences in 

management, financial and audit arrangements across Funds within the NRPP, notably simplification of 

eligibility rules and less separation in programming (Hassan et al., 2026). However, they stress that 

such gains depend on whether the rules actually reduce variation in implementation practices across 

and within Member States. Where common rules still require substantial national specification, 

institutional adaptation or parallel administrative arrangements, the simplification effect is likely to be 

limited. 

Research by Mendez and Kah (2026), based on interviews with managing and coordination authorities, 

suggests that the single rulebook may reduce fragmentation across shared-management instruments 



Flexibility and Simplification in Cohesion Policy under the 2028-2034 MFF Proposals 
 

PE 776.037 17 

at EU level, but that this does not automatically produce simplification. Cohesion, agriculture and home 

affairs instruments are embedded in different legal logics, institutional structures and control 

traditions. In practice, programming and implementation will require more intensive cross-fund 

coordination, clear demarcation of scope, eligibility, budgets and responsibilities across NRPP 

chapters, and significant adaptation costs within Member States. 

2.3. Payments based on performance 
A further major element of the proposed simplification agenda is the shift towards payments based on 

performance instead of reimbursement of costs. Under the proposed post-2027 framework, EU 

disbursements would be linked directly to the achievement of agreed milestones and targets rather 

than to the reimbursement of expenditure. The Commission presents this as strengthening 

accountability, sharpening the focus on results and simplifying implementation. In principle, a stronger 

performance orientation could improve the strategic use of EU funds and reduce the emphasis on 

procedural compliance alone. In practice, there are significant delivery risks and doubts about whether 

this model will simplify implementation on the ground (Darvas et al., 2026). Indeed, it has been argued 

that the Commission’s performance model “is increasingly driven by accounting logic, rather than 

serving as a policy tool for long-term investments in cohesion and competitiveness” (Schreiber, 2026). 

The European Court of Auditors (2026a) argues that milestone- and target-based payments change 

the logic of EU disbursement fundamentally. It also stresses that milestones and targets must be very 

precisely defined if they are to provide legal certainty, objective verification and consistent treatment 

across Member States. Research for the European Parliament on the lessons from the Recovery and 

Resilience Facility (RRF) for a performance-based budget has also identified concerns about 

performance metrics, the difficulties of external assessment of milestones and targets, and the 

associated financial risks (Sandberg, 2026). 

From the perspective of programming authorities, Mendez and Kah (2026) show that the shift is widely 

regarded by managing authorities as one of the most far-reaching aspects of the reform. While the 

focus on performance and results is supported in principle, many authorities expect substantial 

operational difficulties. A central concern is that the proposed model may not replace the current 

cost-based logic cleanly, but instead sit alongside it, creating a dual system in which milestone and 

target verification is added to continuing checks on expenditure, legality and regularity. Some 

authorities therefore warn of a ‘worst of both worlds’ outcome, where new performance 

obligations are added without any meaningful reduction in traditional audit and control 

requirements.  

A similar concern is raised in recent European Parliament research (Rubio and Alcidi, 2026), which 

argues that the shift to performance-based delivery may initially increase administrative 

complexity, require authorities to operate parallel systems during transition, and, because of 

uncertainty over audit requirements, encourage the continued collection of cost data rather than a 

clean break with cost-based controls. 

The CoR (2026) draft opinion on the NRP Fund Regulation reinforces this concern. It proposes that 

milestones and targets should reflect the distribution of competences across government levels, be 

aligned with the implementation responsibilities of subnational authorities, and include qualitative 

implementation steps rather than relying only on quantitative output indicators. In particular, it argues 

that, for interventions implemented at subnational level, milestones should also capture progress in 

governance, coordination, institutional capacity-building, community involvement and the 

development of long-term territorial innovation ecosystems. 
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This points to wider capacity implications of the proposed shift to performance-based delivery. Mendez 

and Bachtler (2024) distinguish three core dimensions of administrative performance in Cohesion 

Policy: timely absorption, financial compliance and achievement of outcome targets. Their findings 

indicate that stronger quality of government improves performance across all three dimensions but 

also suggest that these objectives may not always align automatically in practice. In particular, they 

point to trade-offs between the pressure to spend and the quality or effectiveness of spending, 

implying that a more demanding performance-based model will require stronger administrative 

capability in target-setting, monitoring, verification and strategic management if it is to avoid 

reinforcing those tensions. 

More generally, programme authorities point to several recurring concerns (Mendez and Kah, 2026): 

1. Performance-based payments are expected to be difficult to apply to long-term investment 

programmes, especially where outputs and outcomes are not immediately visible.  

2. There is a risk that fixed milestones and targets will reduce flexibility and encourage risk-averse 

project selection, as authorities may favour safer and more easily measurable interventions over 

more innovative or strategic investments.  

3. There are concerns about liquidity and compliance risks if payments are delayed because 

milestones are missed or contested.  

4. Some authorities doubt that the model will lead to faster payments in practice, drawing on 

experience with the RRF, where verification and reporting obligations often created delays 

rather than simplification. The ECA adds that the proposed indicators and intervention fields 

are often too broad or weakly defined, making it difficult to assess performance and provide 

assurance on the fulfilment of milestones and targets. It also stresses that FNLC does not in 

itself make an instrument genuinely performance based. 

 
To sum up, the main concerns associated with the shift to performance-based payments are: 

• greater pressure to define and negotiate milestones and targets ex ante; 

• reduced flexibility to adjust implementation once programmes are underway; 

• a tendency to favour safe, easily measurable projects over more innovative interventions; and 

• the risk that performance verification is added to, rather than substitutes for, cost-based 

controls. 

 
These concerns strengthen the case for capacity-building as a core complement to any performance-

based delivery model. If performance-based payments are to function in a way that is proportionate 

and workable, programme authorities will need stronger technical capability in areas such as indicator 

design, milestone calibration, data systems, compliance management and performance verification. 

The available evidence therefore suggests that administrative capacity should be treated not as a 

secondary implementation issue, but as a precondition for making simplification and performance-

based delivery work in practice. This requires adequate resources to strengthen capacity-building for 

regional and local authorities (Mendez and Bachtler, 2024), especially where authorities are expected 

to operate more demanding systems of target-setting, monitoring, reporting and verification (CoR, 

2026).  

Performance-based delivery may also be difficult to reconcile with the territorial and place-based logic 

of Cohesion Policy. Many valuable interventions in Cohesion Policy are long term, context-specific and 

not easily captured through short-term measurable outputs. Programme authorities therefore warn 

that an overly rigid performance framework may weaken the responsiveness of programmes to local 

conditions and reduce room for territorial differentiation (Mendez and Kah, 2026). This concern is 
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reinforced by the accelerated spending logic associated with the new framework, including the N+1 

rule,3 which is viewed as demanding and potentially counterproductive for strategic investment. The 

ECA (2026) similarly argues that standardised output indicators may support harmonisation, but it 

should not imply a purely top-down approach. Where country-specific reforms and investments are 

concerned, outputs and results need to be defined in ways that reflect national and regional contexts, 

baseline conditions and expected policy contributions.  

The ECA’s opinion on the proposed Performance Regulation4 suggests that, while the new framework 

may improve harmonisation and comparability, the proposed indicators are not fit for purpose (ECA, 

2026b). The Court notes that around one quarter of intervention fields lack result indicators, that no 

impact indicators are included, and that several indicators are vague or procedural rather than oriented 

to tangible outputs or outcomes. It also warns that broadly defined intervention fields may allow very 

different measures to be treated as equivalent and that the framework risks measuring implementation 

progress rather than achievement of objectives. This does not mean that the performance-based model 

should be rejected outright. The stronger focus on results is widely regarded as conceptually sound and 

there are possible benefits in improved accountability and closer monitoring of progress (Darvas et al., 

2026). However, the evidence suggests that positive effects will depend on whether the framework 

is designed in a way that is proportionate, realistic and aligned with the actual delivery conditions 

of Cohesion Policy. International experience with performance-based systems warns against a ‘focus 

on compliance over culture’ where performance indicators and reporting requirements become 

formulaic and compliance driven rather than being integrated into management in ways that reflect 

their relevance and practical utility (Moynihan and Beazley, 2016).  

The key question, therefore, is how the system for performance-based payments can be designed in a 

way that works for Cohesion Policy. From the ECA (2026a/b) perspective, this requires:  

• better indicators;  

• a clear link between funding and results;  

• reliable and comparable performance information; and 

• structured and transparent methodologies for setting baselines, milestones and target values  

2.4.  Simplified costs and financing not linked to costs 
A related change concerns the role of Simplified Cost Options (SCOs) and Financing Not Linked to 

Costs (FNLC) as instruments for implementing a more results-based delivery model at beneficiary 

level. SCOs allow EU support to be paid on the basis of predefined unit costs, lump sums or flat rates, 

rather than reimbursing actual costs. FNLC goes further by linking payments to predefined 

outputs/results or milestones rather than to underlying costs. In principle, both instruments are 

intended to make implementation more predictable, reduce invoice-level checking and align 

beneficiary-level delivery more closely with the wider performance logic emphasised in successive 

reforms.  

Under the 2021–2027 Common Provisions Regulation (CPR), both instruments operated as optional 

tools within a system still based mainly on reimbursement of eligible costs (Gal and Kah, 2020). Under 

the proposed 2028–2034 framework, the role of SCOs and FNLC would become much stronger. In 

particular, support for operations with a total estimated cost below EUR 400 000 would, as a general 

 

3 The N+1 rule implies that Member States must spend (or commit and certify) EU funds within one year after the year in which they are 

allocated, otherwise the unspent money can be decommitted. 

4 Proposal for a REGULATION OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL establishing a budget expenditure tracking and 

performance framework and other horizontal rules for the Union programmes and activities (2025) (COM/2025/545 final) 
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rule, have to take the form of SCOs or FNLC, except in cases of State aid. This represents a significant 

shift from a model in which SCOs and FNLC are mainly optional simplification methods to one in which 

they become more central tools for delivering a simpler and results-based system. In the current period, 

the threshold is much lower for SCOs at EUR 200 000, with additional mandatory use in certain areas 

such as some CAP investments and LEADER small projects. As a result, far more projects are expected 

to move away from invoice‑based reimbursement. 

This has potentially important advantages. If well designed, wider use of SCOs and FNLC could make 

payment arrangements between Member States and beneficiaries more predictable, reduce invoice-

level checks, and lessen the administrative burden for both managing authorities and beneficiaries. In 

that sense, the proposal aims to align simplification more closely with the broader performance 

architecture of the new framework.  

These changes may bring real simplification, but they also introduce new risks and demands: 

• The literature suggests that the benefits of SCOs and FNLC depend heavily on implementation 

capacity, design quality and legal clarity.  

• Evaluations argue that wider and more effective use of SCOs and FNLC requires further 

simplification at EU level, stronger experience-sharing networks, clearer model templates, and 

enhanced capacity building across Commission services (T33 and PPMI, 2024).  

• Furthermore, experience has shown the importance of national agendas, coordination 

networks, detailed roadmaps, closer cooperation between managing and audit authorities, and 

active collaboration with beneficiaries if simplification is to work in practice (Gal and van der 

Valk 2024). 

 
While the ECA (2026) is broadly supportive of the proposals for more extensive use of SCOs and FNLC, 

it also cautions that simplification for beneficiaries may remain limited because implementation 

requirements continue to be defined at both EU and Member State level, including horizontal principles, 

performance obligations, reporting, verification and additional documentation. These extra layers of 

obligations can significantly reduce the practical simplification experienced by beneficiaries and 

managing authorities, even where SCO or FNLC schemes are used. Horizontal principles such as 

compliance with fundamental rights, gender equality or environmental rules often require specific 

procedures, safeguards, and documentation. Performance obligations mean that beneficiaries must 

demonstrate results or outputs, which can involve detailed monitoring systems and data collection. 

Reporting and verification requirements still oblige beneficiaries to provide evidence, undergo checks 

and audits, and respond to requests from managing authorities. In addition, Member States may impose 

extra national rules or documentation on top of EU requirements. 

More generally, research underlines that performance-based programmes can themselves generate 

new administrative burdens (Hassan et al., 2025). These include the effort required to design robust 

costing methodologies and performance logics, negotiate and certify milestones and targets, and 

maintain audit systems capable of verifying performance and preventing double funding. There is a risk 

of inconsistent interpretation of targets and milestones, which may create uncertainty and extra work 

for both authorities and beneficiaries. The experience with FNLC has shown that new procedures, 

fragmented rules, overlapping funding mechanisms, and risk-averse verification systems can add layers 

of difficulty, negating expected simplifications (Gal and van der Valk 2024). 

The available evidence therefore points to an important tension. SCOs and FNLC can reduce the burden 

associated with invoice-based reimbursement, but they do not remove administrative complexity 

altogether. Complexity moves away from checking individual items of expenditure and towards 

defining outputs, building costing models, agreeing milestones, verifying achievement and ensuring 
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consistency across authorities and audit bodies. In practice, this may benefit some types of intervention 

more than others. Standardised or repetitive operations are likely to fit the model more easily than 

complex, innovative or territorially specific interventions, where outputs are harder to define and 

measure. 

The main implications are therefore mixed. On the one hand, the proposed framework could make 

support more predictable and easier to manage for many beneficiaries, especially where SCOs or FNLC 

are well established and supported by clear templates and guidance. On the other hand, the move to 

performance-based disbursement creates a risk that simplification in reimbursement is offset by more 

demanding requirements in programme design, monitoring, audit and compliance. The central question 

is where simplification would actually occur in practice, and who would benefit from it. 

For the European Parliament, the main issue is to ensure that the stronger role given to SCOs and 

FNLC produces real simplification in implementation rather than simply shifting burden from cost 

verification to performance verification. This points to: 

• the need for clear legal definitions; 

• robust but workable templates; 

• stronger support for national and regional capacity building; and  

• safeguards against overly rigid or inconsistent milestone-setting that could undermine 

predictability for managing authorities and beneficiaries. 

2.5. Simplification for managing authorities and beneficiaries 

The above analysis suggests that the simplification effects of the post-2027 proposals are likely to be 

uneven. The clearest gains are expected at the level of programme architecture and in the relationship 

between the Commission and Member States. By contrast, the effects on managing authorities, 

regional actors and beneficiaries are likely to be more limited. This supports the argument that 

simplification should be judged by whether it reduces burdens where implementation actually 

takes place, rather than by whether the architecture looks more streamlined at EU level (CoR, 2026).  

