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Explainer Annex 
What are EU funds and how do they work 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
The budget of the European Union is decided for a period of 7 years (“programming period”), through an interinstitutional 
agreement called the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), which sets out the spending priorities of the EU budget during 
this time. It gives the maximum amounts (ceilings) for each broad category of expenditures (headings). The negotiations 
about the next programming period (2021-2027) are currently underway.  
 
Cohesion Policy is the European Union's strategy to promote and support the ‘overall harmonious development’ of its 
Member States and regions, by strengthening economic and social cohesion, and reducing economic, social and human rights-
based disparities in the level of development between regions. It is enshrined in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union (Art. 174). 
 
Cohesion Policy supports investment in all regions, on a priority basis of 3 categories: less-developed; transition; more-
developed. The allocation method for the funds is largely based on GDP per capita, combined with new criteria, such as youth 
unemployment, low education level, climate change, and the reception and integration of migrants.  
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MAIN EU FUNDS AND THEIR OBJECTIVES 

Seven main EU Funds work together to support economic development in Member States. The ones that ERGO Network is 
working with are marked in bold below:  

• European Social Fund Plus (ESF+, merging of the current European Social Fund - ESF, the Fund for European Aid to the 
Most Deprived – FEAD, and the Youth Employment Initiative – YEI) 

• European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 
• Cohesion Fund (CF) 
• European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) 
• Asylum and Migration Fund (AMIF) 
• Border Management and Visa Instrument ((BMVI) 
• Internal Security Fund (ISF) 

 
Five main objectives will drive EU investments in 2021-2027: 

• Smarter Europe, through innovation, digitisation, economic transformation and support to small and medium-sized 
businesses. 

• Greener, carbon free Europe, implementing the Paris Agreement and investing in energy transition, renewables and 
the fight against climate change. 

• Connected Europe, with strategic transport and digital networks. 
• Social Europe, delivering on the European Pillar of Social Rights and supporting quality employment, education, skills, 

social inclusion and equal access to healthcare. 
• Europe closer to citizens, by supporting locally-led development strategies and sustainable urban development across 

the EU. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A375%3AFIN#footnote4
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MAIN ACTORS AT EUROPEAN AND NATIONAL LEVEL  
 

The Funds are managed jointly between the European Commission and the Member States. This process and its main actors, 
documents, and components are described briefly below.  
 

At the European level 
 
The management and delivery of the Funds are the responsibility of the European Commission through its Directorate-
General for Regional and Urban Policy (DG REGIO). It cooperates with other Directorate-Generals in the European 
Commission, such as DG EMPL (Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion), DG EAC (Education, Youth, Sport and Culture), DG 
AGRI (Agriculture and Rural Development), DG ECFIN (Economic and Financial Affairs) etc.  
 
Within each Directorate-General there are country desks, made up of desk officers (DOs) responsible for each Member State 
and overseeing the implementation of the Funds in that country. Together, the desk officers across DGs make up country 
teams.  
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At the national level 
 
In each country there is a National Coordinating Body, which sets priorities for the country. It is normally the Ministry of 
Finance, but it can also be the Ministry of EU Funds, in countries where it exists. This is not a strategic target for ERGO Network 
lobbying at the moment.  

 
Each Member State has one or several Monitoring Committees, in charge of monitoring the management and delivery of 
either one of the specific Funds, or more. The broad purpose of the Monitoring Committees is that of strategic oversight: to 
check that the money allocated is spent properly and for the purpose for which it is intended, and to observe the effects and 
outcomes of programmes and projects. They are composed of national authorities, other stakeholders (including NGOs), as 
well as representatives of the European Commission in an advisory capacity (for example, desk officers). 
 
Managing Authorities are responsible for implementing the Funds, under the authority of the national Monitoring 
Committee. There is one for each Fund or Programme in every country. Find out the contact information for your country’s 
Managing Authority here (choose 2021-2027 and the name of your country, then hit Search).  
 
(Intermediary bodies are any public or private law body which acts under the responsibility of a Managing Authority, or which 
carries out functions or tasks on behalf of such an authority.) 
 

A Beneficiary is an NGO or any other actor who ultimately implements an approved project under EU funds. A Participant is 
the ultimate recipient of the intervention, the target of funded initiatives (but does not receive any direct funds).   
 
 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/atlas/managing-authorities/
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HOW THE PROCESS WORKS AT EUROPEAN AND NATIONAL LEVEL 
 

The informally called Cohesion Policy Regulation is a package of documents setting out an overarching framework, with EU 
priorities, for the use of EU Funds during a programming period. On 2 May 2018, the Commission adopted a proposal for the 
next multi-annual financial framework for the period 2021-2027 (see here). Currently, this proposal is still discussed 
negotiated, but it is pretty much used as if it were already finalised. 
 
