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Opening session:  
 
ADDRESS BY ERNEST-ANTOINE SEILLIÈRE 
PRESIDENT OF BUSINESSEUROPE 
 
 
Cohesion policy has contributed to the successful economic integration of the EU.  The 
examples of Ireland and Spain are usually cited in terms of successful convergence 
and improved living standards.  The EU funds have helped unlock business potential in 
these initially poorer regions.  
 
BUSINESSEUROPE has always kept a close eye to developments in cohesion policy.  
Our member federations are involved in the programming process and many of them 
have local offices dealing with these issues in partnership with administrations.  
From the business perspective, the nearly 350 billion euros made available to the 
regions for the next seven years is an impressive amount, one that can really make a 
difference if used appropriately.  In fact, it is more than a third of the entire EU budget, 
and is the portion of the budget that is most obviously geared towards Lisbon 
objectives and the promotion of competitiveness.   
 
But there is still much to do to make regional policy more attuned with today’s realities, 
with mounting global competition, demographic ageing and important challenges for 
new member states to succeed with their catching-up processes.   
 
Nine out of ten lagging regions have productivity levels below 75% of the EU average.  
Most of them are in the new member states, but there are still others in the former EU-
15 such as the North and the Centre regions of Portugal and some regions in Greece. 
 
We believe that cohesion policy can help them move up a gear by fostering innovation 
and improving the capacity of people and businesses to adapt.  
 
I would like to elaborate on two particular challenges that regions are facing today and 
where regional policy must provide a response: fast economic transformations and 
demographic pressures: 
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First,  
Cohesion policy can support structural changes in regions where the costs of 
restructuring are concentrated.  In our view, the best way to alleviate workers’ 
concerns about globalisation lies in promoting growth and employment. 
 
There are three main priority actions: 
 
1. Increase the adaptability of workers, enterprises and entrepreneurs: anticipation of 

economic restructuring is essential but so far this objective has not been achieved.  
Actions tend to focus on “ex-post measures”, instead of paying more attention to 
enhancing employability and upgrading labour skills. 

2. Develop a business-friendly climate in the region: this should lie not only in 
earmarking resources towards competitiveness and innovation, but also through a 
coherent reform agenda, which includes simplifying bureaucracy and reducing the 
administrative burden. 

3. Adapt education and training systems in response to new competence 
requirements.   

 
It is also important to acknowledge that restructuring of companies is not only for 
sectors in difficulty but is a permanent process which makes it possible to move out of 
unprofitable activities and to develop more productive ones.  This is an essential driver 
for future prosperity and the creation of more productive jobs.  Tightening the 
regulations on businesses will not prevent restructuring. 
 
 
Second,  
Member states will only be able to meet the demographic change challenge 
through coherent reform strategies.  The development of lifelong learning is of 
particular importance.  In an ageing society the skills gap may widen and this has 
important implications for the ability of companies to compete.   
 
Constant dialogue with companies is crucial to determine the best training for 
jobseekers.  In 2001, EU social partners agreed on priorities for work at national, 
sectoral and company levels in the field of skills development.  Since then, they have 
been following up implementation of these guidelines across Europe to ensure better 
anticipation of skills needs, validation of competences acquired on-the-job, delivery of 
tailored information and guidance to companies and individuals as well as promotion of 
co-investment of employees, employers and public institutions for skills development. 
 
On the role that cohesion policy may play on it I would like to highlight that: 
- Cohesion policy should support initiatives aimed at active ageing.  Keeping 

workers longer in employment requires initiatives to be taken throughout working 
life, starting when workers are at a young age. 

- Measures restricting the free movement of workers in the enlarged EU should be 
kept as short as possible.  Cohesion policy could contribute to develop key skills 
for geographical mobility such as language learning. 

 
We consider that cohesion policy is an integral part of the flexicurity approach, and 
must be an instrument to push this reform agenda forward.  BUSINESSEUROPE 
together with other social partners is currently debating the principles of flexicurity.  If 
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an agreement is reached, recommendations will also be addressed to local authorities 
and we hope that they will make good use of them.  
 
 
Finally, should climate change be a new challenge for cohesion policy?  We 
agree that Europe cannot remain inactive in the light of climate change.  But cohesion 
policy should not be overloaded with too many targets or we risk inefficiency.  
Environmental protection is already an overarching policy theme at the EU and national 
level, and it is at this level that meaningful results can be attained.  
 
