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In short:  
New instruments and new opportunities for affordable housing within the draft 
EU Structural Funds regulations 
 
 
The paper presents the major housing related elements of the reform of the EU Cohesion Policy (i.e. 
Structural Funds) and intends to contribute to the preparation of the new Structural Funds period that 
should already start in the coming months.  
 
The proposed regulations might still be amended by the European Parliament and the Member States 
during the institutional process that is supposed to last until end of 2012. However the European 
Commission will already discuss with Member States about their priorities for the future period. It is time 
the affordable housing organisations prepared for this challenge. 
 
 

1. Introduction: a new paradigm for Cohesion Policy after 2013 

2. Main elements for affordable housing 

3. Institutional process and timing for preparation  
 
 

4. Examples of Operational Programmes  
 
Annex: the impact of using Structural Funds for affordable housing during 2007-2013 
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1. A new paradigm for Cohesion Policy after 2013 
 
 
A summary:  
 
In April 2009 a debate arouse among the experts of Cohesion Policy following the publication of the Barca 
Report1. The report was a solid reflection on the purposes of this policy and drew ambitious 
recommendations for a reform. But few observers believed that such comprehensive reform would ever 
take place. Two years and a half later, this prediction seems to have proven too pessimistic. In presenting 
the new legislative proposals for the Cohesion Policy (2014-2020), the European Commission did borrow 
many elements from the Barca report and thus proposed a mini-revolution.  
 
An important feature of the proposal is a new type of contractual agreement (“the Partnership Contract”) 
between the Commission and Member States which focused on performance and on the institutional and 
policy conditions (“ex-ante conditionalities”) for intervention. A controversial aspect is that it gives the 
power for the European Commission to request a change in the Contract in order to comply with the 
budgetary and macro-economic recommendations addressed to the country by the Council and to suspend 
or cancel the payments of the funds in case of non-compliance (“macro-economic conditionalities”). 
 
However, the almost revolutionary aspect is not this one, although in any case it signals the reinforcement 
of the power of the European Commission. 
 
What might really make the difference in terms of results and what was called for by the Barca report is the 
emphasis on a place-based approach: tailoring interventions to specific territorial contexts and to their 
spatial linkages, building on the knowledge and preferences of local actors and giving them much more 
power to decide about investment priorities. In concrete terms it means in the proposal; direct 
management of at least 5% of the total Cohesion policy budget by cities to carry out sustainable urban 
development; the possibility for local authorities to do community-led local development and integrated 
territorial investments at sub-regional level, financed by a combination of funds including the European 
Agriculture Fund for Rural Development, obligatorily steered by local action groups and eventually with a 
results-based monitoring and financial reporting. The place-based approach also means a broader range of 
investment priorities: beyond the expected  priorities linked to the Europe 2020 strategy on innovation and 
low-carbon economy (including energy efficiency investment in housing), the European Regional 
Development Fund is allowed to co-finance for instance social infrastructures at local level, economic, 
physical and social regeneration of deprived urban and rural areas (including of social housing), social 
enterprises, local development initiatives providing neighbourhood services. Combined with a minimum of 
20% of the European Social Fund dedicated to combat social exclusion, this approach has therefore the 
potential to empower and heal local communities. 

This mix of tougher negotiations at the European level, greater empowerment of the local level and greater 
partnership at all levels has been variously welcomed by the decision-makers: enthusiasm of the local 
actors, scepticism from some MEPs and Member States.  The revolution has therefore not yet fully 
happened. However it is high time for all actors in particular at local level to get ready to take up the 
challenge of territorial cohesion using this new policy architecture and those new instruments. 
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The new macro-elements in detailed:  

a. Partnership contracts:  
 
In 2013, each Member State will be asked to draw up Partnership Contract where they will assess their 
development needs and define their national priorities supporting their National Reform Programmes and 
the achievement of their national targets for delivering on the Europe 2020 strategy. The Partnership 
Contract will contain notably: 
- thematic objectives (Member States can choose out of a menu of 11 objectives in line with the “Europe 
2020” strategy); 
- investment priorities for each thematic objective; 
- conditions which will be the pre-requisite to EU funding (see below); 
- targets that the Member States plan to reach by the end of the programming period, as well as 
performance indicators and milestones. 
The Partnership Contract will constitute a firm agreement between the Commission and the Member 
States regarding the use of funds and performance. Failure to achieve progress may lead to suspension or 
cancellation of funding. 
 

b. New category of eligible regions: 
 

 Regions will continue to receive support within three (3) defined categories: 
- less developed regions, whose GDP is below 75% of the Union average, will continue to be the top priority 
for the policy. 
- transition regions, whose GDP is between 75% and 90% of the EU 27 average. 
- more developed regions, whose GDP per capita is above 90% of the average. 
 