DG REGIO already sent tailored Programme Guidance to each Member State, to help them better translate the Regulation 
into national Partnership Agreements.  
 
The Partnership Agreement is a single strategic document covering all Funds, a contract between the European Commission 
and the Member State, where countries explain how they plan to use EU funding during the programming period. You can 
see the one for the previous programming period (2014-2020) for your country here. These are currently being negotiated, 
with an aim of being agreed by the end of the year. Many Member States have still not sent their Partnership Agreements to 
the European Commission, but they are expected literally any day.  
 
Partnership Agreements contain Priorities (up to around 6), which are first proposed by the Member State, then negotiated 
and further refined during the trialogues until finalised. Each big Priority is then broken down into Programmes (Ps), which 
set out a region's priorities for delivering the funds. These have to be approved by the European Commission before  
implementation. Each P contains several Priority Axes, which concern one Fund for a category or region, shall correspond to 
a thematic objective, and comprise one or more investment priorities of that thematic objective, in accordance with the 
Fund’s specific rules.  
 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/publications/regional-development-and-cohesion_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/partnership-agreements-european-structural-and-investment-funds_en
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Member States should allocate an appropriate percentage of resources from the funds to administrative capacity building for 
social partners and civil society organisations. Member States should submit their partnership agreements to the Commission 
before or at the same time as the first programme, but no later than 30 April 2021. 
 
Each Programme shall set out a strategy for the programme's contribution to the policy objectives and the communication 
of its results. It will consist of priorities, where each priority shall correspond to a single policy objective or to technical 
assistance. A priority corresponding to a policy objective shall consist of one or more specific objectives. More than one 
priority may correspond to the same policy objective.  
 
Each Member State shall establish a Performance Framework, which shall allow monitoring, reporting on, and evaluating 
programme performance during its implementation. This will include, among others, output and result indicators linked to 
specific objectives set in the Fund-specific Regulations. 
 
Enabling Conditions (previously called ex-ante conditionality) are pre-conditions that must be fulfilled by a Member State in 
order for EU funds to be accessed. They must be linked to clear, concrete criteria provided by the European Commission. 
Some are horizontal (apply to all objectives), and some are thematic (linked to a specific objective).  
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IMPORTANT ASPECTS FOR NGO INVOLVEMENT IN THE MANAGEMENT AND DELIVERY OF 
COHESION FUNDS 
 

The Partnership Principle is a concept according to which EU funding should be planned and managed by a combination of 
government, different levels of authorities, social partners, NGOs and civil society.  
 
 

Article 6 of the Cohesion Policy Regulation 2021-2027 
Partnership and multi-level governance 

1. Each Member State shall organise a partnership with the competent regional and local authorities. That partnership shall 
include at least the following partners: 
(a) urban and other public authorities; 
(b) economic and social partners; 
(c) relevant bodies representing civil society, environmental partners, and bodies responsible for promoting social 
inclusion, fundamental rights, rights of persons with disabilities, gender equality and non-discrimination. 
2. In accordance with the multi-level governance principle, the Member State shall involve those partners in the preparation 
of Partnership Agreements and throughout the preparation and implementation of programmes including through 
participation in monitoring committees in accordance with Article 34. 

 
The partnership principle is further enshrined in the European Code of Conduct on Partnership, adopted already back in 2014, 
and still applicable. You can consult it in full here.   
 
 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014R0240&from=EN
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Technical Assistance is a mechanism which aims at supporting the smooth running and management of Cohesion, for instance 
by covering studies concerning the operation of the Funds, the exchange of information and experience, reaching out to final 
beneficiaries, as well as support to organizations in preparing funding applications and implementation, if given to NGOs. 
However, Governments mainly use technical assistance to fund the routine administration of the Funds, namely the 
Management Authorities and related structures and processes – rather than for capacity building for NGOs and other 
stakeholders.  
 

Article 6 of the Cohesion Policy Regulation 2021-2027 
Technical assistance of Member States 

1. At the initiative of a Member State, the Funds may support actions, which may concern previous and subsequent 
programming periods, necessary for the effective administration and use of those Funds. 
2. Each Fund may support technical assistance actions eligible under any of the other Funds. 
3. Within each programme, technical assistance shall take the form of a priority relating to one single Fund. 

 
So called Global Grants are a mechanism through which the Member State or the Managing Authority may entrust the 
management and implementation of a part of an Operational Programme to one or more intermediary bodies (including 
NGOs), and may provide small grants to NGOs with 100% financing.  

 