For managing authorities, fewer formal programmes may be offset by greater demands in coordination, 

negotiation, evidence provision and cross-fund management. A broader and more integrated 

framework may also make it harder to preserve clear lines of responsibility, regional ownership and 

territorial sensitivity, particularly in more decentralised Member States. 

For beneficiaries, the benefits are even less certain (Gal and van der Valk 2024). Simplification at 

beneficiary level will depend less on the number of Plans or the existence of a common rulebook than 

on whether implementation rules for operations become easier to use in practice. Hassan et al. (2026) 

argue that beneficiary-level simplification is likely to remain limited unless it extends to the 

management of operations themselves, particularly through wider use of SCOs and FNLCs where these 

can genuinely reduce burden. 

This suggests that the reform may simplify the visible architecture of Cohesion Policy at EU level, 

while leaving substantial complexity in place at Member State, regional and beneficiary level, or 

even increasing it. The risk is that simplification becomes primarily a matter of formal structure rather 

than practical delivery. The ECA (2026a) reaches a similar conclusion: simplification may be achieved 

in the relationship between the Commission and Member States, without necessarily reducing the 

administrative burden at national, regional or beneficiary levels. 

The main issue raised by the simplification agenda is therefore not whether the proposed framework 

is simpler in formal terms, but where simplification occurs and for whom, as the European Parliament 
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(2025) has previously recognised. There is a clear difference between reducing the number of 

documents and reducing the day-to-day burden of programming, managing and delivering 

interventions. The available evidence suggests that the new model may simplify the relationship 

between the Commission and Member States while simultaneously increasing coordination, compliance 

and governance demands within Member States. 

This creates several important concerns. There are risks that: 

1. simplification at EU level is achieved by shifting complexity onto national and regional actors;  
2. the move to fewer documents and a common rulebook weakens territorial sensitivity and 

regional ownership if coordination and partnership arrangements are not robustly protected; 
and 

3. the language of simplification obscures the fact that the new framework may require more 
demanding planning, verification and performance management than the current system.  
 

Lastly, there is a need to recognise the transitional challenges of moving from one system to another; 

the ability to adapt successfully to the new framework depends on capacity (PPMI and EPRC 2025). 

This reinforces the case for stronger, more targeted capacity-building measures, including technical 

assistance, staff development, coordination support, digital capability and longer-term institutional 

strengthening, particularly for local and regional authorities facing the greatest implementation 

constraints (Mendez and Bachtler, 2024). 

For the European Parliament, the key issue is to scrutinise simplification claims carefully and distinguish 

between formal streamlining and real administrative simplification at all levels. In particular: 

1. The Parliament may wish to seek stronger evidence that the proposed architecture will reduce 

burdens for managing authorities and beneficiaries in practice and not merely reorganise them. 

2. It may also wish to ensure that simplification does not come at the expense of accountability, 

partnership, multi-level governance or the territorial responsiveness that remains central to 

Cohesion Policy.  

3. Capacity-building should be treated as an integral part of simplification rather than a separate 

accompanying measure.  

4. If the post-2027 model is to deliver real administrative relief while maintaining compliance and 

improving results, it will require not only simpler rules and wider use of SCOs and FNLC, but 

also stronger institutional quality and administrative capability across the authorities 

responsible for implementation. 
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 BUDGETARY FLEXIBILITY AND PREDICTABILITY 

 

 

Budgetary flexibility refers to the capacity to adjust financial plans, allocations and implementation 

arrangements in response to changing circumstances, unexpected events or emerging priorities. In 

Cohesion Policy, greater flexibility may improve responsiveness, but it can also reduce predictability 

for national and regional authorities and weaken planning certainty for long-term territorial investment. 

This tension in budgetary flexibility becomes more central in the proposed 2028–2034 framework. The 

new model expands the scope for reallocation and reprioritisation through: 

• a larger flexibility reserve; 

• an earlier and broader mid-term review; 

• a stronger link between reprogramming and performance-based payments;  

• (recalibrated) conditionality; and  

• the creation of the EU Facility as a separate Union-level instrument for top-up funding and 

reprioritisation.  

These changes point to a system that may be more responsive to crises and emerging priorities, but 

also more centralised, more conditional and potentially less predictable for long-term territorial 

investment. Table 2 summarises the main sources of flexibility in the proposed framework and the 

corresponding risks for predictability, planning certainty and national or regional ownership. 

 

 

 

KEY FINDINGS 

• The 2028–2034 proposals make budgetary flexibility more central to the EU budget and 

Cohesion Policy, which may improve responsiveness to crises and new priorities but also reduce 

predictability for long-term investment. 

• The shift to a single integrated National and Regional Partnership Plan gives the Commission a 

stronger role in reprogramming and implementation, making the system more centralised as 

well as more flexible. 

• The mid-term review will be earlier, broader and more important for reprogramming, which risks 

increasing administrative burden while limiting the scope for evidence-based adjustment. 

• The stronger link between reprogramming, performance-based payments, combined with Rule 

of Law and Charter compliance, strengthens the conditional nature of the framework and makes 

funding potentially less predictable for national and regional authorities. 

• For the EP, the main implication is the need to negotiate clearer legal boundaries, tighter criteria 

and stronger scrutiny, especially over the EU Facility and the Commission’s discretion in 

reallocating resources. 
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Table 2: Main changes in budgetary flexibility and predictability in the 2028–2034 proposals 

2028-34 

proposal 

2021-27 framework Flexibility gain Predictability risk 

Larger and 

more 

programmable 

flexibility 

amount (25%) 

 

15% flexibility amount 

allocated through the 2025 

mid-term review under the 

CPR. Temporary crisis 

flexibility during COVID-19 

was exceptional rather 

than structural. 

Larger reserve allows 

faster response to crises, 

delays and changing 

priorities. 

Weakens certainty for 

long-term investment; 

blurs boundary 

between programmed 

and unprogrammed 

funding; raises risk of 

politically driven 

reallocations. 

Earlier and 

broader mid-

term review 

 

2025 mid-term review 

took place four years into 

the period, not two. 

Focused on assessing 

progress, reallocating the 

15% flexibility amount, and 

adjusting programmes 

where necessary. 

Earlier review – in 2031, 

two years into the cycle 

– allows quicker 

reprogramming of Plans 

It comes too early for 

robust evidence; may 

increase burden, 

disrupt project 

pipelines and 

encourage thematic 

drift. 

Stronger link 

between 

budgetary 

flexibility and 

performance-

based 

payments 

Performance framework 

with milestones and 

targets, but payments 

remained mainly cost-

based unless SCOs or 

FNLC were used. 

Reprogramming can be 

linked more directly to 

evolving targets, 

priorities and delivery 

results. 

Payment flows 

become more 

dependent on 

milestone design, 

monitoring and 

verification, increasing 

uncertainty for 

programming and cash 

flow. 

Recalibrating 

governance 

conditionality 

 

Enabling Conditions: 

thematic + horizontal 

conditions, including rule 

of law, that had to be met 

before reimbursement. 

 

Enabling conditions 

removed and greater 

scope for the European 

Commission to react to 

compliance risks on Rule 

of Law and Charter 

principles. 

Unclear or uneven 

application may lead to 

payment suspensions 

and weaker planning 

certainty for national 

and regional 

authorities. 

EU Facility and 

the 

relationship 

with the 

NRPPs 

No equivalent EU Facility 

in 2021-2027 period; the 

proposal consolidates 

several existing 

instruments and 

mechanisms. 

Enables Union-level top-

ups and faster 

reprioritisation for crises, 

shocks and emerging 

priorities. 

Broad Commission 

discretion, unclear 

triggers and overlap 

with other instruments 

may weaken national 

ownership and add 

planning challenges. 

Source: own elaboration. 
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3.1. A larger and more programmable flexibility amount 
A first major change concerns the role and size of the flexibility amount. Under the current framework, 

the flexibility amount is linked to the mid-term review and represents 15% of the allocation. Under the 

proposed 2028–2034 framework, the reserve would rise to 25% of the total allocation and would be 

embedded in the NRPP architecture. This has been described as a more integrated approach to crises 

and emerging needs (Rubio and Alcidi, 2026): 25% of the allocation would remain unallocated as a 

flexibility reserve. 10% of that reserve would be earmarked for crisis situations and the remaining 15% 

would be reallocated following the 2031 mid-term review, although part of that 15% may be requested 

earlier in duly justified and exceptional circumstances under Article 14.2.b.  

This implies a more strategic budgetary reserve embedded in the overall NRP Plan. The rationale is 

understandable, since a larger reserve may help Member States respond to crises, implementation 

delays and changing political or economic priorities, which have become more frequent over the last 

decade. At the same time, the design raises concerns about transparency and planning certainty. 

The European Court of Auditors (2026a) accepts the rationale for a sizeable flexibility amount, but it 

warns that the flexibility comes at the cost of lower budget predictability for long-term investment 

and may create risks for continuity of funding, timely implementation and absorption. This is 

consistent with the view that excessive flexibility may undermine the long-term logic of Cohesion 

Policy and weaken the predictability needed for territorial planning and investment, pointing to the 

need for stronger territorial safeguards over how flexibility is used, especially where reallocations affect 

regional envelopes or integrated territorial instruments (CoR, 2026). Other commentators (e.g. Rubio 

et al., 2024) make a similar point in more general terms, arguing that enhanced flexibility can conflict 

with the stability and predictability that are central to Cohesion Policy’s long-term programming model.  

The main concerns associated with the proposed reserve are: 

• weaker predictability for long-term investment planning; 

• an unclear distinction between programmed and non-programmed resources; 

• greater centralisation of reallocation decisions; 

• more uncertainty for managing authorities and beneficiaries. 

Rubio and Alcidi (2026) identify a further risk: Resources intended for the 2031 mid-term review may 

be mobilised early in response to short-term political pressures. The authors point to the January 2026 

proposal by Commission President von der Leyen to give Member States immediate access to part of 

the allocation to support CAP interventions.  

3.2. The mid-term review  
A second major change concerns the mid-term review (MTR) itself. Under the current framework, the 

review applies to individual programmes and took place after four years, in 2025. Under the proposed 

rules, Member States would be required to submit amended Plans by 31 March 2031 under Article 25 – 

just over two years into the cycle - within a system based on a single integrated Plan rather than 

multiple separate programme reviews.  

The changed function of the MTR has some important implications: 

 

• the review may come too early in the implementation cycle; 

• it is much broader in scope, becoming a full Plan amendment, and more influential for 

reprogramming; 

• the 31 March 2031 deadline may be too rigid for meaningful assessment; 

• the process risks becoming overly comprehensive and burdensome; and 
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• full plan amendment should not necessarily be automatic. 

 

These concerns are strongly supported by the CoR (2026), which suggests that a stronger MTR should 

not become an exclusively central exercise. If territorial responsiveness is to be preserved, regional 

actors need a clearer role in reviewing and updating the parts of the Plan that affect their territories 

directly (CoR, 2026). Evidence from managing authorities on the 2021–2027 MTR (Jabri and Van Der 

Valk, 2025) shows that the 2021-2027 MTR faced difficulties due to late programme approval, 

insufficient implementation data, tight timelines and high administrative demands. These issues are 

especially relevant given that the MTR in the next period would take place even earlier, which may make 

it harder to carry out a meaningful assessment within a fixed deadline.  

Many authorities considered that there was limited room for major changes during the 2021-2027 MTR, 

and indeed, initially, many Member State authorities did not plan significant re-programming. Changes 

were only introduced after the Commission’s communication “A Modernised Cohesion Policy: The mid-

term review” (European Commission, 2025), which encouraged authorities to reprogramme to support 

new priorities. This caused strain for some authorities because of the successive adjustment rounds, 

late guidance and reprogramming fatigue. It also raised concerns about thematic drift, disruption to 

project pipelines, and the dilution of Cohesion Policy’s core mission of convergence and territorial 

balance. In the end, most Member States opted for modest adjustments, with only a small group using 

the post-Communication reprogramming to pivot towards new geopolitical or strategic priorities.  

The lesson for the next period (Jabri and van der Valk, 2025) is that a more strategic and flexible model 

is workable only if it is supported by: 

• earlier strategic guidance; 

• clear legal frameworks; 

• realistic timelines; 

• predictability and territorial trust; and 

• capacity for planned adaptation, not crisis-driven reprogramming. 

3.3. A stronger link between budgetary flexibility, performance-based 
payments and governance conditionality 

Another major change concerns the stronger connection between budgetary flexibility and 

performance-based delivery. Under the current CPR, the MTR relies on the performance framework in 

Articles 16–17, with milestones (in 2024) and targets (in 2029) to track performance, but payments 

remain mainly cost-based unless SCOs or FNLC are programmed. Under the proposed model, the 

fulfilment of milestones and targets becomes the primary trigger for payments, instead of a monitoring 

method. The MTR is intended to serve as a strategic exercise, and to allow adjusting milestones and 

targets that underpin payment applications, in a more performance‑based system under Article 65.  

This implies a broader shift in implementation logic, from a predominantly expenditure-based model 

towards a milestone- and target-driven model, at least in the relationship between the EU and Member 

States. This shift may: 

• increase the importance of indicator design and target-setting; 

• make monitoring and evaluation more demanding; 

• create pressure to prioritise compliance over substantive outcomes; and 

• make the MTR more consequential for programming and cash flow. 
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Again, the evidence from managing authorities is important (Jabri and van der Valk 2026). Evaluations 

and monitoring are likely to become more salient; while output indicators may be relatively easy to 

assess, genuine impact evaluation is much more difficult within the available timelines. Projects may 

still be ongoing, data may be insufficient, and the design may encourage projects to prioritise 

performance compliance rather than real outcomes.  

Another change concerns the strengthening of horizontal conditions linked to the Rule of Law and the 

Charter of Fundamental Rights. Under the current CPR, the framework is based on enabling conditions, 

performance requirements and standard CPR governance, including the Rule of Law and the Charter 

of Fundamental Rights. Under the new proposal, the system adds a more systematic review of Rule of 

Law and Charter-related horizontal requirements, and the Commission may block payments where the 

relevant conditions are not fulfilled. Importantly, access to funding in the second half of the 2028-2034 

period may depend not only on reprogramming choices and performance progress but also on 

compliance. This strengthens the Commission’s leverage over implementation, but it may also add 

uncertainty for national and regional authorities if the application of these conditions is not clear, timely 

and consistent.  