The second category would cover 51 regions and more than 72 million people, including 20 regions that are 
forecasted, as of 2014, to move out of the current "convergence" objective (less developed regions), 
reflecting the success of the policy. The purpose of the new category is to ease the transition of these 
regions, which have become more competitive in recent years, but still need targeted support. It also 
ensures fairer treatment for regions with similar levels of economic development. 

The objective of the new transition system, covering regions with a GDP per head between 75% and 90%, is 
to treat regions at a similar stage of economic development uniformly. 

As an example, if the current system would be maintained, the Polish region of Mazovia (GDP per head of 
86% of the EU average) and the region of Inner London (GDP per head of 338% of the EU average) would 
be subject to the same rules. The new transition system allows more flexibility and differentiates between 
these two regions, in terms of the level of funding available, priority areas for investment, applying 
different co-financing rates etc. 

For the new category of transition regions the maximum co-financing rate will be 60% from EU side. The 
other ceilings for co-financing rates remain unchanged, i.e. maximum 50% for the most developed regions, 
maximum 85 % for the less developed regions. 
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Source: European Commission, DG Regional Policy 
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c. A concentration on the resources on some key investment areas: 

 
- In richer regions (the ones with a GDP/capita above 75% of the EU average) 80% of the resources should 
be dedicated to 3 thematic objectives: (i) support to SMEs, (ii) research and innovation and (iii) low-carbon 
economy with at least 20 % of the resources for the latter  
- In richer regions, at least 20% of the European Social Fund should be dedicated to social inclusion and 
combating poverty 
 

d. A new set of “conditionalities”  
�
1) Conditions linked to the direct implementation of the policy: 
This would take the form of both ‘ex ante’ conditions that must be in place before funds are disbursed and 
'ex post' conditions that will make the release of additional funds contingent on performance (see next 
question). 
Ex-ante conditions will be defined in the Partnership Contract at the beginning of the programming period. 
For example, a Member State wanting to use EU funds to invest in water management will be required to 
transpose the related EU environmental legislation in full. 
If these conditions are not fulfilled at the start of the programming period, each Member State and the 
Commission will agree when they should be fulfilled. If conditions are not fulfilled by the agreed date, the 
Commission may decide to suspend all or part of programme payments until such time as the necessary 
actions are carried out. 
2) Conditions linked to macro-economic conditions: 
The European Commission wants to establish a tighter link between cohesion policy and the European 
semester of economic policy coordination. The Commission can invite a Member State to revise its strategy 
and programmes if economic and fiscal situation in this Member State is deemed to endanger the 
effectiveness of the Funds.  
This element is currently subject to heavy criticisms from the European Parliament and some Member 
States.  
 

e. An obligation to consult stakeholders at all levels of decision  
 

The European Commission proposes that the managing authorities of the Funds will be obliged through a 
European Code of Conduct of partnership to consult national regional and local stakeholders in preparing 
Partnership contracts and Operational Programmes.  
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2. Main new elements for affordable housing 

 
In brief: if the new proposals for Cohesion Policy after 2013 are adopted by the European Parliament and 
the Member States, for instance, the following activities could be co-financed by EU funds (provided states 
and regions are convinced of the necessity thereof): 
�Refurbishing social housing apartments or houses and thus decreasing the consumption of energy of 
those dwellings of at least 50%, saving hundreds of € per year on energy bills and creating 1 full time job 
for every 4 dwellings/houses refurbished 
�Transforming empty spaces owned by public authorities/non-for profit organisations into regular social 
housing or housing adapted to specific needs related for instance to ageing 
�Expanding the Internet access in social housing buildings and thus allowing search for jobs, education, 
information, support, cheap deals, communication with family and friends 
�Improving the quality of the public spaces around the social housing buildings through better and more 
efficient lightning, new green spaces and playgrounds 
�Building up community centres for social housing tenants and providing them with a wide range of 
services 
�Providing training to tenants in partnership with employment services and local enterprises to increase 
their chances to get a jobs 
�Training social housing staff to the use of energy efficient homes and technologies  
…etc. 
 
