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Abstract 

The development levels of the EU member states and that of their regions vary and often significantly. 

The Community policy has always aimed at reducing the regional disparities within and among the 

member states. In the EU policy-making and implementation, the role of the sub-national governance 

levels has become more prominent for the last decades. It is particularly true in the case of structural 

and cohesion policies. Their governance modes have evolved and changed in the course of the decades 

and developed into one of the most important EU policies. The implementation of these policies 

required particular attention and efforts in the new member states from various points of view. The 

building of the new institutions involved the inclusion of the representatives of the civil society in the 

programming, implementation and monitoring. The evaluation of the development of the new mode of 

governance in the field of structural and cohesion policies of the new member states shows rather 

different experience. 
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Introduction 

The on-going debate on multi-level governance derives from a number of socio-economic 

developments within the EU and its member states. In the EU, two phenomena raised this issue, first 

the emergence and widening activities of sub-national governance levels (e.g. regions’ authorities) and 

second, their increasing roles in EU policy-making and implementation. It can be most clearly seen in 

the functioning of the post-1988-reform Structural Funds. It showed that the sub-national governance 

levels have become more prominent in the EU politics. Multi-level governance thus was interpreted as 

a result of the parallel processes of economic and political integration on the one hand and 

regionalisation on the other. Both led to a diffusion of powers away from the national state level. 

The diffusion of political authority into a less hierarchical and more network-like structure of 

the EU policy-making was then identified as ‘new modes of governance’. The use of ‘soft’ forms of 

law, which are non-binding regulations, and the emergence of public-private co-operative 

arrangements are in the centre of this way of governance.  

The European Union consists of member-states at various development levels, whose regions 

have been diverging in their levels of development. Reducing such regional disparities within and 

among the member-states and allowing backward regions within member-states to catch up with the 

average EU development level have always been important aims of Community policy. This goal is 

served by the EU structural and cohesion policies, which can be analysed in terms of several 

disciplines, notably political science, law, sociology, and economics, and of sub-disciplines within 

them. 

Several research studies have shown that the catching-up process for less developed member-

states lead to appreciable convergence of their national GDP per capita with the EU average, but not to 

a decrease in regional inequalities within them. As the main aim of EU structural and regional policy 

is to reduce such regional disparities, its efficiency has been questioned by many of these research 

studies. Some have concluded that regional inequalities can be reduced only if the regions themselves 

gain more competence over shaping their own development and structural priorities.  This presupposes 

that the regions dispose over the financial resources needed to realise such development aims. 

The structural and cohesion policies reflect the concepts of European governance and 

institutional transformation, which have been renewed and reformed several times, most recently at the 

end of the last millennium. By that time, the EU had outgrown its established institutions. The task of 

replacing the obsolescent governance structures with new ones appropriate to continent-wide 

integration was made more urgent by the prospect of the eastward enlargement that was to take place 

in 2004. This necessary transformation required a new vision of the future architecture of the EU and 

the means to effect it. It was particularly important to recognise that sophisticated management 

capacities, as well as political will, were required to create the new frameworks of governance and 

operate them effectively.  

Several research studies advocated enhancing the efficiency of structural policy with a general 
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decentralisation process and involvement of as many partners as possible, but the EU has no right to 

instruct its member-states to restructure their systems of public administration or organise their social 

dialogue in the way it deems to be optimal. Instead, the EU managed to create a framework of legal, 

procedural and financial conditions that actually initiated a kind of decentralisation and involvement of 

civil society, regional and local government, to enable effective absorption of EU assistance under 

structural and regional policy. There are no EU institutions or rules to bind member-states to 

decentralisation and maximum participation, but effective utilisation of the Funds calls for compliance 

with these principles. 

 This paper aims at analysing the implementation of the Structural and Cohesion policies in the 

Central-European new member states in the period between 2003 and at the end of 2006 from the 

point of view of involvement of the civil society. 