The proposed framework would make the MTR central to both strategic adjustment and financial 

management in the second half of the 2028–2034 period. The increase in the flexibility amount from 

15% to 25%, the move to an integrated Plan-based review, the stronger performance-payment link, and 

the addition of stronger horizontal conditionality together implies a more interventionist system5 than 

in 2021–27. Greater flexibility may improve responsiveness to crises and new priorities, but it may also 

reduce predictability, increase administrative burden and weaken planning certainty for long-term 

territorial investment. 

3.4. The EU Facility and the relationship with the NRPPs  
An important innovation in the proposed post-2027 framework is the creation of the EU Facility as a 

distinct EU-level instrument designed to complement the NRPPs (see Figure 2). It opens up a separate 

channel for top-up funding and adjustments in policy areas covered by the Plan, notably migration, 

security and border management, EU Solidarity, and the Unity Safety Net for agricultural markets. This 

differs from the flexibility amount and the MTR under the 2021-2027 period. The Facility sits alongside 

the Plans as a separate instrument under Commission direction, with Union actions defined and 

financed through annual or multiannual work programmes and, in some cases, integrated into Plans 

through simplified amendment procedures. 

The main link between the EU Facility and NRPPs lies in the Union Actions, which have an indicative 

allocation of EUR 63.2 billion in current prices (see Table 3 on the next page). Within this, the largest 

envelope, EUR 25.3 billion, is earmarked for migration, home affairs and security. In these fields, the 

Facility follows the logic of the current Thematic Facilities model: the Commission sets objectives, 

actions and amounts through annual or multiannual work programmes; the resulting funding tops up 

national allocations; and Member States add measures to their Plans through simplified amendments 

(Article 31(6) and (7)).  

 

 

 

 

5 An interventionist system implies more EU-level control over funding decisions. 
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Figure 2: Relationship between EU Facility and NRPP 

Source: The Multiannual Financial Framework 2028-2034, European Commission (2025c).  

A second major element is European Union Solidarity. Here, the Facility has objectives similar to those 

of the current EU Solidarity Fund. It finances urgent and specific needs arising from crises such as major 

or regional natural disasters, as well as repair and recovery to strengthen resilience (Annex XV, point 

1(i)). The conditions for use in natural disasters are set out separately (Annex XV, point 2). The 

indicative envelope is EUR 20.1 billion, which represents a very substantial increase (around three times 

the level) compared to the equivalent fund in the 2021-27 MFF.  

Table 3: The EU Facility: Indicative split of funding 

EU Facility  EUR billion 

(current 

prices) 

Union Actions 63.2 

• Unity Safety Net (stabilisation of agricultural markets) 6.3 

• Migration, asylum, border management, visa and internal security  25.3 

• European Union Solidarity (addressing crises, major or regional disasters) 20.1 

• Other actions (cities, employment and social innovation) 11.5 

Emerging challenges and priorities cushion 8.7 

Total EU Facility 71.9 

Source: NRP Fund Regulation, Annex XV. 

A third component is the Unity Safety Net, which mirrors the current Agricultural Reserve and supports 

agricultural market stabilisation during disturbances. Unused commitment and payment appropriations 

for the Unity Safety Net and European Union Solidarity are automatically carried over, with commitment 

appropriations usable until 2034. In addition, by 1 September each year, at least one quarter of the 

annual amount for Union actions related to solidarity remains available for needs arising later in the year 
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(Article 31(10)). The indicative allocation is EUR 6.3 billion for the Unity Safety Net and EUR 11.5 billion 

for other actions. 

Alongside these elements, Article 33 establishes an ‘emerging challenges and priorities’ cushion for 

unforeseeable events or for interventions requiring Union-level direction or coordination. The indicative 

allocation for this cushion is EUR 8.7 billion. 

The scale and design of the EU Facility show that it is broader than a narrowly defined crisis reserve. Its 

remit covers major crises, migration, home affairs and security challenges, agricultural market 

disturbances, solidarity support after major or regional natural disasters, and a wider category of 

emerging challenges and priorities. This gives the instrument a wide operational scope and raises 

important questions about its boundaries, its relationship with the wider NRPP flexibility architecture, 

and the degree of Commission discretion in shaping Union-level reprioritisation during the 

programming period. In the disaster field, these issues also need to be considered alongside the 

proposed reform of the Union Civil Protection Mechanism (UCPM) (see Box 1). 

Box 1. The UCPM, disaster governance and the EU Facility  

 

Source: own elaboration. 

Against this background, a first issue concerns the boundaries and governance of the EU Facility. 

Unforeseen crises in migration, home affairs and security may require rapid and flexible EU-level 

The proposed reform of the Union Civil Protection Mechanism (UCPM) is relevant in the disaster 

field because it would broaden the Union’s main operational framework for prevention, 

preparedness and response. The UCPM is centred on coordination through the Emergency 

Response Coordination Centre and the mobilisation of pooled capacities and rescEU, the EU-

funded strategic reserve of European disaster response capabilities and stockpiles. The reform 

would strengthen this framework by integrating health emergency preparedness more closely 

into the mechanism and by reinforcing anticipation, interoperability and cross-sector 

coordination. As the European Court of Auditors (2026c) notes, the proposal would significantly 

expand both the scope and financial ambition of the mechanism, while placing greater emphasis 

on an all-hazards, whole-of-government approach involving local, regional, national and Union 

levels. 

The UCPM and the EU Facility are related but perform different functions. The UCPM is 

primarily an operational crisis-management mechanism, whereas the EU Facility is a financing and 

reprioritisation instrument linked to the NRPP architecture. The two are intended to be 

complementary: the UCPM supports coordination and mobilisation in a crisis, while the EU Facility 

can support recovery, resilience and related follow-up action through the Plans.  

However, the precise boundary between the two is not fully clear. From a Cohesion Policy 

perspective, the distinction between operational emergency management and longer-term 

investment programming becomes less clear as disaster preparedness and resilience are more 

strongly integrated into EU programming. The European Parliament’s REGI Committee draft 

opinion on the UCPM highlights related governance concerns, including the need for stronger 

involvement of regional and local authorities, greater attention to cross-border cooperation, more 

emphasis on capacity-building, preparedness and territorial knowledge, and closer links with 

planning and implementation frameworks. It also underlines the importance of clearer and more 

predictable governance arrangements, greater transparency, and effective scrutiny over the 

mobilisation of EU resources.  
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responses, but the current design leaves uncertainty about scope, triggers and interaction with national 

Plans. The main concerns are: 

• the lack of a sufficiently clear definition of what constitutes a “crisis”; 

• uncertainty over whether this extends only to EU-wide shocks or also to national and regional 

emergencies; 

• limited information in the Regulation on how Union actions will be selected and prioritised in 

practice; and 

• broad Commission discretion under Article 31(1) to define objectives, actions and amounts 

through work programmes. 

 
A second issue relates to the interaction between the EU Facility and the wider flexibility 

architecture. In migration, home affairs and security, the Facility works by topping up national 

allocations and integrating measures into the Plans through simplified amendments. This may make the 

system more agile, but it also creates a layered structure in which national Plans can be adjusted both 

through their own flexibility reserve and through Union-driven top-ups. Some fear that layering crisis-

response mechanisms on top of a large EU Facility flexibility reserve could divert attention and 

resources away from long-term structural objectives, especially in cohesion and sectoral policies, and 

weaken national ownership over programming choices. This also raises a subsidiarity concern, since a 

Commission-led mechanism for defining Union actions and topping up national allocations may shift 

the balance of initiative away from Member States and, where relevant, regions. 

The deeper issue is who decides and how Union-level instruments relate to territorial governance. 

The CoR, for instance, highlights the need for stronger role for territorial needs and actors, regional 

chapters and subnational implementation capacity in shaping the use of Facility resources (CoR, 2026). 

A similar concern appears in the broader warning that extensive flexibility and repeated reprioritisation 

can come into tension with the stability and predictability that underpin long-term EU investment 

policy (Rubio et al., 2024).  

In practical terms, the main risks are: 

• reduced predictability for long-term territorial and sectoral investment; 

• weaker national ownership over programming choices; 

• greater complexity through overlapping flexibility instruments; and 

• uncertainty over activation triggers and mobilisation procedures. 

 
A third issue concerns institutional balance and parliamentary scrutiny. There is arguably a need for 

stronger Council involvement in selecting actions and determining financial allocations, as well as for a 

clearer role for Member States at implementation stage to improve transparency and predictability. 

This has direct implications for the European Parliament. The limited information provided in the 

Regulation may constrain Parliament’s ability to exercise meaningful ex ante scrutiny over the priorities, 

allocation criteria and mobilisation of Union actions under this Commission-controlled instrument. The 

Regulation provides only limited information on how Union actions will be selected, prioritised and 

financed in practice. As Rubio and Alcidi (2026) argue, the Parliament should seek more clarity on the 

criteria and procedures governing the allocation of EU Facility resources. However, an additional 

argument is that the lack of detail in the basic act risks making Parliament’s scrutiny more reactive than 

strategic. It also suggests that stronger scrutiny should extend beyond overall allocations to the 

territorial logic, governance implications and implementation pathways through which EU Facility 

resources are mobilised (CoR, 2026).  
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From the Parliament’s perspective, the main implications are the need: 

• to seek clearer legal boundaries around the Union actions financed by the EU Facility; 

• to request more detail on allocation criteria, activation triggers and mobilisation procedures 

under Article 31 and Article 33; 

• to ensure adequate scrutiny of the strategic report and annual work programmes; and 

• to avoid a situation in which Union actions are shaped through broad Commission discretion 

without sufficient legislative clarity. 

The EU Facility should be understood as a separate Commission-controlled instrument that materially 

broadens the Union’s capacity to top up national allocations and finance Union actions in response to 

crises, market disturbances and emerging priorities. It builds on existing models and extends them 

within a broader and more integrated framework. What matters most is that the Facility can reshape 

NRPP priorities through simplified amendments and Union-level programming choices, which makes 

the boundary between Union steering and nationally owned programming less clear.  

The Facility may improve speed, adaptability and Union-level coordination. In this sense, it contributes 

to the important objectives set out in the Niinistö Report (European Commission, 2025d) which 

advocates greater flexibility for the EU in being able to respond quickly to major crises and disasters. 

At the same time, the Facility raises important questions about legal certainty, transparency, 

predictability, national ownership and parliamentary oversight. Unless the legal framework is 

clarified, there is a real risk that the EU Facility evolves beyond a mechanism for unforeseen crises into 

a more open-ended instrument for discretionary Union-level reprioritisation during the programming 

period. That would also weaken the European Parliament’s capacity for meaningful ex ante scrutiny, 

since it would depend on later programming choices rather than on clearly defined rules in the basic 

act. From a Cohesion Policy perspective, the central challenge is to ensure that any stronger Union role 

in disaster preparedness and recovery remains consistent with cohesion objectives, multi-level 

governance, regional and local participation, and predictable long-term programming. 
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 PROGRAMMING FLEXIBILITY, TERRITORIAL TARGETING AND 
THEMATIC CONCENTRATION  

 

The 2028–2034 proposals imply a significant reconfiguration of how Cohesion Policy targets territories 

and priorities. The traditional architecture of territorial allocation, thematic concentration and 

earmarking would be loosened in several respects (e.g. through flexibility in allocations to regions, 

reduced earmarking to policy objectives), while a broader and more integrated Fund structure, 

combined with NRPP-based programming and stronger political steering, would shape priorities in new 

ways. This may give Member States more room to adapt resources to changing conditions and emerging 

needs, but it also raises questions about whether the cohesion rationale of the policy will remain 

sufficiently clear, territorially differentiated and visible. 

The proposals point to a shift away from rule-bound territorial earmarking and thematic concentration 

towards a model that offers greater flexibility, while also creating more scope for addressing wider EU 

policy objectives. The key issue for the European Parliament is whether this new balance preserves the 

place-based and cohesion-oriented logic of Cohesion Policy, or whether flexibility and simplification 

come at the expense of territorial focus, strategic clarity and integrated development. The analysis in 

this chapter suggests that the answer is mixed: the new model may improve adaptability and make it 

easier to respond to emerging needs, but it also risks weakening territorial focus, reducing strategic 

clarity and making integrated development more dependent on political choices, negotiation and 

administrative capacity. Table 4 summarises the main changes in the proposed framework and the main 

gains and risks they create for territorial targeting, thematic concentration and integrated 

development. 

 

 

 

 

KEY FINDINGS 

• The proposals increase flexibility in how resources can be programmed and reallocated, while 

at the same time reducing the territorial and thematic earmarking that previously contributed 

to the policy’s place-based and strategic focus. This could improve adaptability but may reduce 

the policy’s place-based focus and strategic clarity. 

• The 2025 MTR already points in this direction, with greater emphasis on priorities such as 

competitiveness, defence and housing. 

• Uptake of these priorities has been uneven, showing that flexibility does not guarantee balanced 

implementation. 

• The European Parliament should call for clearer territorial targeting, more transparency in 

reprioritisation, and stronger partnership and multi-level governance. 



Flexibility and Simplification in Cohesion Policy under the 2028-2034 MFF Proposals 
 

PE 776.037 33 

Table 4: Main changes in programming flexibility, territorial targeting and thematic 
concentration  

2028-34 

proposal 

2021-27 framework Main gain Main risk 

Reduced 

territorial 

differentiation 

in allocations 

Distinct regional 

categories and stronger 

cohesion-specific 

allocation logic 

More flexibility in 

distributing resources 

across national priorities 

Weaker territorial 

targeting and reduced 

visibility for different 

categories of regions 

NRPP-based 

programming 

within a 

broader Fund 

Separate funds and more 

differentiated 

programming 

arrangements 

More integrated planning 

and easier adaptation 

across policy areas 

Greater centralisation 

and weaker regional 

role unless partnership 

is safeguarded 

Less rule-

bound thematic 

concentration 

Explicit earmarking and 

minimum spending shares 

Greater room for place-

sensitive priority-setting 

Less strategic clarity 

and more dependence 

on negotiation and 

political steering 

Greater role for 

emerging 

priorities 

More stable programme 

priorities and less mid-

period reprioritisation 

Better capacity to 

respond to new needs 

and Union priorities 

Uneven uptake, 

selective 

reprioritisation and 

possible weakening of 

the cohesion rationale 

More flexible 

integrated 

development 

model 

Clearer territorial and 

thematic safeguards for 

place-based development 

Greater scope for 

combining interventions 

across sectors and 

territories 

Risk that integration 

becomes more 

administrative than 

territorial, reducing 

visibility, 

accountability and 

place-based focus 

Source: own elaboration. 