 

 
The most important point: housing is fully eligible  (compared to the previous programming period, where 
housing was eligible only under certain strict circumstances) 
 
What does it mean in concrete terms? 
 
A. The investment priorities 

 
There are at least 3 areas where investment in housing could be co-financed by the European Regional 
Development Fund: 
 

1. Energy efficiency : 
Former objective 2 regions (the most developed EU regions in the EU) will have to dedicate at least 20% of 
their operational programmes to investment in supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all 
sectors. In particular investment should be made to support energy efficiency and use of renewable energy 
in the housing sector; 
There is therefore no ceiling any more for investment in energy refurbishment in housing, which means 
that a region is free to invest as much ERDF as they want on energy refurbishment in housing.  
One have to note that reference is made of housing sector in general, which means that every kind of 
housing (including cooperative housing) is eligible to support. 
 

2. Social infrastructures: 
The European commission foresees an expenditure code for housing infrastructures under this area distinct 
from the investment in energy refurbishment of housing (see annex V of the General Regulation). It means 
that they expect the possibility of regions willing to renovate their housing stock under at least 2 
circumstances:  
“(a) investing in health and social infrastructure which contribute to national, regional and local 
development, reducing inequalities in terms of health status, and transition from institutional to 
community-based services; 
(b) physical and economic regeneration of deprived urban and rural communities”; 
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3. Urban development:  

The regulation stresses that at least 5% of the ERDF resources allocated at national level shall be allocated 
to integrated actions for sustainable urban development delegated to and directly managed by cities. It 
means that cities will manage at least 5% of the ERDF national pot directly to support urban 
development/renewal. Furthermore cities will be allowed to support pilot projects and studies to test 
innovative solutions linked to sustainable urban development.  
There is therefore a great scope of cooperation between cities and affordable housing organisations. 
 
B. The indicators 

 
For those 3 policies field the Regulation contains an Annex with outcomes indicators: 
 
Under the area energy efficiency:  

- Number of households with improved energy consumption classification 
- Decrease of primary energy consumption of public buildings 
- Users Number of additional energy users connected to smart grids 

 
Under the social infrastructures area: 

- Number of households benefiting from improved housing conditions 
 
Under the urban development area:  

- Population living in areas with integrated urban development strategies 
- New housing in urban areas 

 
 
C. The conditionalities 
 

The regulation gives flexibility to regions in this regard and therefore there are other areas where 
investment could have a direct or indirect impact on housing (for instance extanding broadband 
deployment and high-speed networks). However to be allowed to use ERDF,  Member States and regions 
will have to duly justify to the European Commission why thy consider that investment in renovation of 
housing (be it under the energy category or the social infrastructures category)  contributes to the 
objective of Europe 2020 of a smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.  
Moreover regions will have to comply with a series of “ex-ante conditionalities”, which basically means the 
EU legal framework (see above for the general explanation).  
For instance, here are the conditionalities set out under the investment priority “low-carbon society”: 
– Implementation of minimum requirements related to the energy performance of buildings required in 
line with Article 3 of Directive 2010/31/EU has been determined nationally; 
– Adoption of measures necessary to establish a system of certification of the energy performance of 
buildings in accordance with Article 11 of Directive 2010/31/EU; 
– A Member State has submitted to the Commission a report on adopted national policies and measures to 
pursuant to Article 3 of Decision No 406/2009/EC in 2013-2020; 
– A Member State has submitted to the Commission a Energy Efficiency Action Plan which translate energy 
saving objectives into concrete and coherent measures in accordance with Article 14 of Directive 
2006/32/EC. 
 
D. The governance    

 
There is also a great scope for national /regional housing federations as Member States will have to consult 
a wide range of non-governmental actors to set up a so-called Partnership Contract with the European 
Commission (which will replace the current national strategic reference framework). At the level of the 



�
0

regions, Operational Programmes (like in the current programming period) will be drawn up, also in 
cooperation with the partners (including representatives of the affordable housing sectors) 
 
There 2 new instruments that might be relevant for social housing organisations:  

- Integrated territorial investment: will enable to draw up an investment strategy at sub-regional 
level covering several priority axis under one of several operational programmes potential financed 
by both the ERDF and the ESF. 