 

 

1. Mode of governance of the Structural and Cohesion policies 

Analysing the governance modes of cohesion policy at the Community level over the past 

three decades (Artner 2005), it can be stated that it has developed into one of the most important EU 

policies in terms of its place in the Treaties and in the budget. Cohesion policy had its roots in the 

Rome Treaty, but actually started in the mid-1970s with rather intergovermental paying mechanism 

coupled with weaker Community measures (elements of “new” modes of governance as compared to 

the established “classical” modes). These foresaw a degree of co-operation in a rather weak (even 

counterproductive) manner, but paved the way for more comprehensive cohesion policy. 

By 1987-8, with the Single European Act and the Delors I package, cohesion policy had 

developed into a fully-fledged Treaty-based policy. This was reinforced by the Maastricht and 

Amsterdam Treaties, which involved more intensively the European Parliament, and a new institution, 

the Committee of the Regions was also created. Furthermore, the Treaty of Nice is transforming 

unanimity into qualified majority for the Council from 2007 onwards. Meanwhile structural operations 

have become the second largest budgetary line after agricultural payments, increasing in absolute 

terms throughout the past three financial perspectives (namely Delors I, Delors II and Agenda 2000). 

Based on the Treaty, the European Council passed the main regulations laying down basic 

rules for the functioning of structural policy, while the Commission issued a large number of decisions 

to implement the operations of the Funds. So at the level of decision-making and legal 

implementation, structural and cohesion policy gradually developed into a classic or old mode of 

governance. These old modes of Community governance have been developing through Treaty 

amendments, leading to a more balanced relationship between institutions and one that involves new 

institutions.  

Turning to the legal implementation of this policy, it can be seen that the tools used – Council 

Regulations and Commission Decisions – are rather rigid as legally binding instruments. On the other 
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hand, the basic principles contained in them reflect a new approach to European governance, 

providing for multi-tier participation of actors in preparations, implementation, monitoring and 

evaluation of cohesion policy, especially through the partnership principle. This new principle was 

mainly initiated by the Commission (actually a top-down approach) and has been positively received 

by regional and local authorities and civil organisations in member-states. So partnership and 

subsidiarity have been gaining importance in the Treaties. 

The recent reform of the mode of governance had to address the EU management deficit as 

well as its democratic deficit. This was partly recognised by naming1 five principles for good 

governance: openness, participation, accountability, effectiveness and coherence.  

Regarding the various points of view of integration process and the ways of governance the 

regional and cohesion policies of the EU have two important special features.  

• Regional policy has been important part of the European integration policy. This can be seen 

in the direction taken in shifting competence at European level and national level. The European level 

impact has moved from negative integration, limiting member-states’ capacity to coping with regional 

imbalances, to positive integration, by expanding Community regulatory authority and providing 

extensive resources. As far as the financial resources are concerned, it can be seen that structural 

policy has become one of the core EU activities taking a substantial 30–40 per cent of the Community 

budget. The declared objective of EU structural policy is “strengthening of economic and social 

cohesion.”  

• One of the undeclared and contested objectives of EU structural policy is to reach down to 

lower levels of governance, changing policies and procedures at sub-national level and empowering 

public and private stakeholders. By performing this decentralisation of decision making, structural 

policy intrudes upon the institutional authority of member-states, spurs the development of “multi-

level governance”, and eventually encourages further regionalism within member-states, and in a 

sense, within the whole EU. 

 

 

2. The implementation of Structural and Cohesion policies in the new member states 

When applying new governance principles to the EU Funds, the point of departure was a set of 

uniform rules applicable to all member-states. But in reality, practices varied in line with differing 

political and administrative circumstances. New member-states joined the EU with administrative and 

financial structures and procedures different from those in the old member-states. And there were 

differences among new member-states too. Some (e. g. Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic) built 

the new structure into the old, while the Baltic states had to create and organise the administrative 

structure anew, with the structure of regional and cohesion policy and application of the new mode of 

                                                           
1 European Commission’s White Paper on European Governance of February (2000). 
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governance part of this process. 

New member-states implemented most EU regulations prior to accession. They pledged their 

allegiance to core concepts of EU regional policy, and organised or reorganised national activities 

accordingly. On closer scrutiny, however, it seems that adoption and change are not always identical. 