4.1. Territorial allocations and earmarking 
The Commission proposals imply a significant change in the financial and territorial architecture of 

Cohesion Policy. The most important development is the creation of a single European Fund covering 

cohesion alongside agriculture, rural development, fisheries and maritime policy, prosperity and 

security. Cohesion Policy would no longer operate through a set of distinct Funds and differentiated 

planning arrangements but be managed within a broader and more integrated national framework. 

In terms of funding, the proposals guarantee a minimum of EUR 218 billion for Less Developed Regions 

and EUR 10 billion for Interreg, while leaving a further EUR 235 billion to national discretion across 

cohesion, agriculture, migration, border management and other priorities. Although substantial, the 

proposals imply a decline in planned funding in real terms, alongside a financial profile intended to 

accelerate implementation through higher early pre-financing, milestone-based payments and a 

stricter N+1 decommitment rule. 

The changes to the funding methodology imply a new territorial logic determined through broad 

distribution keys combining regional prosperity, agricultural criteria and other policy factors, rather 
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than through a separate cohesion-focused formula and allocation method (Mendez et al., 2025), 

including the following: 

• A reduced role for regional categories. Only Less Developed Regions (LDRs) retain a specific 

earmarked allocation. Transition Regions, More Developed Regions, Outermost Regions and 

sparsely populated areas would no longer have distinct allocation formulae.  

• Greater use of NUTS 3 data. The new system places more emphasis on NUTS 3 indicators, 

rather than NUTS 2, which is more reliable and has long underpinned Cohesion Policy 

allocations.  

• The end of the Cohesion Fund as a distinct budget line. The specific budgetary identity of the 

Cohesion Fund would disappear, although national prosperity still features as a factor in 

determining earmarked funding for LDR regions. 

• The removal of formal GNI-based capping. Capping as a percentage of national GNI no longer 

applies, although past allocations continue to shape outcomes through minimum and maximum 

shares relative to other countries.  

• A stronger role for past allocations over current disparities. Past allocation shares will play a 

key role in future allocations, reducing the influence of EU and national disparities on the 

redistributive logic of Cohesion Policy. Under the ‘General key’ within the allocation process, 

each Member State’s share must remain between 80% and 105% of its 2020 share ‘relative’ to 

other Member States. For LDRs, allocations must remain between 90% and 112.5% of the 

national ‘absolute’ amounts pre-allocated in 2021-27.  

The implication is a weaker relationship between territorial disparities and final allocations. Although 

the proposed system retains a role for poorer regions through earmarked support for LDRs, it also 

reduces the territorial differentiation that has traditionally characterised Cohesion Policy. It has been 

argued that the absence of minimum allocations for transition and more-developed regions is 

defensible, since the main objective of Cohesion Policy is to help poorer regions catch up, spending in 

wealthier regions has been relatively limited, and the need for stronger support for cross-border 

projects (Darvas et al., 2026). 

However, all categories of regions should retain visibility in the allocation system if the future 

framework is to remain recognisably cohesion-oriented (CoR, 2026). This strengthens the case for 

clearer territorial guarantees within the future architecture, including more explicit protection for 

different categories of regions rather than relying primarily on Member State discretion.  

The EESC (2026) also questions the transparency of the proposed allocation method, calling on the 

Commission to explain clearly how Member State allocations are determined, especially where volumes 

change between programming periods. If changes in national envelopes are not clearly justified, it 

becomes harder to assess the fairness, cohesion rationale and territorial consequences of the new 

model.  

A key issue is that the proposed system weakens the link between current territorial disparities and 

the final distribution of resources, given the stronger influence of past financial allocations in 

determining future allocations. On the one hand, the earmarked support for LDR preserves an 

important element of the cohesion rationale. On the other hand, the reduced role of regional categories 

and the stronger influence of past allocations and national-level discretion in allocations to regions 

imply a less territorially differentiated and less explicitly place-based allocation model. This matters 

beyond the allocation method itself. It highlights a broader shift in the policy model shaped to a greater 

extent by national choices and negotiation with the European Commission.  
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The European Parliament should call for: 

• a clearer and more transparent justification of the proposed allocation model, including how far 

it continues to direct resources on the basis of current territorial disparities and development 

needs; and 

• safeguards to ensure that greater national flexibility and the reduced role of regional categories 

do not weaken the territorial focus of Cohesion Policy. 

4.2. Thematic concentration 
The 2028–2034 proposals imply an important change in the way thematic concentration would operate 

in Cohesion Policy. The most significant shift is away from the explicit minimum spending shares and 

ring-fencing requirements that characterised the 2021–2027 framework. In the current period, 

thematic concentration is tied to earmarking rules requiring minimum shares of ERDF resources to be 

directed towards specific priorities, especially PO1 ‘A Smarter Europe’ and PO2 ‘A Greener, low-carbon 

Europe’, with additional differentiated requirements across categories of regions and funds. By 

contrast, the proposed framework places greater emphasis on a broader objective-based 

architecture within the NRPPs, rather than quantitative fund-specific earmarking rules for the 

ERDF, the Cohesion Fund and ESF+. 

This is a significant change in policy logic. Under the current framework, thematic concentration is 

driven by predefined percentage requirements linked to specific policy objectives. Under the proposed 

framework, detailed ex-ante thresholds largely disappear. The new system therefore gives Member 

States more discretion over how resources are distributed across priorities, while thematic 

steering would depend more on the general and specific objectives of the Fund, the structure of 

the NRPPs, and the negotiation process with the Commission. 

This shift is understandable considering the difficulties associated with thematic concentration in the 

2021–2027 period. Thematic concentration has long been a contested issue in Cohesion Policy. 

Earlier reform debates stressed the need to focus the policy on a more limited number of priorities 

(Bachtler and Mendez, 2010; Bachtler et al., 2020). Programme authorities have not called for thematic 

concentration rules to disappear altogether. Their concern has been that past rules were often too rigid 

and did not leave sufficient scope to set investment priorities in line with territorial needs and the place-

based logic of the policy (Michie and Gal, 2018). Similar concerns have been expressed by experts 

(European Commission, 2024) and Member States in meetings of the General Affairs Council (Council 

of the EU, 2024; 2025). More recently, this tension was restated in calls for thematic concentration 

requirements to remain “in balance with the place-based narrative”, alongside wider concerns about 

administrative capacity and implementation burdens (Michie and Jabri, 2023). 

Evidence from the current 2021-2027 and earlier periods suggests that thematic concentration works 

most smoothly where programme priorities are already aligned with regulatory priorities (Bubbico 

and Langthaler, 2015; Darvas et al., 2019; Santos et al., 2025). However, the research shows that where 

this alignment is weaker, rigid concentration rules can create significant difficulties. They may force 

Member States and regions to reshape programmes in ways that constrain place-based needs, reduce 

flexibility, increase administrative burdens and generate mismatches between local priorities and 

regulatory requirements. The current period suggests that thematic concentration obligations have 

created programming difficulties, with some requirements proving especially hard to accommodate 

and leading in some cases to reallocation pressures and more difficult programme amendment 

negotiations (Jabri, 2023). In this sense, the proposed move away from rigid earmarking can be seen 

as a response to problems already visible in implementation. 
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The rationale for the proposed changes is therefore clear. A less rigid framework may give Member 

States and regions more room to adapt interventions to domestic and territorial needs, support a more 

integrated and place-sensitive programming approach, and reduce some of the friction associated with 

detailed ex ante earmarking. In principle, this may also make it easier to respond to changing economic, 

social and geopolitical conditions over the programming period. 

However, the shift does not mean that thematic steering disappears. The Fund would still be structured 

around broad general and specific objectives, and NRPPs would still need to support those objectives 

(see Table 5). The result is not an absence of thematic obligations, but a move from a more rule-bound 

and quantitative model towards a broader and negotiated form of prioritisation. This gives rise to several 

important issues (Mendez et al, 2025; Rubio and Alcidi, 2026; Schreiber, 2026), as highlighted below. 

Table 5: The specific objectives of the proposed single Fund 

1. Support the Union’s sustainable prosperity across all regions 
1.1 Fostering the attractiveness of territories 
incl. integrated development of urban/rural 
areas 

1.6 Furthering the Saving and Investments Union 
and developing market-based funding options 

1.2 Strengthening the EU industrial base, supply 
chains and manufacturing 

1.7 Supporting social and affordable housing 

1.3 Supporting a just transition 1.8 Enhancing Union transport infrastructure 
1.4 Supporting the digital transformation 1.9 Support for tourism, including sustainability 
1.5 Supporting research, development and 
innovation 

1.10 Supporting water management, environment 
and climate 

 

2. Support Europe’s defence capabilities and security across all regions 
2.1 Reinforcing the Union’s defence industrial base and military (esp. dual use TEN-T) 
2.2 Strengthening the Union’s preparedness to crises and disasters 
2.3 Strengthening the Union’s security (including Home Affairs policies) 
 

3. Strengthen social cohesion by supporting people, strengthening societies and EU social model 

3.1 Supporting employment, access to the labour market, better working conditions and labour mobility 
3.2 Enhancing labour supply and improving education and lifelong learning 
3.3 Promoting equal opportunities, safety nets, social inclusion, fighting poverty and homelessness, 
supporting investment in social infrastructure 
3.4 Facilitating access to services and associated infrastructure 
3.5 Addressing demographic challenges including labour shortages 
3.6 Addressing the social impacts of the inclusion of building and road transport to ETS2 
 

4. Sustaining quality of life in the Union 
4.1 Supporting income for farmers and their long-term competitiveness 
4.2 Contributing to long-term food security 
4.3 Improving the attractiveness and living standards in rural areas 
4.4 Ensuring sustainability, competitiveness and resilience of EU fisheries and aquaculture sector 
4.5 Enhancing sustainable agriculture and forestry management practices 
 

5. Protecting Europe’s democracy and enhancing institutional capacity 
5.1 Sustaining and further developing open, rights-based, democratic, equal and inclusive societies 
5.2 Promoting and upholding the rule of law 
5.3 Enhancing the efficiency of public administration and institutional capacity of authorities and 
stakeholders 
5.4 Promoting culture and supporting a vibrant and diverse cultural sector 

 
Source: Mendez and Kah (2026). 
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A first question is whether the proposals genuinely reduce thematic constraint or simply relocate it. 

Although explicit percentage earmarking is reduced, the NRPP architecture may still impose a strong 

degree of standardisation. The Plans will have to support the general objectives of the Fund and 

contribute to a wide range of specific objectives. This has already prompted concern among 

programme authorities. Polish authorities, for example, have expressed concern that the requirement 

to include all specific objectives set out in the Regulation, close to 30, would impose excessive 

standardisation and reduce flexibility. Some national authorities expect further ring-fencing 

pressures to emerge during the negotiations, which could reduce discretionary space even further 

(Mendez and Kah, 2026). This suggests that the apparent relaxation of thematic concentration may in 

practice be offset by broader strategic expectations and later political demands. 

A second issue concerns coherence and visibility. Under the 2021–2027 framework, thematic 

concentration made it relatively clear that a large share of cohesion resources was to be directed 

towards a limited number of Union priorities, especially smarter, greener and more social objectives. 

Under the proposed framework, this strategic focus may become less visible. Greater flexibility may 

improve responsiveness, but it may also create a risk that resources are spread too widely across 

priorities, weakening the coherence and recognisable developmental rationale of Cohesion Policy. 

A third issue concerns the relationship between thematic concentration and the place-based model. 

On the one hand, the proposed changes support the place-based approach by loosening rigid 

earmarking and allowing interventions to reflect different territorial conditions more fully. On the other 

hand, the broader and more integrated NRPP structure may encourage standardisation at a higher level, 

particularly if all Plans are expected to address a long list of common objectives. The result could be a 

framework that is formally more flexible, but still strongly steered from the centre. 

A fourth issue concerns predictability. Under the current framework, thematic concentration rules 

were often rigid, but they were also relatively clear. Under the proposed framework, thematic priorities 

may become more dependent on negotiations, implementation guidance and evolving political 

pressures. This could make thematic steering less transparent and less predictable, especially if 

additional themes are introduced later in the legislative process or during implementation. 

The implications for the European Parliament are therefore mixed. The removal of detailed 

concentration requirements may help address some of the well-known weaknesses of the current 

system, especially where rigid earmarking has conflicted with place-based investment needs. At the 

same time, the new framework raises questions about whether strategic focus will remain sufficiently 

strong and transparent, and whether flexibility will in practice be limited by broader standardisation 

and later negotiating pressures. 

The central issue is whether strategic focus can be preserved without undermining territorial 

responsiveness. The Parliament should seek greater clarity on how the proposed framework will ensure 

that resources remain sufficiently focused on cohesion-relevant priorities, while preserving room for 

Member States and regions to tailor interventions to territorial needs. It may also consider whether 

safeguards are needed to prevent the following two risks: a) excessive dispersion of resources and/or 

b) the reintroduction of thematic ring-fencing through less transparent means via negotiations with the 

Commission at programming and implementation stages. 

4.3. Housing, security and emerging priorities: lessons from the MTR 

The 2021–2027 MTR provides an important indication of how Cohesion Policy is already being adapted 

to support a wider set of emerging EU priorities and themes. The most significant development is that 

the Commission used the MTR to introduce or strengthen a group of new priorities, notably 
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competitiveness in line with STEP objectives, defence and civil preparedness, including dual-use 

investments, sustainable and affordable housing, water resilience and energy. In this sense, the MTR 

served not only as a tool for programme adaptation within 2021–2027, but also as an early test of a 

more strategic and geopolitically oriented model of Cohesion Policy likely to shape the post-2027 

framework. As Jabri and van der Valk (2025) argue, the MTR evolved from a relatively routine 

adjustment mechanism into a more political instrument for steering Cohesion Policy towards emerging 

Union priorities. 