Let me know elaborate on governance of cohesion policy, which is key to deliver 
growth and jobs at regional and local level.  
 
The budget for cohesion policy will never be sufficient on its own to achieve 
convergence of living standards across regions but it can certainly help to kick off 
regional development, facilitating structural change in a way that opens up new 
opportunities for regions. 
 
Work ultimately has to be done by the regions themselves, developing the right 
strategy for a region.  Initiatives such as cluster development will only be successful if 
the specialisation and potential of the territory are taken into consideration in close 
relation with businesses.  
 
Regions and member states need room for manoeuvre in order to operate the 
programmes effectively accordingly to their respective circumstances.  The role of the 
Commission is to ensure that member states’ actions are in line with the Lisbon targets. 
 
In order to ensure good governance, the critical competencies that should be 
strengthened at regional level are: 
 
1. Do strategic planning with real involvement of local partners: Most 

BUSINESSEUROPE members are active at the local level but, in certain countries, 
businesses are not taking part in project development as they should.  Failing to 
take the business views into account will lead to limited interest in measures that 
are actually aimed at enterprises. 

2. Simplify territorial management procedures: better regulation is a cross-cutting 
issue from the local to the European level.  European businesses are obliged to 
spend considerable amounts of time filling in forms and reporting on a wide range 
of issues, which does nothing to boost entrepreneurship, especially at an early 
stage.  In itself, a reduction of the overall administrative burden by 25% at both 
European and national level in the next five years is a welcome decision.  But I am 
afraid to say that, so far, companies have not seen any difference.  We expect 
efforts from all actors involved, including regional and local actors.   

3. Train administrators who manage the programmes in business thinking: lack 
of a forward-looking and competitive vision among administrators has slowed 
down the development of projects. 

4. Exploit complementarities and create synergies in the region and with other 
regions, seeking more coordination with the national level: lack of 
coordination in the past has acted as a major obstacle to the effective deployment 
of funds and has prevented projects from achieving a much needed critical mass 
of finance or skills to be efficient. 

OPEN DAYS 2007 “MAKING IT HAPPEN: HOW COHESION POLICY WILL CONTRIBUTE TO GROWTH AND JOBS IN EUROPE” 3 



 
 

 

Debate with the floor: 17:15-17:40 
 
 
Final statements by all panellists: 17:40-17:55 
"Ideas for a modern EU regional policy in 2020" 
 
One-minute statement 
 
 
First, a modern regional policy should respect the following principles:  
 
1. Focus spending on areas that can help kick off endogenous growth.  The 

earmarking of funds towards competitiveness is a good initiative that should be 
considered for future programming periods.   

2. Simple access to the funds by simple procedures.  Payments should be made 
available faster.  

3. Efficiency in the use of funds, by applying high quality standards and evaluations 
and by participation of business representatives in the programming process.  This 
has helped to improve the focus on the Lisbon goals as well as transparency in the 
allocation of funds.  

4. Programmes that do not perform must get shut down.  Programmes should be 
time-limited and should be carefully evaluated against objective criteria.  
Remaining funds should be redirected to well-performing programmes. 

5. Clarification of restrictions to the use of funds from different Community sources, 
particularly with state aid, research and competitiveness programmes.  

 
To summarise, European companies are actors and partners to preserve European 
competitiveness and foster regional development.  We depend on good decisions on 
the use of cohesion policy funds.  For us, the cohesion policy of the future should 
concentrate on these key areas of action:  
 
- Foster innovation in order to boost productivity growth, such as the efforts made in 

the “pôles de compétitivité” in France. 
- Support lifelong learning, active ageing and geographical mobility in order to tackle 

demographic ageing  
- Anticipate structural changes and support adaptability of the labour force  
- Ensure that business representatives are properly consulted in the programming 

process 
- Improve coordination with other Community resources and policies such as state 

aid and enhance the capacity of administrators to engage in public-private 
partnerships. 

 
The new programming period offers an opportunity that cannot be missed to make 
coherent investments in entrepreneurship, infrastructure, innovation and human 
resources.  This will increase the attractiveness of the regions, hence stimulating the 
interest of companies to invest and create jobs. 
 
I look forward to continuing close cooperation with the EU institutions in framing a 
cohesion policy which supports the Lisbon goals. 
 
I wish you all the best for the rest of the Open Days.  Thank you. 
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