Under such conditions, employing new modes of governance is not just a question of legislation, of 

one single decision or action. New member-states were at the start of these processes and had almost 

no experience in the new modes of governance. 

New member-states also differed in their means of implementing the new regulations. Some 

(e. g. Poland) prefer predominantly legislative tools. There the governance system prefers regulatory 

standards with a high level of obligation and low level of discretion, giving detailed descriptions of the 

fields to be regulated and handling every specific problem separately. Others have legislation that 

leaves more room for discretion. This difference influenced the spread of new modes of governance in 

opposite ways: more regulatory standards hindered and more discretion supported it. This divergence 

of governance systems was foreseen and accepted by EU legislation. It shows above all that the EU 

provides only the framework and general principles of implementation, leaving great freedom of 

action for member-states to set up their own institutions and methods of management. The possibilities 

of a broad interpretation of the principles of regionalism and partnership and the absence of strict legal 

definitions of these make them hard to enforce in practice. Meeting minimum criteria required by EC 

legislation suffices; strict fulfilment of some principles is not required. 

Under such conditions, one of the main indicators of success is the rate of absorption of EU 

assistance. Member-countries realise sooner or later that meeting only minimum criteria is not enough 

for structural and cohesion policy to be applied efficiently. It is vital to demonstrate such efficiency, as 

citizens tend to measure success by amounts of money received from the EU. The EU has the right to 

cut back financial commitments to member-states if they prove inefficient absorbers. In practice, the 

EU has given member-states an incentive to comply with the basic principles of structural and 

cohesion policy. The new modes of governance can help citizens and institutions influence the process 

of planning, programming and implementation, and partnership can enhance previously low 

absorption capacities. The wider public comes to feel that the programmes are improving the 

infrastructure, environment and quality of life.  

The issue of centralised versus decentralised systems has been a topical one in the new 

member-states. The development programmes supported by SF assistance in the old member-states are 

usually decentralised, with management and implementation tasks being carried out by regional-level 

authorities. This is not the case in the new member-states, at least in the 2004–2006 programming 

period. Centralism still predominates, for several reasons, the main ones being the short programming 

period, limited experience with decentralisation and regional institutions in most of the countries, the 

absence of full-fledged regional administrative systems in some, and the small territorial extent of four 

of them.  
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The centralised system in most new member-states leaves regional administrations in a 

relatively weak political, financial and institutional position that limits their ability to make policy. 

The role of sub-national actors in the management and implementation of programmes is limited in 

most cases to a few important areas. However, sub-national actors in the larger new member-states 

(Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic) can play relatively more active roles and exercise more 

influence on the whole process than those in the smaller states, as the former have some forms of joint 

or integrated regional OPs. In Slovakia, the OP for basic infrastructure also incorporates a regional 

element. In such cases, regional authorities are more involved in the policy-making process.  

Experience suggests that the current programmes and prospective reform of structural and 

cohesion policy are likely to bring institutional modifications in new member-states. Roles and 

responsibilities of ministries may be revised in line with new programming frameworks. Greater 

responsibility in management and implementation may devolve on sub-national levels, particularly the 

regional level. In the larger states especially, self-governing regions or regional agencies may take 

over more tasks and responsibilities in programme management.  

Despite the centralised form of the institutional set-up of structural and cohesion policy in the 

new member-states, these systems still involve various actors at different levels of the state 

administration, and some social and economic partners. To meet the specific requirements of the EU, 

the institutional set-ups of structural and cohesion policy have been established on a permanent basis. 

One positive development is that actors involved have turned over time into a policy community 

sharing some overwhelmingly similar overriding objectives, a common interpretation of the problems 

at stake, and very often, ideas about the instruments best suited to solving them. Moreover, 

implementation networks have close links to decision-making networks that provide regular and 

systematic feedback loops on central topics: redistribution, economic and social objectives, funding, 

implementation and evaluation. This has allowed EU regional and SF policy to succeed in creating 

new political and social relations among the government administration and social partners, anyway 

vaguely and densely interconnected. These include expanding fields of vertical co-ordination and 

multi-level co-operation, with different levels of government and a mix of private and public actors 

involved.  