The scale of these adjustments is notable. Across the EU, almost two-thirds of the operational 

programmes in 24 Member States incorporated at least one of the new MTR priorities. Figure 3 outlines 

these reallocations. 

Figure 3: MTR reallocations in 2021-27 

 

Source: European Commission (2026). 

As Figure 3 shows, reallocations towards these priorities amounted to EUR 34.6 billion out of a total EU 

allocation of EUR 367.3 billion, equivalent to 9.4% of the total cohesion envelope. Most of this 

reallocation was directed towards competitiveness and defence, which together accounted for the 

large majority of the total; while housing, water and energy received smaller but still visible shares. This 

points to a reprioritisation within the current period, with Member States using the MTR to respond to 

changing economic, geopolitical and social pressures. 

This shift is understandable in light of the pressures that have shaped the current period. The 2021–

2027 framework was designed in a very different context from the one in which it is now being 

implemented. Since its adoption, Cohesion Policy has operated in an environment marked by 

inflationary pressure, higher energy costs, heightened security concerns, housing affordability 

problems, climate-related challenges and stronger demands for industrial competitiveness and 

strategic autonomy. Against that background, the MTR offered a vehicle for redirecting programmes 



Flexibility and Simplification in Cohesion Policy under the 2028-2034 MFF Proposals 
 

PE 776.037 39 

towards priorities that had become more politically and economically salient after programme 

adoption. In this sense, the MTR helps explain why the Commission is now seeking a more flexible and 

integrated post-2027 framework. 

At the same time, the MTR experience also shows that reprioritisation is selective and uneven 

(European Commission, 2026) (as can be seen in Table 6). Not all Member States used the review in 

the same way. While Italy, Spain, Poland and Greece together account for more than half of all MTR-

active programmes, Austria and Luxembourg made no such adjustments. Some Member States relied 

mainly on national programmes, while others used mostly regional ones, and a smaller group used both. 

This suggests that the capacity and willingness to redirect Cohesion Policy resources towards new 

priorities varies significantly across administrative systems, territorial structures and existing 

programme portfolios. 

Table 6: Mid-term review reprogramming outcomes 

MS OP amended 
/ total 

Total EU 
Allocation 

(EUR million) 

Reallocated 
MTR Priorities 
(EUR million) 

Competitive
ness (EUR 

million) 

Defence 
(EUR 

million) 

Water (EUR 
million) 

Housing 
(EUR 

million) 

Energy 
(EUR 

million) 

BE 3/8 2503 164 118 29 1 16 0 

BG 4/9 10706 525 162 177 186 0 0 

CY 1/1 969 64 0 0 64 0 0 

CZ 2/8 21054 197 165 0 32 0 0 

DE 14/32 19859 2098 1903 16 133 26 21 

DK 1/3 456 65 65 0 0 0 0 

EE 1/1 3369 396 0 396 0 0 0 

EL 20/21 20540 1907 572 634 356 232 113 

ES 28/44 35562 3201 2137 435 180 268 181 

FI 1/2 1940 180 0 180 0 0 0 

FR 12/22 16775 535 230 101 27 178 0 

HR 2/3 8707 688 198 285 154 52 0 

HU 3/7 20991 934 545 390 0 0 0 

IE 2/4 989 61 14 0 0 47 0 

IT 35/48 42180 7058 4665 248 629 1119 396 

LT 1/2 6269 618 59 416 48 55 41 

LV 1/2 4407 484 57 391 0 0 36 

MT 1/2 773 86 0 0 0 10 76 

NL 4/6 1543 75 60 15 0 0 0 

PL 20/23 75460 8054 991 6287 348 232 196 

PT 9/11 22602 2541 1230 114 524 656 18 

RO 13/15 30986 2837 1526 904 200 207 0 

SE 6/11 1725 64 0 45 19 0 0 

SI 1/2 3242 539 159 274 0 53 53 

SK 1/2 12594 1234 316 564 181 153 20 

AT 0/3 1067 0 0 0 0 0 0 

LU 0/2 39 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 186 367307 34605 15172 11901 3082 3304 1151 

Source: European Commission (2026). 

A key lesson from the MTR is that reprioritisation depends on the initial design of programmes, the 

room for manoeuvre within them, and the political and administrative choices made by Member 



CASP | Policy Department for Regional Development, Agriculture and Fisheries 
 

 40 PE 776.037 

States (Jabri and Van der Valk, 2025). This is important for the post-2027 debate, because it suggests 

that a more flexible framework may create new opportunities for adaptation, but will not guarantee 

uniform responses across the Union. It also involves the risk of diluting EU policy commitments to 

cohesion and worsening inequalities (Hunter 2025). 

Country experiences point to contrasting patterns of adaptation (Jabri and van der Valk, 2025): 

 

In Czechia, the MTR moved only cautiously beyond a limited technical exercise, with 

a narrow STEP-related adjustment and no major redirection towards defence, 

housing or energy. This reflects a preference for continuity and a view that some 

strategic themes were more relevant to the post-2027 period. 

 

Finland used the MTR much more proactively, reallocating substantial resources 

towards defence and military mobility, supported by a strong national mandate and 

an existing project pipeline.  

 

In Portugal, the MTR became a strategic operational exercise, with around EUR 2.5 

billion, or 15% of the total allocation, reallocated across STEP, housing, water 

resilience and strategic sectors. The process combined political alignment with the 

need to secure pre-financing and avoid decommitments but also added to 

administrative strain alongside parallel closure of the previous programmes and 

RRF/NRPP delivery. 

 

The available evidence suggests that Member State responses were shaped less by a shared strategic 

embrace of the Commission’s agenda but rather by what was administratively feasible, financially 

advantageous or politically acceptable within existing programmes. As such, uptake of the new 

priorities was more selective and pragmatic rather than transformative (Jabri and Van Der Valk 2025). 

This is important because it suggests that flexibility alone does not guarantee strategic 

reorientation. It depends on administrative capacity, political mandate, programme 

implementation maturity and the availability of a credible project pipeline. 

4.3.1. Housing in 2021-2027, MTR and the new proposal 

A particularly instructive case is housing. Housing is more formally recognised in the proposed post-

2027 framework through the specific objective of supporting social and affordable housing. This marks 

a further step in a longer-term expansion of the housing role within Cohesion Policy. As Makarevičienė 

et al. (2025) show, housing support has broadened significantly since 2007, evolving from relatively 

narrow interventions in marginalised communities and energy-efficiency renovation towards a wider 

role linked to affordability, territorial cohesion, housing quality and decarbonisation. At the same time, 

their analysis also makes clear that housing remains a relatively small part of overall cohesion spending 

and that Cohesion Policy alone cannot address Europe’s housing crisis. Housing is becoming more 

visible within the policy, but it remains a supporting rather than dominant priority. This is consistent 

with the European Parliament’s Own Initiative Report on the housing crisis in the EU, which stresses 

that Cohesion Policy can make an important contribution to housing, but cannot resolve the crisis on 

its own. A stronger use of other instruments, including via the European Investment Bank (EIB) and 

national strategies, will still be needed (European Parliament, 2025). 

Affordable housing as a specific objective under Cohesion Policy was introduced only at the mid‑term 

review stage. Nevertheless, several Member States had already programmed housing intervention at 

the start of the period (see Table 9 in Annex 1, based on pre-MTR data programming data available in 

June 2023). These included energy efficiency in housing (041), deep renovation of housing (042), 
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housing infrastructure for migrants and refugees (125), and housing infrastructure (126). In total, EU 

planned allocations for housing‑related interventions amounted to around EUR 7 billion in 2023, with 

the vast majority (81%) programmed under PO2 (Greener Europe). Comparing the intervention fields 

in the latest adapted programmes after the MTR shows a strengthening of housing investment with an 

increase of EUR 1.1 billion compared to the allocation in 2023, and housing playing a more central role 

across multiple specific objectives (see Table 10 in Annex I). The largest increases are directed to deep 

renovation of housing and housing infrastructure, indicating a shift towards upgrading the existing 

housing stock and expanding or modernising physical housing supply. Funding for energy efficiency in 

housing also rises, though more moderately, suggesting a continuation of efficiency measures 

alongside deeper renovations. 

In contrast, allocations specifically targeted at housing for migrants and refugees decline slightly, 

suggesting a shift from dedicated envelopes toward integrating these needs within broader affordable 

and general housing interventions. Overall, the changes reflect a stronger emphasis on affordable, 

resilient, and high-quality housing, with housing playing a more central role across multiple policy 

objectives. Figure 4 shows the housing reallocations under the 2025 MTR. 

Figure 4: Housing reallocations under the 2025 MTR: absolute and share of MTR reallocations 

 

Source: own elaboration based on Commission (2026). 

Several Member States allocated part of their MTR reallocation to housing, but the pattern was highly 

uneven (Figure 4): 

• Ireland allocated a particularly high share of its MTR reallocations to housing (77%). 

• A second group also allocated significant MTR shares to housing: France (33.3%), Portugal 

(25.8%), Italy (15.9%), Slovakia (12.4%), Greece (12.2%), Malta (11.6%), Belgium and Slovenia 

(both 9.8%).  

• In absolute terms, the largest shift was in Italy, which reallocated EUR 1.1 billion to housing, 

followed by Portugal with EUR 656 million.  

• A further group with moderate allocations to housing include Spain (EUR 268 million), Greece 

and Poland (EUR 232 million each), Romania (EUR 207 million), France (EUR 178 million) and 

Slovakia (EUR 153 million), while Germany’s housing reallocation was marginal in terms of 

funding and as a share of the MTR.  

• By contrast, ten Member States did not allocate any funding to housing as part of their MTR 

reallocations (Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Hungary, Latvia, the 

Netherlands and Sweden). 
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This confirms that housing has become a meaningful priority in some contexts, but not yet a general or 

consistently shared priority. Indeed, affordable housing is not viewed by all programme authorities 

as a strong cohesion priority compared with innovation, the green transition or territorial development 

(Mendez and Kah, 2026). Barriers also include legal uncertainty under State aid rules, complex funding 

procedures, limited local administrative capacity and the lack of a common EU definition of affordable 

housing (European Parliament, 2025). 

4.3.2. Other emerging priorities 

The MTR also reveals a broader hierarchy among emerging priorities (European Commission 2026). 

Competitiveness and defence clearly dominate reallocations. Water and housing occupy an 

intermediate position, with more limited but still visible take-up concentrated in particular groups of 

Member States. Energy receives the least attention overall, apart from a few outliers. This suggests 

that when Member States are given scope to redirect resources towards newly emphasised priorities, 

they tend to favour areas that align most directly with industrial strategy, security concerns and 

immediate economic pressures. Social and territorial priorities such as housing may be recognised 

rhetorically, but in practice they attract less extensive reallocations. At the same time, this pattern 

should be interpreted with caution, since in some programmes the scope for reallocation was limited 

by the initial design of the programme, the stage of implementation and the administrative effort 

required to reopen priorities (Jabri and van der Valk, 2025). More broadly, the MTR exposed a clearer 

tension between the place-based logic of long-term territorial development and the growing 

expectation that Cohesion Policy should serve wider Union priorities linked to competitiveness, 

security and strategic autonomy. 

This gives rise to several important issues. 

A first concerns the implications for the cohesion rationale of the policy. The MTR shows that 

Cohesion Policy can be used to respond to new Union priorities relatively quickly. That may strengthen 

its political relevance and adaptability. However, it also raises the question of whether repeated 

reorientation towards emerging priorities risks weakening the policy’s traditional focus on long-term 

economic, social and territorial cohesion. If priorities such as competitiveness and defence absorb a 

growing share of available resources, there is a risk that cohesion objectives become less central in 

practice, even if they remain formally embedded in the legal framework. 

A second issue concerns selectivity and territorial unevenness. The MTR evidence shows that new 

priorities do not diffuse evenly across Member States or programmes. Some countries and regions are 

much better placed than others to integrate new priorities into existing programme portfolios. This 

creates a risk that greater flexibility may benefit those with stronger administrative capacity, more 

adaptable programmes or a better fit between EU priorities and domestic strategies, while others are 

less able to respond. In that sense, flexibility may enhance responsiveness, but it may also widen 

differences in how Cohesion Policy is used across the EU. The evidence also suggests that Member 

State responses were shaped less by a shared strategic embrace of the Commission’s agenda than by 

what was administratively feasible, financially advantageous or politically acceptable within existing 

programmes. In this sense, uptake of the new priorities was selective and pragmatic rather than 

transformative (Jabri and van der Valk 2025). 

The EESC opinion lends further support to these concerns. It warns that grouping cohesion, agriculture, 

fisheries, social and security priorities under a single architecture could create structural competition 

between objectives and weaken long-term guarantees, with resources originally intended for cohesion 

and equal living conditions increasingly vulnerable to reallocation towards short-term security priorities 
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(EESC, 2026). Accordingly, it calls for investments in security to contribute to convergence and 

complementarity, while protecting cohesion, so that these elements are not in competition. 

A third issue concerns the status of housing in the future policy mix. The MTR and the broader 

literature both suggest that housing is becoming more visible, but it remains unevenly prioritised in the 

MTR. This points to a tension in the post-2027 framework. On the one hand, the stronger recognition 

of social and affordable housing reflects a genuine policy need and aligns with wider concerns about 

inclusion, affordability and territorial quality of life. On the other hand, housing competes with more 

politically urgent and financially dominant priorities, and its take-up depends on national choices and 

programme structures (Jabri and van der Valk 2025). The result may be that housing is more visible in 

the framework than in actual resource allocation. Parliament has called for stronger legal and financial 

anchoring of housing in Cohesion Policy, including clearer objectives, more funding, stronger technical 

assistance and greater involvement of regional and local authorities (European Parliament, 2025). 

A fourth issue concerns the experience of the recent MTR as an early test of the post-2027 model. 

The current review shows that Cohesion Policy can absorb new priorities during implementation, but it 

also shows the limits of doing so through mid-period reprogramming. Reallocation remains partial, 

uneven and politically selective. This suggests that the post-2027 framework may need to provide 

clearer guidance on how new priorities are to be integrated without undermining programme 

continuity, territorial balance and the predictability needed for long-term investment. 