- Local development strategies: will enable to draw up a local development strategy using not only 
structural funds but also the European Rural Development Fund (for urban-rural purposes) and the 
European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (for coastal areas) 

In both cases there is an obligation for local authorities to create partnership structures together with 
stakeholders in order to design priorities and actions for the strategy.  
 
�
 

3. Institutional process and timing 
 

As the regulations will be adopted through the co-decision procedure, both the European Parliament and 
the Council of Ministers will be proposing amendments.  

 
The Council of Ministers (i.e Member States) has already started the discussion on the regulations. 
Ministers in charge of Cohesion policy will meet on December 16th in Brussels. For the moment, some of 
the key points under discussion are the following:  

- In relation to the Partnership Contracts, Member States are keen to avoid additional administrative 
burdens and excessive rigidity.  Some Member States argued that Partnership Contracts should be a 
framework rather than a ‘straightjacket’ for programmes, which should remain the main 
management instrument. There is, however, recognition of the need to upgrade the level of 
strategic dialogue within Member States and with the Commission 

- In relation to the thematic concentration broad acceptance that programming needs to focus on 
Europe 2020 objectives, achieve critical mass and avoid excessive dispersion of funding. However, 
most Member States have strong reservations about thematic concentration mechanism proposed 
by the Commission, calling instead for more flexibility and sensitivity to territorial specificities 

- On urban development, the increased emphasis on the urban dimension in the Commission’s 
proposals for Cohesion policy was widely supported. Many Member States expressed the necessity 
of taking urban areas into account when programming EU policies and the need to prepare tailored 
actions and instruments for cities and towns. However, some Member States emphasised the need 
to avoid a prescriptive approach and to take account of the division of competences on urban policy 
within Member States 

- On consultation of stakeholders at all levels, Member States are reluctant to give civil society too 
much power in the preparation of the different documents. Most of same reject the idea of a 
European Code of Conduct.  
 

After December 16th, the Council will continue to work at the level of the Working Party on Structural 
Measures (meeting every week) and is expected to reach a position before the summer 2012.  
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As regards to the European Parliament, the Committee on Regional Development will be responsible 
for drafting of the opinion:  
 
         

texts Rapporteurs Shadow 
rapporteurs 

EP and Council Regulation 
on General regulation  

Lambert van 
Nistelrooij 
(PPE) & 
Constanze 
Angela Krehl 
(S&D) 

 

Ramona Nicole 
Mănescu (ALDE) 
Elisabeth 
Schroedter 
(GreensEFA) 

EP and Council Regulation 
on ERDF 

Jan Olbrycht 
(PPE) 

Kerstin 
Westphal (S&D) 
Riikka Manner 
(ALDE) 
Karima Delli 
(GreensEFA) 

 
The Committee is expected to discuss the report in January and February 2012, set a deadline for 
amendments end of March 2012, discuss the amendment end of April 2012, and vote on the report 
end of May. The European Parliament is expected to vote during a first reading in June or July 2012 
(exact dates are not yet known).  
 

 
4. Examples of an Operational programme  incorporating housing 

 
 
Examples of thematic objectives from Operational Programme financed with European Regional 
Development Fund 
 

Thematic objective: 
Supporting the shift 
towards a low-carbon 
economy in all sectors 

The National Reform Programme shows 
that the Member State is among those 
with one of the highest energy 
consumptions in Europe - this has also 
been reflected in the Council 
recommendations, especially with 
regard to the housing sector. 

Improving energy efficiency will have a 
significant contribution to the reduction 
in polluting emissions, which will also 
facilitate the achievement of the climate 
change goals. 

There is considerable scope to extend 
heat and power co-generation.  

Promoting investments in this field will 
support the shift towards the low carbon 
economy, helping for a "resource 
efficient Europe", in line with Europe 
2020 strategy. 