 

 

3. The new mode of governance: the role and importance of social partners 

One of the main requirements for the new modes of governance is the mere existence of social 

actors able to assert their interests and those of wider communities. Such social partners include local 

and regional authorities, employers’ associations, civic groups and NGOs, and trade unions. Civil 

societies must also be subject to the principles of good governance,2 so that internal organisation, 

                                                           
2 This was set out in the European Commission’s White Paper on European Governance (2001) 
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openness, and representation are concerns when aiming to involve civil society in these norms of 

governance.  

Civil society in the new member-states is much less developed than in the old. Moreover, 

different social groups in different countries have different capacities to represent their interests, which 

makes the situation more complex. For various reasons, some new member-states (such as the Czech 

Republic and Poland) assign a more important role to citizens, due to traditions of civil society with 

different roots and features. Czech society in the 19th and first half of the 20th centuries achieved a 

higher level of embourgeoisement than other East Central European societies did, and these civil 

traditions survived ensuing decades to re-emerge gradually. In Polish society, bottom-up action by 

private actors in politics emerged in the 1980s as trade unionism mushroomed. This kind of experience 

of private/civil action can influence the present state of affairs as well (Wisniewski 2005). 

Historical experience shows that the genesis and activity of the civil society in East Central 

Europe is fundamental to the new mode of governance. It can bring about socio-economic 

transformation and offset the failures of the state. Where central actors were unable to fulfil certain 

tasks and actions, the private/civil sector came to the fore with alternative ways and means. The 

introduction of the new mode of governance is most successful when supported by national and/or 

international institutions. Both national and international factors were present in the new member-

states to implement the governance of structural and cohesion policy, with EU requirements acting as 

the driving force. 

 

1)  NGO participation in programming 

According to the general provisions on the SFs, the process of programme preparation must 

respect the partnership principle. Article 8 of Council Regulation 1260/1999 stated explicitly that 

national governments must include regional and self-government, businesses and other social and 

economic partners in the process of programming: 

“1 Community actions shall complement or contribute to corresponding national operations. 

They shall be drawn up in close consultation, hereinafter referred to as the ‘partnership’, between the 

Commission and the Member-State, together with the authorities and bodies designated by the 

Member-State within the framework of its national rules and current practices, namely: 

the regional and local authorities and other competent public authorities, 

the economic and social partners, 

any other relevant competent bodies within this framework. 

 “The partnership shall be conducted in full compliance with the respective institutional, legal 

and financial powers of each of the partners as defined in the first subparagraph. 

 “In designating the most representative partnership at national, regional, local or other level, 

the member-state shall create a wide and effective association of all the relevant bodies, according to 

national rules and practice, taking account of the need to promote equality between men and women 
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and sustainable development through the integration of environmental protection and improvement 

requirements. 

 “All the designated parties, hereinafter referred to as the ‘partners’, shall be partners pursuing 

a common goal. 

“2 Partnership shall cover the preparation, financing, monitoring and evaluation of assistance. 

Member-states shall ensure the association of the relevant partners at the different stages of 

programming, taking account of the time limit for each stage.” 

It shows that the SFs are more open to the use of the partnership principle in general than is the CF, for 

example. In the latter, there are no direct provisions to compel member-states to include social and 

economic partners in the programming process. 

Implementation of this partnership principle encounters problems, however. Experience has 

shown that the transposition of general provisions does not necessarily assure adequate 

implementation of the principle at national levels. Several analysts have pointed out the additional 

problem created by the fact that NGOs are not specifically mentioned in the regulation. The vague 

wording leaves it up to national practice whether NGOs are included in the process of EU financial 

assistance management or not. Moreover, in several cases, national legislation has not provided 

citizens with access to timely and sufficient information, nor offered clear, effective and enforceable 

tools for participation in the management process of this financial assistance, even though the 

legislation was often EU-compatible. 

It is generally accepted that the main factors determining the quality of use of public funds are 

transparency and public participation in all related processes, from programming and implementation 

to monitoring. Transparency in decision-making and NGO participation can also help to contain 

unnecessary damaging impacts of investment projects. Here NGOs have for many years called for 

increasing transparency in the use of EU funds, infrastructure-project compliance with national and 

EU environmental legislation, efficient allocation and use of financial resources, and projects that 

respect the idea of sustainable development. 