The implications for the European Parliament are therefore mixed. The MTR demonstrates that 

Cohesion Policy can contribute to new Union priorities and adapt to changing circumstances. That 

strengthens the case for a framework that is more flexible and more responsive to emerging needs. At 

the same time, the evidence also suggests that such flexibility can shift the balance of the policy 

towards some priorities more than others and may do so in ways that are territorially uneven and only 

partly aligned with the traditional cohesion rationale. 

For the European Parliament, the key issue is whether emerging priorities such as housing and security 

can be addressed without displacing the policy’s core mission. Parliament should seek greater clarity 

on the criteria for integrating new priorities into the framework, on how their uptake will be monitored 

across Member States and regions, and on what safeguards are needed to ensure that territorial 

cohesion, social inclusion and long-term development are not subordinated to short-term political 

reprioritisation. It may also wish to pay particular attention to housing, where the gap between political 

recognition and reprogramming is especially visible. In this respect, Parliament’s housing report 

underlines that housing is a territorially differentiated challenge requiring tailored responses across 

urban, rural, island, outermost and depopulating regions, and that stronger administrative capacity at 

regional and local level will be essential if greater housing investment is to be delivered effectively 

through Cohesion Policy. 

4.4. Implications for the territorial and integrated approach 
The reforms examined in this chapter point to an important shift in the underlying logic of Cohesion 

Policy. The traditional model combined territorially differentiated allocations, relatively clear thematic 

concentration requirements and a place-based approach aimed at integrated development. The 

proposed 2028–2034 framework retains elements of this model but weakens several of its established 

safeguards: Territorial earmarking becomes less differentiated, thematic concentration becomes less 

rule-bound, and emerging priorities are likely to exert greater influence through political steering and 

reprogramming (Hunter, 2025; Mendez et al, 2025). 

In principle, these changes may offer advantages. A more flexible framework may allow Member States 

and regions to respond more easily to changing economic, social, environmental and geopolitical 
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conditions. It may also create more space for integrated interventions that do not fit neatly within rigid 

territorial or thematic categories. This is particularly relevant in a context where regional development 

challenges are increasingly interconnected and where Cohesion Policy is expected to respond not only 

to structural disparities, but also to shocks, transitions and new strategic pressures. 

At the same time, the evidence reviewed in this chapter suggests that greater flexibility does not 

automatically reinforce the territorial and integrated approach. If territorial allocations become less 

differentiated according to territorial disparities, thematic priorities less clearly anchored, and 

emerging priorities more influential during implementation, programming decisions may increasingly 

reflect national bargaining and shorter-term reprioritisation rather than territorially specific 

development needs. As argued by the EESC (2026), territorial balance should be built into the NRPP 

architecture as a binding principle, not left to Member State discretion. In its view, this requires 

territorial impact assessments, balanced rural-urban development, attention to functional territories, 

and a cross-cutting territoriality principle in the selection of operations. A more integrated framework 

can support coordination, but it can also encourage standardisation, strengthen central steering and 

reduce the visibility of regional needs and development rationales within broader national plans. 

A first implication therefore concerns the place-based character of the policy. The reduction in 

territorial differentiation, the broader objective-based programming model and the rising importance 

of emerging Union priorities may together weaken the direct link between cohesion resources and 

territorially specific development needs. The risk is not only that some territories receive less visible 

support, but that the overall logic of intervention becomes less clearly anchored in territorial disparities 

and more dependent on national and Union-level strategic priorities. Related, greater flexibility could 

make it easier to combine economic, social, environmental and infrastructure interventions in more 

coherent territorial strategies. However, this depends on how the NRPPs are prepared and governed 

in practice. If integrated programming is driven mainly from the centre, without sufficiently strong 

regional involvement or partnership safeguards, the result may be administrative integration without a 

genuinely territorial or place-based approach to development. 

A second implication concerns visibility and accountability. Under the current system, territorial 

categories and thematic concentration rules make important elements of Cohesion Policy relatively 

visible. The proposed framework may be more flexible, but it also risks becoming less transparent. If 

priorities are shaped increasingly through negotiation, reprogramming and broad strategic guidance 

rather than through clear allocations and earmarking rules, it may become harder to assess whether 

resources are being directed towards cohesion-relevant needs and whether the policy continues to 

deliver clear European added value. 

A third implication concerns political balance. The experience of the MTR suggests that emerging 

priorities such as competitiveness, defence and housing are likely to play a growing role in the future 

framework. This may strengthen the relevance of Cohesion Policy in a changing political context, but it 

also raises the risk that long-term territorial development objectives become increasingly subordinated 

to short-term strategic reprioritisation. In this sense, the debate is not simply about whether Cohesion 

Policy should be more flexible, but about what kind of policy it is expected to be. 

For the European Parliament, the central issue is therefore how to preserve the territorial and 

integrated approach within a framework that is becoming both more flexible and more politically 

steered. Parliament may wish to: 

• seek stronger safeguards for the place-based logic of the policy, including greater clarity on 

territorial targeting; 

• stronger protection for partnership and multi-level governance;  
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• more transparent mechanisms for ensuring that emerging priorities do not displace the core 

cohesion mission; and 

• ensure that flexibility supports integrated territorial development rather than weakening the 

visibility, predictability and cohesion rationale of the policy. 
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 INTERREG: SIMPLIFICATION AND FLEXIBILITY  

KEY FINDINGS 

• The post-2027 proposal keeps the main rationale and cooperation strands of Interreg in place, 

but it would change how the policy is structured and delivered in practice. 

• The move to a single Interreg Plan and the closer integration of Interreg into the wider NRPP 

architecture make the framework more centralised and more standardised.  

• The greater reliance on implementing acts may increase flexibility in setting detailed rules, but 

it also risks reducing legal certainty, transparency and the visibility of Interreg-specific 

provisions in the basic act. 

• The stronger shift towards performance-based delivery may improve the focus on results, but 

it is difficult to apply in a multi-country cooperation setting where outcomes are often 

collective, long term and not easily captured through standard milestones and targets. 

• For the Parliament, the main implication is the need to ensure that key operational provisions 

remain anchored in the basic act and that any performance-based model is adapted to the 

specific realities of cross-border, transnational and interregional cooperation. 

 

The Commission’s Interreg proposals retain the core rationale and cooperation strands of Interreg, but 

would change the way it is structured, governed and delivered. They introduce a single Interreg Plan 

covering Interreg as a whole, revises the framework of general and specific objectives without thematic 

concentration, and adds new priorities aligned with the specific objectives for ERDF. It also opens new 

possibilities for greater geographic flexibility, enhances cooperation with non-EU countries, 

strengthens the reform dimension of Interreg in areas such as cross-border healthcare and public 

transport, and allows the outermost cooperation strand to integrate external funding from the start of 

the next period.  

The budget for Interreg in 2028-34 was presented by the Commission as increasing from EUR 8.94 

billion to EUR 10.26 billion in current prices; however, in inflation-adjusted terms, it remains constant 

at EUR 9.04 billion. Co-financing rates are also unchanged, with 80% EU co-financing for Interreg and 

85% for outermost cooperation and cross-border cooperation on external borders. A flat rate for 

technical assistance is retained, at 8% and 10% for outermost regions.  

The existing programme strands remain in place with the same definitions – Interreg A (Cross-border), 

B (Transnational), C (Interrregional) and D (Outermost regions). Unlike the lead-up to the current 

programme period, the Commission does not propose changes to the current Interreg programme 

areas, although Member States may request adjustments to programme coverage. 

In implementation terms, the proposal also preserves several core elements of the current Interreg 

architecture. The Interreg Specific Objectives are retained and further developed, including better 

cooperation governance, a safer, more secure Europe and, the newly added, more resilient regions 

bordering Russia, Belarus and Ukraine. Partnership requirements are maintained and similar 

programme authorities are foreseen, along with an annual system audit. 
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The post-2027 framework therefore implies an element of reconfiguration of Interreg regulations and 

administrative requirements, but the retention of core elements relating to its rationale and structure. 

Compared with the 2021–2027 period, the main changes concern the way Interreg would be structured, 

governed and delivered, reflecting a broader shift towards simplification, centralisation and 

performance-based implementation. Two developments are particularly important: the increased use 

of implementing acts and the shift towards a performance-based approach. 

These changes may streamline the formal architecture while making aspects of implementation more 

challenging. The main Interreg provisions are concentrated in Articles 7 to 13 of the ERDF/CF 

Regulation, covering the scope of Interreg, the requirements for Interreg Plan chapters, the approval 

and amendment of the Interreg Plan, the functions of authorities, provisions for non-Member States, 

return of resources and discontinuation, and PEACE PLUS (the cross-border funding Programme 

supported by the EU, UK and Northern Ireland). .Table 7 summarises the main changes in the proposed 

framework and the main gains and risks they create for the future delivery of Interreg and territorial 

cooperation. 

Table 7: Main changes in the proposed post-2027 framework for Interreg and territorial 
cooperation 

2028-34 

proposal 

2021-27 framework Main gain Main risk 

Single 

Interreg Plan 

Individually approved 

Interreg programmes 

under a dedicated 

framework 

Simpler and more 

standardised formal 

structure; fewer formally 

approved programme 

documents 

Broader Plan structure may 

increase centralisation, 

tighten procedural 

requirements and reduce 

the visibility of 

programme-specific 

provisions 

Closer 

integration 

into the 

wider NRPP 

architecture 

Interreg operated 

through a more 

distinct programme-

based framework 

Greater alignment with 

the wider EU budgetary 

and governance 

framework 

Interreg may become more 

tightly embedded in 

broader EU delivery 

mechanisms, with less 

visible autonomy as a 

distinct instrument of 

territorial cooperation 

No thematic 

concentration 

and more 

flexible 

programming 

logic 

More rule-bound 

framework, including 

earmarking in some 

areas 

More room to adapt 

programmes to territorial 

needs and changing 

circumstances 

Thematic steering becomes 

less rule-bound and more 

dependent on broader 

strategic direction at EU 

level 

Greater use 

of 

implementing 

acts 

Many operational rules 

were contained 

directly in the 

regulation 

More flexibility to define 

detailed implementation 

arrangements 

Key rules may be shifted 

into secondary 

instruments, reducing legal 

certainty, transparency and 

the visibility of Interreg-
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specific provisions in the 

basic act 

Stronger 

performance-

based 

approach 

Implementation 

remained closely tied 

to expenditure 

eligibility and 

reimbursement 

Stronger focus on results, 

outputs, milestones and 

targets 

Difficult to apply in cross-

border, transnational and 

interregional settings 

where outcomes are 

collective, long term and 

harder to attribute or 

measure 

Retention of 

core strands, 

funding and 

co-financing 

rates 

Four strands, similar 

programme 

authorities, annual 

system audit, stable 

co-financing structure 

Continuity in the basic 

rationale and cooperation 

architecture of Interreg 

Stability in core elements, 

such as the strands and 

programme areas may 

mask deeper changes 

regulation, governance, 

legal structure and delivery 

logic 

Source: own elaboration. 

5.1. A more centralised and flexible regulatory structure 
A first major change concerns the overall regulatory architecture. In the 2021-27 period, Interreg 

operates through a dedicated regulatory framework in which a substantial amount of programme-

relevant detail was set out directly in the regulation. This gave Interreg a relatively clear and visible legal 

basis as a distinct instrument of territorial cooperation. 

In the 2028-34 period, Interreg is expected to be more tightly embedded within the broader EU 

budgetary and governance framework linked to the NRPP architecture. The emphasis is on 

simplification, flexibility and alignment with wider EU delivery mechanisms. 

This is reflected in the move towards an Interreg Plan with programme chapters rather than the current 

model of individually approved programme documents. This architecture is set out in Article 8 of the 

proposed ERDF/CF Regulation, which specifies the requirements for Interreg Plan chapters, and Article 

9, which governs the approval and amendment of the Interreg Plan. Programmes may still prepare fuller 

internal documents for operational purposes, but the formally approved component is expected to be 

shorter and more standardised. This marks a significant change in how Interreg is structured and 

approved. It is also accompanied by a tighter procedural approach, including a more stringent process 

for the submission, approval and amendment of programme chapters. Interreg Plan chapters are to be 

submitted within six months of the entry into force of the Regulation under Article 8, while the 

Commission is given four months to assess the Interreg Plan chapters or their amendments under 

Article 9(3). Amendments to the Interreg Plan can be made as chapters become available, recognising 

the delays that can be associated with securing cross border, transnational and interregional 

agreements. Additionally, chapters can be modified during the programme period.  

Another important change is the disappearance of thematic concentration and the move towards a 

more flexible programming logic. This broader shift is reflected in the objective-based architecture of 

the Interreg Plan under Articles 7 and 8, as well as in the removal of earmarking in areas such as 

sustainable urban development under Article 5 of the proposed ERDF/CF Regulation. While this may 

give programmes more room to adapt to territorial needs and changing circumstances, it also means 
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that thematic steering becomes less rule-bound and more dependent on broader strategic direction at 

EU level. 

The scope of the new Interreg architecture is defined in Article 7 of the proposed ERDF/CF Regulation, 

which maintains the four strands of cooperation, namely cross-border, transnational, interregional and 

outermost regions’ cooperation, and provides that the Interreg Plan supports the specific objectives 

set out in Article 3(a) and (c) of the proposed NRPP Regulation, together with additional Interreg-

specific objectives. 

5.2. The increased use of implementing acts 
One of the most significant changes compared with the previous programming period is the greater 

reliance on implementing acts. Under the 2021–2027 framework, many of the operational rules 

governing Interreg were contained directly in the regulation itself. In the post-2027 approach, a larger 

share of these provisions will be set out through implementing acts or related instruments linked to the 

Interreg Plan. 

This has several implications: 

1. It changes the legal location of key rules. Requirements that are central to the functioning of 

Interreg may no longer be anchored primarily in the main legislative text, but instead in 

secondary instruments.  

2. It may weaken the visibility and certainty of the Interreg-specific framework, since important 

operational provisions may be defined later and in a form that is more easily adjustable.  

3. It creates a risk that simplification at the level of legislation merely shifts complexity into 

implementation. 

 
The issues to be addressed would include: 

• governance and management arrangements; 

• partnership and implementation rules; 

• project selection procedures; 

• audit, verification and recovery mechanisms; and 

• other technical provisions needed to run multi-country programmes. 

 

For Interreg, this is important because the policy operates across different legal systems, 

administrative cultures and institutional settings. Common rules are therefore essential conditions for 

effective delivery. The greater use of implementing acts may offer flexibility, but it also raises 

concerns about legal certainty, timing, consistency and transparency. 