Priority 
Axis 2  

Investment priority 
2 – Supporting 
energy efficiency 
and renewable 
energy use in public 
infrastructure and 
in the housing 
sector 

Specific 
objective 1 – to 
reduce the 
energy 
consumption in 
housing  

Specific 
objective 2 – to 
increase the 
proportion of 
heat and 
electrical energy 
generation from 
waste heat 
production 
process. 

x  EUR 
(ERDF) 

x% of 
total 
ERDF 
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Thematic objective: 
Promoting social 
inclusion and 
combating poverty 

The rate of participation of women in the 
labour market is significantly below EU 
average.  

Access to services of public interest is 
poor in selected, especially in remote 
areas.  

 

Priori
y axis 
5 

 Investment 
priority 1 – 
Investing in 
health and social 
infrastructure 
which contribute 
to national, 
regional and local 
development, 
reducing 
inequalities in 
terms of health 
status, 
and transition 
from institutional 
to community-
based services 

Specific objective 1- 
Enhancing access to 
social and childcare 
services in selected 
areas 

X EUR 
(EDRF) 

X% of 
total 
ERDF 

• There are deprived pockets both in 
urban and rural areas where the 
deprivation of the local community 
is linked to a concentration of 
challenges related to 
unemployment, quality of education 
and other services, crime, low levels 
of economic activity etc.  

• Resolving issues faced by these 
communities is possible only with 
integrated investment. The National 
Reform Programme has noted the 
need for such measures to address 
the high poverty rate and to make 
progress toward EU2020 objectives 
related to the reduction of poverty.  

 Investment 
priority 2 – 
Support for 
physical and 
economic 
regeneration of 
deprived urban 
and rural 
communities 

• Stimulating 
economic 
development in 
selected 
deprived areas 

• Enterprises lack knowledge and 
experience on how to reconcile 
business objectives and practices 
with social goals. There is limited 
information and best practice 
available.  

• Given the prominence of social 
innovation and businesses in Union 
objectives, it is considered relevant 
to support  and promote social 
innovation 

Investment 
priority 3 –  
Support for social 
enterprises 

 Fostering the creation 
of new social 
enterprises  
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Annex: the actual and potential impact of the use of Structural funds in the 
affordable housing sector  
 

a. The actual spending 
 

Countries Adopted Ops (for the housing 
infrastructures expenditure) - € 

Adopted Ops (for the 4% measure on 
energy efficiency in housing) - € 

Housing 
infrastructure 950 014 977  

AT  0  
BE  0 3,000,000 
BG  32,325,734  
CB  914,720  
CY  0  
CZ  0  
DE  0  
DK  0  
EE  7,923,127  
ES  0  
FI     

FR  0 250,000,000 

GR  0 241,000,000 

HU  123,740,457  

IE  0  

IT  111,207,424  
LT  206,002,279  

LU  0  

LV  29,968,597  
MT  850,000  

NL  0 9,000,000 

PL  243,138,869  
PT  6,163,117  
RO  111,780,653  

SE  0  

SI  0  

SK  76,000,000  

UK  0 170,000,000 

 950,014,977 651,000,000 

TOTAL : 1,601,014,977 € 
Source: own calculation based on several sources 
 

b. The actual and potential effects 
 
What we now for the moment is that energy efficiency in housing projects create or maintain 1 full-time 
employment for 4 homes refurbished, over 200mio€ of ERDF can generate over a billion€ of investment, creating 
around 15 000 regional jobs and renovating more than 50 000 dwellings, with a reduction of energy consumption on 
average of 40%. Extrapolation is not an impact assessment but it gives a robust picture of the potential of the nearly 
1.7€ billion of ERDF investment committed so far (calculation made after the use of Structural funds for housing in 
France)  
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CECODHAS HOUSING EUROPE 
The federation of public, cooperatives and social housing 
 
 
Housing Europe Centre - Square de Meeûs, 18 - B-1050 Bruxelles  - 
tel: 02.541.05.61 –claire.roumet@housingeurope.eu -  
www.housingeurope.eu 
European Commission's register of interest representatives 
n°0124622797-55 

 

 

CECODHAS Housing Europe ‘ The Federation of public, cooperative and social housing’, is a network of national and 
regional social housing federations gathering 4.500 public, voluntary housing organisations and 28.000 cooperatives 
housing. Together the 45 members in 19 EU members States manage 25 million dwellings. CECODHAS members 
work together for a Europe that provides access to decent and affordable housing for all in communities which are 
socially, economically and environmentally sustainable and where all are enabled to reach their full potential,  
 
 