Since the financial assistance from the SFs and CF represent substantial amounts to the new 

EU member-states, able to shape significantly the economic, social and environmental development of 

these countries in the coming years, it is particularly important for use of this assistance to be 

monitored by NGOs and other social partners. Such organisations should be given the right and 

opportunity to be active in the programming, implementing and monitoring process. But even a 

supportive legal and institutional framework will not suffice to ensure effective public participation, 

without the existence or potential of a civil society able to fulfil its monitoring role. Often NGOs are 

prevented by the lack of financial resources, personal capacities and skills from taking an effective 

part in programming, implementation and monitoring at national level. 

As the country case studies show, the NGOs in most new EU member-states could participate 

in the programming process through consultations on programming documents (Operational 
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Programs, National or Regional Development Plans, or reference frameworks). In some countries (see 

Table 6), NGOs were invited or allowed to participate in limited ways in various planning teams and 

working groups involved in preparing such documents, and their participation, though partial, was an 

important advancement. 

In some countries (such as Hungary, Poland and Slovakia), governments did not organise or 

held very few public consultations, but the NGOs organised campaigns on their own initiative to 

presenting their opinions on the programming documents, proper implementation of ex ante evaluation 

of the programming documents, or introduction of an strategic assessment process for the development 

plans and programming documents. In these cases, environmental problems were the ones discussed 

most frequently. 

  The main problems with NGO participation in programming EU funds were these: 

• Participation of NGOs in programming teams: in most cases NGOs were not represented in 

preparatory committees and working groups. 

• Clarity of rules on public participation: the rules that exist in many new member-states usually 

allow for broad interpretation of the partnership principle and the concept of a social partner. One 

reason is that the EU provisions do not mention NGOs specifically. 

• Insufficient information on the programming process: often government authorities did not 

adequately inform the public on the rules, strategy and schedule for this. 

• Changing rules: on several occasions, consultations with social partners were followed by 

changes in timetables and important elements of programming documents and these were not referred 

back to the social partners. 

• Shortcomings in public consultations: often the consultation processes started too late, leaving 

too little time for the public consultation process of preparing and writing comments on the 

documents; often outdated versions of documents were given to social partners. 

• Low participation in consultations was often the result of poor organisation work. 

• Inadequate NGO capacity: it was common for NGOs to lack the necessary institutional 

capacity to participate effectively in the programming process. 

 

2)  NGO participation in implementation 

The implementation process for projects receiving financial assistance from EU Funds usually 

involves several bodies, responsible for project evaluation and appraisal. These were either purpose-

created (e. g. special working groups or steering committees) or already engaged in similar issues (e. 

g. departments of ministries, other bodies, agencies and authorities appointed to participate project 

implementation). Most bodies in the new member-states were purpose-created, but in Poland, for 

example the environmental infrastructure projects to be co-financed by the CF have to be first 

evaluated by the National Fund for Environmental Protection and Water Management, which is the 

largest and a longstanding institution responsible for financing environmental protection and water 
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management infrastructure. 

It is desirable and required by the EU “new modes of governance” policy goal that social 

partners should be involved into the process of implementation and represented on decision-making 

bodies. The main role of NGO representatives on these bodies is to ensure that project evaluation and 

selection take place in a transparent manner. Moreover, environmental NGOs should support projects 

receiving co-financing from Community and central-government money, and contribute to meeting the 

sustainable development objectives of the EU and complying with local and EU environmental 

legislation. 

The role and rights of NGOs are laid down in a Council Regulation on SFs. One general 

provision3 states, “Partnership shall cover the preparation, financing, monitoring and evaluation of 

assistance.” Despite this explicit provision, NGOs are often denied full rights to participate in the 

decision making in new member-states. With the inclusion of social and economic partners in bodies 

such as steering committees not regulated by any provision, it is mainly up to national authorities 

whether NGOs are included in the implementation process. In reality, NGOs have often been excluded 

from the project-selection stage, because the legal situation leaves the national authorities with 

substantial discretion on this. 