The proposed implementing act would contain a substantial share of the detailed operational provisions 

needed for Interreg delivery in the post-2027 period. Article 9 of the proposed ERDF/CF Regulation 

provides that the Interreg Plan is to be constituted via implementing act. More specifically, Article 9(1) 

provides the basis for including, in the general part of the Interreg Plan, the detailed arrangements 

covering the specific implementation modalities of Interreg and the identification of geographic areas 

and allocation breakdown for each cooperation chapter. 

The act is expected to cover the structure of the Interreg Plan, the delineation of programme areas and 

allocations, detailed implementation modalities, management verification requirements, monitoring 

and selection arrangements, and specific pre-financing rules where external funding is involved. These 

blocks correspond to the following legal provisions: 
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• list of chapters, chapter areas, indicative allocations and the detailed implementation 

modalities (Article 9(1) of the proposed ERDF/CF Regulation); 

• requirements relating to bodies or persons responsible for management verifications (Article 

10(3) of the proposed ERDF/CF Regulation); 

• requirements relating to the monitoring committee and its tasks (Article 10(6) of the proposed 

ERDF/CF Regulation); and 

• pre-financing in the case of contributions from the Global Europe Instrument (Article 17(2) of 

the proposed NRPP Regulation). 

 
As such, the implementing act becomes a central component of the future Interreg framework. Most 

of the content (see Table 8) corresponds to functions required in the current period. The question is 

what this shift implies for legal certainty, transparency and programme autonomy. For the 2021-27 

period, the Interreg regulation is important in providing a tailored approach to allow for the 

complexities of working across borders, offering a single set of rules for all partners and allowing for 

specific elements such as the Interreg Specific Objectives and flexibility in working across external 

borders.  

Table 8: Interreg Implementing Act content  

Block Main content of the Implementing Act Legal basis 

1. Chapters, 

programme areas 

and indicative 

allocations 

List of Interreg Plan chapters; designation of the 

respective chapter areas; indicative allocation from the 

NRP Fund; indicative allocation from the Global Europe 

instrument, where applicable 

Article 9(1) of 

the proposed 

ERDF/CF 

Regulation 

2. Detailed 

implementation 

modalities 

Geographical coverage of the cooperation strands; scope 

of the interregional cooperation strand; transfers 

between strands; partnership within Interreg operations; 

territorial and local cooperation initiatives; group of 

auditors and audit of Interreg operations; recoveries; 

contribution to the implementation of macro-regional and 

sea-basin strategies 

Article 9(1) of 

the proposed 

ERDF/CF 

Regulation 

3. Management 

verifications 

Requirements for bodies or persons responsible for 

management verifications 

Article 10(3) of 

the proposed 

ERDF/CF 

Regulation 

4. Monitoring and 

project selection 

arrangements 

Requirements for the monitoring committee and 

arrangements linked to its tasks, including set-up, rules 

of procedure, composition, steering committee 

arrangements, and selection of operations including Small 

Project Funds 

Article 10(6) of 

the proposed 

ERDF/CF 

Regulation 

5. Pre-financing 

linked to Global 

Europe 

Requirements for pre-financing in case of contributions 

from the Global Europe Instrument, including the 

possibility of a different pre-financing rate 

Article 17(2) of 

the proposed 

NRPP 

Regulation 

Source: adapted from Gilland (2026)  
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In practice, shifting more operational provisions into implementing acts would not only relocate key 

rules outside the basic regulation, but would also reduce the European Parliament’s leverage over the 

legal architecture of programme delivery. It would strengthen the role of the Commission and Member 

States in defining implementation arrangements, while narrowing Parliament’s influence over rules.6  

Further, reliance on implementing acts can create a complex system in what is already a complex 

multijurisdictional environment and cause legal uncertainties in applying the rules, as they must be 

interpreted alongside national regulations. It will be important to avoid delays in the publication of 

implementing acts to ensure clarity on key issues and help support timely adoption of programmes, 

which can be a particularly challenging process for multi-country programmes. Key institutional 

functions are also concentrated in Article 10 of the proposed ERDF/CF Regulation. Article 10(1) and (4) 

provide for a single managing authority, a single audit authority and a joint secretariat for each chapter; 

Article 10(5) provides for a group of auditors per chapter; and Article 10(6) provides for one monitoring 

committee per chapter. The framework also removes a separate accounting function. 

5.3. The shift towards a performance-based approach 
A second major change is the move away from the expenditure-based logic that has characterised 

previous periods towards a more explicit performance-based approach. In the 2021–2027 period, 

implementation is closely tied to the eligibility and reimbursement of expenditure. By contrast, the 

proposed post-2027 model places greater emphasis on measures, milestones, targets and estimated 

costs, with funding more directly linked to the achievement of agreed outputs. 

This is a substantial change in implementation logic. It shifts the focus from whether expenditure has 

been incurred in line with the rules to whether results have been delivered in line with agreed 

objectives. In principle, this is intended to strengthen effectiveness and accountability. In practice, 

however, applying such an approach to Interreg is particularly challenging. 

The new approach is anchored in Article 8 of the proposed ERDF/CF Regulation. Each Interreg Plan 

chapter must cover: 

• the intervention strategy and its contribution to the general and specific objectives;  

• the description of measures with their estimated costs together with milestones and targets; 

• arrangements for effective monitoring and implementation; 

• the description of the partnership process; 

• the apportionment of liabilities among participating Member States; and, where applicable, 

non-Member States, and arrangements and systems to ensure a regular, effective and efficient 

use of Union resources.  

 

The strengthened partnership dimension is linked specifically to Article 8(3). 

The performance-based approach is especially difficult to apply in an international, cross-border, 

transnational and interregional setting because Interreg does not operate in a single administrative 

space (Interact 2024). As noted above, programmes involve multiple countries and regions, each with 

different legal frameworks, institutional capacities and reporting traditions. Many of the most important 

results of territorial cooperation are also not easily captured through short-term, standardised 

indicators (McMaster, 2025). 

 

6 As defined in the EU Treaties, the European Parliament has a limited role in the adoption of implementing acts, which are primarily 
exercised by the Commission under Member State oversight. 
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The key difficulties include: 

• the challenge of attributing outcomes across several countries and institutions; 

• differences in administrative, reporting and control systems between partners; 

• the risk that delays in one jurisdiction affect delivery across the whole cooperation area; 

• the difficulty of measuring governance change, institutional learning and coordination;  

• the risk of forcing double procedures or ‘gold plating’ to meet, e.g. expenditure-based systems 

linked to public procurement requirements in addition to performance-based approaches;  

• the challenge of how to support more innovative projects, which incorporate an element of risk; 

and 

• the fact that many benefits of cooperation only become visible over a longer period. 

 

Additional difficulties may arise due to the reduction of the decommitment period from N+3 to N+1 in 

order to accelerate spending. This could pose a challenge for multi-partner projects operating across 

multiple jurisdictions that can take time to establish.    

These issues are even more pronounced in interregional cooperation, where the main added value often 

lies in exchange, mutual learning, capacity-building and policy transfer. Such outcomes are important, 

but they are not always easily translated into milestone-based payment systems. There is therefore a 

risk that a strongly performance-driven model may privilege actions with easily measurable outputs 

over forms of cooperation whose value is more strategic, institutional or long term. 

This creates a basic tension in the new model. On the one hand, the performance approach seeks to 

make Interreg more results-oriented and more closely aligned with wider EU budget reforms. On the 

other hand, the specific nature of territorial cooperation means that many valuable outcomes are 

collective, gradual and difficult to quantify. A model designed primarily for domestic investment 

programmes may therefore fit uneasily with the realities of cross-border, transnational and 

interregional cooperation. 

The change also goes beyond a simple shift in payment method. It implies a broader move away from 

the traditional expenditure-based understanding of eligibility itself, at least in the relationship between 

the EU and Member States (but not necessarily beneficiaries). The new model is based on an objective-

based and milestone-driven logic rather than an expenditure-based approach. The Performance 

Regulation provides the basis for indicator setting, monitoring and expenditure tracking, while the 

relevant result and output indicators are drawn from Annex I to the proposed Performance Regulation. 

The associated level of EU contribution is to be determined taking into consideration the minimum 

contribution rate for Interreg set out in Article 20 of the proposed NRPP Regulation. 

The practical difficulty of this shift is reinforced by associated changes in the wider financial framework. 

These are set out in the proposed NRPP Regulation, notably Article 13 on technical assistance, Articles 

15 and 16 on automatic decommitments, Article 17 on pre-financing, Article 20(3) on the minimum 

national contribution to estimated costs, and Article 14(2) on the non-applicability of the flexibility 

amount or mid-term review to the Interreg Plan. Although these may appear technical, they are 

important because they shape the conditions under which a performance-based approach would have 

to operate in practice. 

5.4. Issues for the post-2027 framework 
Compared with the 2021-27 programming period, the fundamental principles of Interreg in terms of its 

strands, rationales, partnerships and core geographies remain the same. However, the post-2027 

framework also points to a more centralised and strategically steered Interreg in some respects. In 
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particular, the increased use of implementing acts and the stronger performance-based approach mark 

a clear departure from the current model. 

These reforms may make Interreg more streamlined and more focused on results. However, they also 

risk creating new challenges for legal certainty, operational clarity and effective delivery in a multi-

country setting. Their success will depend on whether they can be adapted to the specific realities of 

international cross-border, transnational and interregional cooperation, rather than applied in the same 

way as to more conventional domestic programmes. 

From the European Parliament’s perspective, key priorities are therefore to ensure that the new 

framework does not come at the expense of democratic scrutiny or a delivery model suited to the 

distinctive nature of territorial cooperation.  

Parliament should: 

• First, seek to ensure that operational provisions governing Interreg, especially those relating to 

governance, partnership, project selection, monitoring and audit, remain sufficiently anchored 

in the basic act rather than being shifted extensively into implementing acts. This would help 

to preserve legal certainty, transparency and meaningful parliamentary oversight.  

• Second, Parliament should press for a performance-based model that is adapted to the specific 

realities of cross-border, transnational and interregional cooperation, including the difficulty of 

measuring long-term, collective and institutional results through standardised milestones and 

targets. 
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 CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter draws together the main findings of the study and sets out the principal policy implications 

for the European Parliament. It highlights the main trade-offs in the proposed post-2027 framework, 

especially between simplification and control, flexibility and predictability, and EU-level steering and 

the territorial, place-based logic of Cohesion Policy. It also identifies the key issues that merit particular 

scrutiny in the legislative negotiations. 

A more flexible but less predictable framework 

The Commission’s proposals for Cohesion Policy under the 2028–2034 MFF would reshape both the 

architecture and delivery logic of the policy. Framed around simplification, flexibility and performance, 

the proposed framework seeks to reduce fragmentation, improve responsiveness to shocks and 

emerging priorities, and align Cohesion Policy more closely with wider EU budgetary reform. These 

objectives respond to real weaknesses in the current system, including procedural complexity, limited 

adaptability and cumbersome implementation. At the same time, the proposals imply a broader change 

in policy logic. They move Cohesion Policy away from a more rule-bound, programme-based and 

territorially differentiated model towards one that is more integrated across EU policies, more 

discretionary and more strongly steered through national plans, performance arrangements and 

Commission-led priorities. 

Gains in adaptability may come with costs for cohesion 

The reforms offer potential gains in responsiveness, integration and strategic flexibility. They may 

strengthen policy effectiveness where they allow the EU and Member States to react more quickly to 

crises, implementation bottlenecks and emerging priorities. However, these gains are likely to be 

uneven. In particular, the reforms can also reduce predictability for long-term territorial investment, 

weaken some of the safeguards that have traditionally determined the policy’s place-based character, 

and create wider scope for discretion in programming, reprogramming and implementation. As a result, 

the proposals may improve effectiveness in terms of adaptability, while putting at risk effectiveness in 

terms of cohesion, territorial balance and stable long-term development. 

The balance between flexibility and safeguards will be decisive 

Whether the new framework ultimately enhances or undermines the goals of Cohesion Policy will 

depend on the outcome of the legislative negotiations and on how the system is implemented in 

practice. In particular, much will depend on whether flexibility is framed by clear legal boundaries, 

robust territorial safeguards, workable performance arrangements, strong partnership requirements 

and sufficient administrative capacity. Without these conditions, there is a real risk that the reforms 

weaken predictability, dilute territorial targeting, reduce regional and local ownership, and shift 

administrative burdens rather than reducing them. 

Implications for parliamentary scrutiny 

For the European Parliament, this means that scrutiny should focus on the distributional, territorial and 

governance effects of the proposed simplification, flexibility and performance reforms. The central test 

is whether the new framework preserves the core cohesion mission, maintains territorial sensitivity and 

democratic accountability, and delivers genuine simplification for those responsible for implementation 

on the ground. 
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6.1. Simplification and performance-based delivery 
The reform aims to establish a simpler delivery architecture. At EU level, the reduction in the number 

of programming documents, the move to a single rulebook and the introduction of a more integrated 

planning framework may reduce fragmentation and simplify some aspects of oversight.  

However, the analysis suggests that formal simplification at EU level should be separated from practical 

simplification in programming and implementation, especially for managing authorities, intermediate 

bodies and beneficiaries. Instead, complexity is likely to be relocated. Fewer formal documents may be 

offset by more demanding coordination across ministries and levels of government, more extensive 

negotiation with the Commission, and heavier ex ante requirements linked to planning, verification and 

compliance. The same applies to the single rulebook: while it may simplify the legal architecture, it does 

not automatically reduce the practical burdens of implementation, especially where common provisions 

still require detailed national adaptation and generate new control and coordination costs. 

Related to simplification, the shift towards performance-based delivery is one of the most far-reaching 

parts of the reform package. A stronger focus on results is legitimate and valuable, especially if it 

improves strategic discipline and public accountability. However, the proposed model raises important 

operational concerns, as the ECA, other stakeholders and experts have emphasised. Milestone- and 

target-based payments may sit alongside existing legality, regularity and audit requirements rather 

than replacing them. In that scenario, authorities could face additional layers of verification instead of 

a genuine reduction in administrative burden.  

Similar concerns apply to the expanded role of simplified cost options and financing not linked to costs. 