The practice in new member-states was analysed to identify problematic areas. The main 

problems identified in the implementation of EU funds and NGO participation in it are these: 

• Participation of NGOs in the project selection process: they are often denied membership of 

bodies responsible for project appraisal and selection. 

• Manner of appointing NGO representatives to advisory bodies: even if NGO representatives 

were invited, the national authorities themselves selected the NGO representatives or decided the 

NGOs or NGO platforms to be invited to nominate representatives to act as social partners in these 

bodies. NGOs had no chance nominate representatives by consensus, after due open and democratic 

selection processes. 

• The status of NGO representatives in the bodies: where NGOs were given the chance to take 

part (e. g. in steering committee), their status was often limited in competence. They do not have the 

full voting or other rights of the other members, or their contribution to the work is limited in some 

way (e. g. their right to submit proposals.) So the contribution and participation of the NGOs are not 

taken as seriously as those of other members of the bodies, or even worse, their participation may be 

seen as some kind of burden or obstacle. 

• Access to information: NGOs and NGO representatives in steering committees consider the 

information provided for them on project selection to be insufficiently credible and detailed. NGO 

committee members often receive the documents too soon before meetings, which prevents them from 

forming their views and so hinders reasonable decision making in the committees. 

• Not fully transparent selection process: according to NGOs, project selection is often 



 12 

influenced by political interests – the selection criteria and professional priorities and considerations 

taken into account are not always clear. In many cases, the binding and enforceable regulations are 

missing. Under such conditions, control by the public and social partners may gain particular 

importance. It is essential for NGOs and NGO representatives on the committees to do their best to 

improve the transparency of the selection process. 

• Professional capacities of the NGOs: NGO representatives on committees are usually 

volunteers, so that they often lack time, expertise and financial resources. All three factors are crucial 

to processing all documents needed for project selection. 

These problems are not confined to new member-states, but they are more dominant there than in old 

member-states. Good practice can also be found in both.   

 

3)  NGO participation in Monitoring Committees 

As mentioned before, the provisions of the Commission regulation4 include the partnership 

principle: “Partnership shall cover the preparation, financing, monitoring and evaluation of 

assistance.” The national rules and regulations of several new Central European member-states do not 

include binding and enforceable mechanisms to implement this. NGOs are often unable to influence 

the preparation, implementation and monitoring processes of development projects. NGO 

representatives in Monitoring Committees may contribute to enforcing compliance in every element of 

these development projects with EU policy recommendations, agreements, and directives on 

sustainable development, environmental sustainability, public participation and transparency. 

MCs have important roles in monitoring implementation and in programming of projects 

supported by EU financial assistance. This means they may approve or adjust programme 

complements, consider and approve criteria for selecting operations for financing, and approve or 

adjust indicative lists of eligible activities. NGO representatives in the MCs may shift the use of public 

resources in a more sustainable direction. This influence on decision making can be particularly 

important for environmental and sustainability aspects and issues, as experience shows MCs often 

focus attention on the financial aspects and progress of the projects and ignore or pay insufficient 

attention to environmental aspects and issues. NGO participation in MCs can ensure that monitoring 

activity leads to compliance with EU and national environmental legislation and standards.  

Initial experience shows that NGO representation in MCs is not without problems: 

• The role and influence of NGOs in MCs: only a few seats are usually allocated to NGOs, 

whose representatives can easily be outvoted by a majority consisting of government officials. In some 

new member-states, NGO representatives do not have a full member status (e. g. limited or no right to 

vote, limited access to documents, etc.) 

• NGO representation in MCs: there are NGO representatives in most MCs for Structural Funds 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
3 Article 8 of the Council Regulation 1260/1999 
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assistance in new member-states, but in some there is a problem with interpreting the notion of a 

“social partner”. NGOs were denied MC representation on the grounds that more relevant and 

important social and economic partners had been chosen, such as professional (e. g. associations of 

banks, chambers of commerce and industry, etc.) or territorial associations (e.g. associations of 

villages, etc.)  With the CF, NGOs are not represented in MCs in all new member-states. 

• Operation of MCs and transparency of their work: efficient MC work requires full and timely 

access to documents to be discussed, as well as explanatory documents and other materials necessary 

to a proper understanding of the context and situations to be analysed at meetings. Documents relevant 

to committee work are not always made available to the public. NGO representatives are urging 

improvements in these fields. 

• NGO capacity to work in MCs: NGO representatives usually lack sufficient capacity (time, 

person, financial resources, expertise, technical assistance, etc.) to work in the MCs. This capacity 

shortfall can hinder effective NGO work in MCs. 

 

4. Experience in the practice of partnership 

Except in Poland and the Czech Republic, civil society was still underdeveloped in new 

member-states in the first years of the new millennium, as discussions between the state authorities 

and representatives of social partners were due to start. Yet neither Poland nor the Czech Republic did 

substantially better than the other six new member-states. Elaboration of basic programming 

documents was delayed and social partners involved in the programming process too late. Sometimes 

the time for debate was too short and debates on strategies and on sectoral OPs held in parallel, for 

lack of time. 

In some cases, the involvement of social partners in the debate was modest, but this varied. 

Some social partners actively participated in the consultations, while others submitted written 

comments on programming documents. Slovenia used information technology most extensively for 

distributing information to and collecting reactions from the public and those interested, through the 

Internet. In most cases, experts of certain issues were invited to express views on proposed 

programming documents. 

Experience has shown that representatives of the NGOs and of the private sector joined the 

bodies dealing with development policy, the most prominent contributors being employers’ 

federations, whose presence is important for NGOs in various respects. The private sector and 

individual firms have more informal chances of influencing structural and cohesion policies (e. g. 

lobbying) than NGOs do, due to their economic clout and closer links with the state administration. 

Furthermore, the influencing activities of private firms are less transparent than those of NGOs. 

Companies do not have to rely on the same type of public support. Weaker transparency in corporate 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
4 Article 8 of the European Commission Regulation 1260/1999. 
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activity may also reflect caution over public procurement rules and other factors. Another more direct 

type of private-sector involvement to consider as an example of a new mode of governance is public-

private partnership (PPP). PPP contributes to financing large infrastructure projects and so helps to 

raise capacity to absorb EU Funds.  

In the Baltic States, implementation of the partnership principle in structural and cohesion 

policy was supported much by the various Baltic Rim regional co-operation programmes. These 

already ongoing activities of member-states involve co-operation at transnational, national and sub-

national levels (local authorities and civil organisations) and have had a positive impact on horizontal 

co-operation in structural and cohesion policy making (Artne 2005). 

Some country case studies are useful tools in showing how the principle of partnership has 

been implemented with what results in new member-states. Considerable efforts have been made to 

take up the EU partnership principle and address some of the challenges inherent in this approach. In 

all these countries, the new structures and national legislation are in place, and ranges of steps have 

been taken to build partnership activities in structural and cohesion policy. These include extensive 

consultations (e. g. in the Czech Republic) with social and economic partners, as part of the 

programming process. This form of consultation took place on three main levels: (a) inter-ministerial 

co-ordination, (b) involvement of relevant social, economic and regional partners, and (c) public 

consultation. Adequate flows of information on the programmes were provided through meetings and 

consultations (e. g. in the Czech Republic) or by establishing databases of information on partner 

organisations, events and opinions, and important recommendations expressed by partners during 

consultations. It can be considered as an advance when partner organisations are included on 

management and monitoring committees at various levels (to different degrees in most new member-

states).   
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Table 1. Experience of NGOs in practicing partnership in cohesion policy 

 

 CZ ES HU LA LI PL SK SL 

A) Partnership in programming         

1. Do national rules exist for public participation in regional 

development programming? 

NO Partly YES Partly Partly YES Partly YES 

2. Did the government timely, sufficient and up-to-date disseminate 

information on the programming process? 

Partly YES NO/ 

YES 

Partly Partly Partly NO Partly 

3. Were NGO representatives involved in the planning team? Partly Partly NO Partly Partly Partly Partly Partly 

4/a. Within the process did any type of consultation take place on the 

drafts of any EU programming documents? 