These instruments can reduce invoice-based control and improve predictability for beneficiaries, but 

only if the underlying costing methods, milestone structures, reporting systems and audit 

arrangements are proportionate and workable. In practice, the reforms are more likely to redistribute 

administrative effort than to eliminate it. 

Recommendations 

• Prepare for transition to the new framework. Assess the administrative and territorial 
implications of the transition early and ensure timely capacity-building support for managing 
authorities, regional and local actors, Interreg structures and beneficiaries. 
 

• Distinguish formal streamlining from real simplification. Scrutinise simplification claims 
carefully and assess them against their likely effects on managing authorities, intermediate 
bodies and beneficiaries, rather than primarily against reductions in the number of 
programmes, documents or legal acts. 
 

• Require evidence that burdens are reduced rather than shifted. Seek stronger justification 
that the proposed architecture reduces day-to-day administrative burdens in implementation, 
rather than simply transferring them from expenditure control towards coordination, 
negotiation, milestone-setting, monitoring, verification and audit. 
 

• Avoid a “worst of both worlds” dual delivery model. Ensure that performance-based 
disbursement is not layered onto existing control systems without a corresponding reduction 
in invoice-level checks and other legacy requirements. 
 

• Ensure that performance arrangements are proportionate, credible and open to scrutiny. 
Seek clearer and more transparent methodologies for setting baselines, milestones, targets and 
payment values, and ensure that monitoring and reporting allow robust scrutiny of whether 
performance claims reflect genuine progress on the ground rather than procedural attainment. 
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• Make simplification tools workable in practice including for SCO/FNLC. Support clearer 
legal provisions, standard templates and implementation guidance for simplified cost options 
and financing not linked to costs, so that wider use does not depend solely on uneven 
administrative capacity or prior experience. 
 

• Integrate capacity-building into the simplification agenda. Treat management training, skills 
development, peer learning and targeted technical assistance for national and regional 
authorities as part of simplification itself, especially if technical assistance resources are 
reduced under the new framework. 
 

• Protect partnership and accountability. Ensure that simplification does not weaken 
partnership, multi-level governance or accountability in programme design and 
implementation. 

6.2. Budgetary flexibility and predictability 
The analysis also shows that budgetary flexibility becomes a much more prominent organising principle 

in the proposed framework through the enlarged flexibility reserve, the earlier and broader mid-term 

review, the stronger link between reprogramming and performance, and the more systematic use of 

Rule of law and the Charter governance-related conditionality. This may help the EU and Member 

States respond more quickly to crises and shifting priorities. Yet the same changes reduce predictability 

for long-term territorial investment. Reprogramming gains greater strategic weight, while access to 

funding becomes more dependent on compliance with evolving milestones, targets and horizontal 

conditions. The new EU Facility adds another layer to this architecture by allowing Commission-led 

top-up funding and Union action in areas linked to national plans. This may increase responsiveness, 

but it also raises concerns about legal clarity, transparency, national ownership and parliamentary 

oversight. Without tighter legal framing, the EU Facility could develop into a broad instrument for 

discretionary reprioritisation during the programming period. 

Recommendations 

• Define the EU Facility more precisely in the legislation. Seek clearer legal boundaries for the 
Union actions that may be financed through the Facility, so that its scope is not left too open-
ended. 
 

• Specify how the Facility would operate. Press for clearer rules on allocation criteria, activation 
triggers, mobilisation procedures and decision-making arrangements under the Facility. 
 

• Strengthen parliamentary scrutiny of EU-level flexibility decisions. Ensure stronger 
oversight of the strategic report and annual work programme that guide the use of the Facility 
and related EU-level reallocation decisions. 
 

• Limit broad Commission discretion. Avoid arrangements that allow major reallocations or 
Union action without sufficiently precise legal criteria, transparent procedures and clear 
accountability. 
 

• Tighten safeguards around the reserve and mid-term review. Negotiate clearer criteria and 
stronger scrutiny for the use of the flexibility reserve, the conduct of the mid-term review and 
any reallocation powers flowing from them. 
 

• Reassess the scale and timing of flexibility. Examine whether a 25% reserve is excessive and 
whether a 2031 mid-term review comes too early to support robust evidence-based 
adjustment without undermining long-term predictability. 
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6.3. Programming flexibility, thematic and territorial concentration, and 
earmarking 

The proposed reforms also weaken some of the territorial and thematic features that have traditionally 

distinguished Cohesion Policy. The reduced role of regional categories, the broader allocation logic and 

the looser approach to thematic concentration suggest a less differentiated and less visibly place-

based policy model. This may create more room for integrated responses to complex development 

challenges, but it also weakens the direct link between cohesion resources and territorial disparities. A 

similar pattern can be seen in thematic steering. The reduction in formal concentration requirements 

removes some of the rigidity of the current system, which has sometimes constrained place-based 

programming and created implementation frictions. However, this does not mean that thematic 

steering disappears. It is present through broader strategic and specific objectives, country-specific 

recommendations, the EU policy reference framework, the structure of the NRPPs and negotiations 

with the Commission. That may make priorities less transparent and less predictable, especially if new 

thematic pressures emerge later in the process. 

The 2025 MTR already provides a useful indication of how this more flexible model may operate in 

practice. It shows that Cohesion Policy can be redirected towards new priorities in competitiveness, 

defence, housing, water resilience and energy. In that sense, it demonstrates the policy’s ability to 

adapt to changing circumstances. At the same time, the evidence shows that uptake has been selective, 

uneven and largely pragmatic. Responses depended heavily on administrative capacity, political 

mandate, programme maturity and the existence of a credible project pipeline. Housing illustrates this 

especially well. It is more visible in both the MTR and the post-2027 proposals, yet actual reallocations 

remain highly uneven across Member States. More generally, the MTR highlights a growing tension 

between the traditional place-based logic of Cohesion Policy and the expectation that it should also 

serve wider Union priorities linked to competitiveness, security and strategic autonomy. 

Recommendations 

• Protect the territorial logic of Cohesion Policy. Seek stronger safeguards so that greater 
national flexibility and the reduced role of categories of regions do not weaken the territorial 
focus of the policy.  
 

• Seek minimum guarantees within the future architecture. Require guaranteed minimum 
share for Cohesion Policy, for the relevant Cohesion Policy funds, and for categories of regions, 
so that resources remain anchored in the policy’s core objectives.  
 

• Increase transparency in the allocation model. Request clearer justification of how allocations 
reflect current territorial disparities and development needs, rather than relying mainly on 

inherited funding patterns or opaque political choices.  
 

• Prevent excessive dispersion and sectoral focus. Ensure that programming flexibility does 
not lead to an overly fragmented or overly sectoral use of resources at the expense of place-
based development and cohesion-relevant priorities.  
 

• Protect integrated territorial approaches. Support continued space in the framework for 
place-based strategies and instruments, including smart specialisation, sustainable urban 
development, ITI-type approaches and comparable integrated territorial mechanisms.  
 

• Strengthen multi-level governance safeguards. Go beyond a minimal regional consultation 
requirement and seek stronger legal guarantees for partnership, including clearer roles for 
regional actors and reinforced financial monitoring of regional chapters and the role of 
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managing and intermediate bodies, with regular reporting to the EP on how these 
arrangements are applied. 

6.4. Interreg  
Interreg raises a related but distinct set of concerns. The proposals preserve its core rationale, funding 

envelope and four cooperation strands, but they also introduce a more centralised and standardised 

model of governance and delivery. The move to a single Interreg Plan, the stronger reliance on 

implementing acts and the application of performance-based logic may simplify the formal structure, 

but they also reduce the visibility of Interreg-specific provisions in primary legislation and may weaken 

legal certainty. These issues matter because territorial cooperation depends on stable, transparent and 

commonly understood rules across multiple legal and administrative systems. A standard performance 

model is also difficult to apply in this setting. Many of the most valuable outcomes of cooperation are 

collective, long term and institutional in nature, and cannot easily be captured through short-term 

milestones and targets. 

Recommendations 

• Keep core operational provisions in the basic legislative framework. Ensure that 
governance, partnership, project selection, monitoring and audit are not shifted extensively 
into implementing acts.  
 

• Limit the use of implementing acts to genuinely technical matters. Resist a model in which 
major operational rules are defined outside the regulation, given the implications for legal 
certainty, transparency and parliamentary oversight.  
 

• Adapt performance-based delivery to the realities of cooperation. Ensure that the 
performance framework for Interreg reflects the multi-country, collective and long-term nature 
of many cooperation outcomes, which are often harder to capture through standard milestones 
and targets.  
 

• Allow more flexibility in evidence and verification. Seek arrangements that recognise the 
practical complexity of documenting and verifying results across different national systems and 
cooperation structures.  
 

• Avoid excessive spending pressure under the new model. Examine how milestone-linked 
funding flows and decommitment pressures, including the N+1 rule, would operate in Interreg 
and ensure that they are adapted to the realities of cross-border, transnational and 
interregional cooperation.  
 

• Preserve the distinct added value of territorial cooperation. Resist reforms that simplify the 
architecture at the cost of excessive centralisation, standardisation or reduced operational fit 
for cooperation programmes. 
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ANNEX I 

 

Financial allocations to housing before the MTR 

Table 9: Total allocated EU amount to housing related interventions before MTR (June 2023), 
in EUR million  

PO2 Greener Europe EUR in million 

RSO2.1 Energy efficiency   

041 Energy efficiency in housing 2 193.17 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  3 816.98 

 EUR 6 010.15  
 
RSO2.2 Renewable energy  

041 Energy efficiency in housing 1.30 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation 0.87 

 EUR 2.17 

RSO2.3 Smart energy systems  

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation 1.00 

 EUR 1.00 

  

Sub Total of PO2 EUR 6 013.32  
  

PO4 Social Europe EUR in million 

RSO4.3 Integration of marginalised communities  

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  12.70 

125 Housing infrastructure for migrants, refugees  74.87 

126 Housing infrastructure  857.21 

 EUR 944.78  

RSO4.4 Integration of third country nationals   

125 Housing infrastructure for migrants, refugees  2.00 

            
 EUR 2.00 

 

Sub Total of PO4 EUR 946.78  
  

PO5 Europe closer to citizens EUR in million 

RSO5.1 Integrated development in urban areas  

041 Energy efficiency in housing  21.14 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  95.93 

126 Housing infrastructure  78.11 

 EUR 195.18  

RSO5.2 Integrated development in rural and coastal areas   

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation 67.87 

125 Housing infrastructure for migrants, refugees  1.00 

126 Housing infrastructure  30.10 

 
EUR 98.97  
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Sub Total of PO5 EUR 294.15  
  
PO8 JTF specific objective EUR in million 

JSO8.1 Just Transition Fund   

041 Energy efficiency in housing  44.58 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  136.87 

  

Sub Total of PO8 EUR 181.45  
  

Grand Total (including all sub totals) EUR 7.4 billion 
 Source: Cohesion Data 2021-2027_Finances_Detailed_Planned_vs_Implemented_(timeseries) 

 

Financial allocations to housing after the MTR 

Table 10: Total allocated EU amount after MTR process to housing related interventions, in 
EUR million  

PO2 Greener Europe EUR in million 

RSO2.1 Energy efficiency   

041 Energy efficiency in housing  2 265.05 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  3 661.92 

 EUR 5 926.97 

RSO2.10 Reconstruction in response to natural disasters   

126 Housing infrastructure  10.14 

 EUR 10.14 

  

RSO2.11 Affordable housing   

041 Energy efficiency in housing  6.50 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  167.16 

125 Housing infrastructure for migrants, refugees  5.14 

126 Housing infrastructure  29.21 

 EUR 208.01 

RSO2.2 Renewable energy  

041 Energy efficiency in housing  1.30 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  0.87 

 EUR 2.17 

RSO2.3 Smart energy systems   

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  1.00 

 EUR 1.00 

RSO2.6 Circular economy   

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  0.00 

  
Sub Total of PO2 EUR 6 148.29  
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PO4 Social Europe EUR in million 

ESO4.11 Equal access to quality social and healthcare services   

126 Housing infrastructure  1.84 

 EUR 1.84 
 

ESO4.12 Social integration of people at risk  

126 Housing infrastructure  6.35 

 EUR 6.35 

RSO4.3 Integration of marginalised communities   

041 Energy efficiency in housing  0.50 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  12.20 

125 Housing infrastructure for migrants, refugees  53.88 

126 Housing infrastructure  785.23 

 EUR 851.81 

RSO4.4 Integration of third country nationals   

125 Housing infrastructure for migrants, refugees  2.00 

 EUR 2.00  

RSO4.5 Access to health care   

126 Housing infrastructure  0.50 

 EUR 0.50 

RSO4.7 Affordable housing   

041 Energy efficiency in housing  27.65 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  98.84 

125 Housing infrastructure for migrants, refugees  7.57 

126 Housing infrastructure  334.05 

 EUR 468.11  

  

Sub Total of PO4 EUR 1 330.60  
  

PO5 Europe closer to citizens EUR in million 

RSO5.1 Integrated development in urban areas  

041 Energy efficiency in housing  2.04 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  61.62 

126 Housing infrastructure  193.39 

 EUR 257.05 

RSO5.2 Integrated development in rural and coastal areas   

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  67.87 

126 Housing infrastructure  16.13 

 EUR 84 

RSO5.3 Affordable housing  

041 Energy efficiency in housing  30.70 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  283.80 

126 Housing infrastructure  110.88 

 EUR 425.38 

  

Sub Total of PO5 EUR 766.44 million 
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PO8 JTF specific objective EUR in million 

JSO8.1 Just Transition Fund   

041 Energy efficiency in housing  35.17 

042 Energy efficiency in housing - deep renovation  249.69 

126 Housing infrastructure  3.00 

Sub Total of PO8 EUR 287.86 million 
  

Grand Total (including all sub totals) EUR 8.5 billion  

Source: Cohesion Data 2021-2027_Finances_Detailed_Planned_vs_Implemented_(timeseries). 
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This study examines how the Commission’s 2028-2034 MFF 

proposals would reshape Cohesion Policy through greater 

simplification and flexibility. It finds that while the reforms may 

streamline the system at EU level and provide some gains, they also 

risk reducing predictability, weakening territorial targeting, 

increasing implementation burdens, and centralising decision-

making. Recommendations are proposed to inform the European 

Parliament’s position on the reform.  
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