Partly YES YES YES YES YES Partly YES 

4/b. Was a public hearing organised by the responsible ministry at the 

end of the programming process? 

YES YES NO YES YES NO NO YES 

4/c. Were meetings organised for commenting on document drafts 

well attended by the public/NGOs? 

NO YES YES NO NO Partly NO YES 

4/d. Was time dedicated for NGO input (comments) sufficient? NO NO NO YES NO YES NO NO 

5. Do any countrywide NGO platforms exist able to participate in 

programming and implementation of Structural Funds?  

NO NO YES NO NO NO YES YES 

B) Partnership in implementation         

Will NGOs have members in project selection committees (steering 

committees)? 

Unclear NO NO Unclear NO YES Uncer-

tain1 

YES 

C) Partnership in monitoring         

Are there monitoring committees already established in the country? NO NO YES NO NO YES Partly2 YES 



 16

Are there/will there be NGO representatives in Structural Funds 

Monitoring Committees? 

YES YES YES YES YES Partly3 YES YES 

Are there/will there be NGO representatives in Cohesion Fund 

Monitoring Committees? 

YES NO NO Unclear NO Partly4 NO NO 

Notes: 1 According to several programme complements yes, but no guarantee. 2 Partly, but not working (except Preparatory Committee for Structural Funds. 3 In 

one Monitoring Committee only. 4. Monitoring Committee: unclear, Steering Committee: yes. 

Source (for CZ, HU, LA, PO, SL): Partnership for Sustainable Development; (for ES, LI, SL) national sources.                                                                                                  



 17 

Conclusion 

The lessons of some of the country studies confirm previous experience with implementing 

EU structural and cohesion policy. When EU demands meet with established practice in a member-

state and compliance entails no costs, EU regulations are implemented easily. But when the EU policy 

requirements conflict with consensual knowledge and vested interests and can only be incorporated by 

changing existing routines, resistance becomes very likely. In such cases, partnership is pursued in a 

formalistic, superficial and limited manner. The main aim is simply to meet minimum EU 

requirements. It has to be borne in mind that the process of taking effective and efficient account of 

several, various opinions on many different issues is a particularly difficult one for development-

programme developers. Implementation of the partnership principle results in additional complexity in 

the process of programming, management and implementation. It may slow decision-making and 

decrease the lucidity of the programme. Some social and economic partners may lack the capacity to 

participate fully in consultations, so that the quality of these may deteriorate. Partnership can often 

raise the expectations of the various actors in impractical ways, if, for example, the expected size of 

the financial means is greater than the actual size of funding available. Or the feasibility of the funding 

is questionable.  

It is clear that in the short run, symbolic action might suffice, but in the longer run, more 

effective implementation will be needed to meet EU requirements, as the efficiency of organisations 

rests on optimal use of a limited set of standard operational procedures, administrative performance 

may be endangered by deviant practices and frequent change. A strategy of making symbolic change 

will prevail until sub-national organisations are drawn into a more encompassing move for domestic 

change. Further introduction of partnership into the process has had positive impacts by mobilising 

endogenous resources, giving stakeholders a voice, increasing efficiency, and providing a secure 

return on investment.  

Such positive outcomes of the new modes of governance as new political and social relations 

between the administration and social partners and involvement of social and economic partners in 

structural and cohesion policy-making cannot disguise the fact that political interference may create 

situations where progressive ideas and long-term goals are sacrificed to short-term priorities. Even if 

positive attributes of good governance such as participation by various territories, actors and decision-

making levels and involvement by civil society pertain, simply allowing NGOs to express their views 

will not offset the distortion in the formation process of good governance caused by strong, frequent 

political interference. 

Partnership should remain a core element of future structural and cohesion policy even if it 

creates new challenges. The responses to those challenges are likely to continue to differ between 

member-states, even new member-states. Some of the latter will make apparent efforts to follow the 

main trend of developing mechanisms for increasing participation, including more wide-ranging and 

intensive processes of consultations, in which partners from sectoral and regional interest groups are 
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involved. This partly reflects increased awareness of the value of incorporating stakeholders’ 

perspectives in programme implementation.  
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