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Abstract

This paper develops an evidence-based approach to the selection and prioritisation of Next Generation
EU (NGEU) projects for timely implementation and impact of the Recovery Plan for Europe. The
analysis of a large sample of projects, currently funded by the EU with the same priorities and
objectives of NGEU, suggests that a timely implementation should be driven – within the EU
Commission coordination framework - by national governments liaising directly with their citizens
through participatory procedures, involving relevant stakeholders. Simplified implementation
procedures with clear spatial targeting and limited involvement of regional authorities are necessary
conditions for the avoidance of implementation delays.
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“It is essential that the Next Generation EU funds are disbursed quickly and used to support
structural reforms and growth-enhancing investment projects. This would boost potential growth and
contribute to reaching the EU’s objectives in the areas of climate change and digitalisation.”
&KULVWLQH/DJDUGH3UHVLGHQWRIWKH(&%DWWKHSOHQDU\VHVVLRQRIWKH(XURSHDQ3DUOLDPHQWWRGHEDWHRQWKH
(&%$QQXDO5HSRUW%UXVVHOV)HEUXDU\ 1

1. Introduction
The stability and prosperity of the European Union (EU) hinges on its ability to provide timely and
effective measures to repair the damage caused by Covid-19 and prepare a better future for coming
JHQHUDWLRQV+DYLQJHQGXUHG the Eurozone crisis and the Great Recession, the EU is now facing the
most dramatic economic crisis in its history. Covid-19, and the FRQVHTXHQWnecessary public health
restrictions, has had far-UHDFKLQJFRQVHTXHQFHVIRU all Member States (MSs). These states are now
looking to the EU to provide coordinated answers DQGVROXWLRQVWRWKHLUFLWL]HQV¶SOLJKW. +RZHYHU
the unprecedented socio-economic challenges, coupled with diverging views on the definition and
use of recovery resources, risk further exacerbating pre-existing discontent across the EU. The EU
has been widely criticised in the past for its inability to act in the common interest of its MSs, or to
promptly provide answers to MSV¶SUREOHPVWKDWDUHFRPPHQVXUDWHZLWKWKHLUVFDOHDQGXUJHQF\. The
existence of a European value-added has been increasingly TXHVWLRQHG by the rise of nationalistic
movements and Euroscepticism - crystallisHGZLWKWKH%UH[LWYRWH - and the growing resentment in
left-behind places (&UHVFHQ]LHWDO Rodríguez-3RVH 
The hugely critical media coverage on, and public resentment of, the slow roll out of the Covid-19
vaccination campaign in the EU vis-à-YLVWKH8QLWHG.LQJGRPWKH86$DQG,VUDHOKDVPDGHDSSDUHQW
how critical timing is for citizens and voters. Therefore, the value-added of EU membership is
increasingly assessed on the backdrop of timeliness and effectiveness of public choices.
The use of common resources to foster recovery in all MSs offers a XQLTXHRSSRUWXQLW\to reinforce
cohesion, resilience, and transformation in the EU. As posited by the European Commission,
‘relaunching the economy does not mean JRLQJEDFNWRWKHVWDWXVTXREHIRUHWKHFULVLV, but bouncing
forward. :HPXVWUHSDLUWKHVKRUW-term damage from the crisis in a way that also invests in our longterm future¶ (European Commission, 3UHVV&RUQHU0D\tha). After a long period of growing
Euroscepticism, the pandemic seems to have facilitated the identification of a common ground in
which actions can be put in place to facilitate an inclusive economic recovery. +RZHYHUDOVRLQWKLV
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area of the public policy response to Covid-19, time is of the essence for impact as well as public
support.
2Q-XO\ as a result of lengthy negotiations, European leaders finally agreed on an ambitious,
wide-ranging recovery package for the EU economy which will boost the EU budget with immediate
effect. The recovery package leverages a common pool of financial resources, to be financed by
borrowing funds from financial markets on behalf of the Union, known as Eurobonds. These
resources will finance the EU¶V response to the VRFLDO DQG HFRQRPLF FRQVHTXHQFHV RI &RYLG-19
through Next Generation EU  (NGEU), with DWRWDORIELOOLRQHXUR dedicated to supporting MSs
via new investments and reforms, kick-starting the EU economy by incentivising private investment,
and addressing the lessons learned from the crisis (XURSHDQ&RPPLVVLRQb). Combined with
the forthcoming -EXGJHW, NGEU will transfer more tKDQWULOOLRQHXURWRthe hardest hit
territories of the Union (XURSHDQ&RPPLVVLRQc).
+RZHYHUWhis opportunity to re-ODXQFKWKHSURFHVVRI(XURSHDQ,QWHJUDWLRQDQGPDNHWKHEHQefits of
supra-national unity and coordination apparent to EU citizens is coupled with significant risks ,I
efforts to foster an inclusive recovery prove untimely or ineffective, Euroscepticism will be the
natural answer for dissatisfied EU citizens. 7KHUHIRUHDNH\TXHVWLRQIRU(8SROLF\PDNLQJLVZhich
difficulties might hamper or delay the implementation of NGEU" +ow can they be mitigated exante?
This paper aims to address WKHVHTXHVWLRQs through an evidence-based approach to policy design and
implementation. The paper develops a new conceptual and empirical framework to inform and guide
the selection of recovery projects which have the highest likelihood of contributing to the success of
NGEU. ,QSDUWLFXODUWKHSDSHUORRNVDW(8&RKHVLRQ3ROLF\DVDODERUDWRU\WRH[SORUHZKDWW\SHRI
actions and projects, in principle, might be able to trigger WKHTXLFNHVW response to Covid-19. Since
the 19Vthe (8¶V&RKHVLRQ3ROLF\PRELOLVHVRYHUELOOLRn euros in seven-year budget cycles
and its objectives and tools are very similar to those outlined in NGEU. )URP LWV YHU\ LQFHSWLRQ
NGEU has been associated with the EU Cohesion Policy in the public discourse, and the very first
recovery actions promoted by the Commission have already been deployed under the regulatory and
ILQDQFLDO IUDPHZRUN RI &RKHVLRQ 3ROLF\ LQ 0DUFK  &RURQDYLUXV 'DVKERDUG (XURSHDQ


NGEU is composed of WKHIROORZLQJLQGLYLGXDOSURJUDPPHV5HFRYHU\DQG5HVLOLHQFH)DFLOLW\ 55)  ELOOLRQ, of
ZKLFKELOOLRQis in the form of loans, DQGELllion is provided via grants 5HDFW(8 ELOOLRQ +RUL]RQ(XURSH
ELOOLRQ ,QYHVW(8 ELOOLRQ 5XUDO'HYHORSPHQW ELOOLRQ -XVW7UDQVLWLRQ)XQG -7)  ELOOLRQ 5HVF(8 
billion).
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&RPPLVVLRQd). %\OHYHUDJLQJXQLTXHadministrative data on all individual projects funded by
the EU Cohesion Policy IRU WKH - SURJUDPming period LQ ,WDO\ 3, the paper: i) identifies
among all funded projects those that more closely resemble the objectives, functions and nature of
future NGEU interventionsLL XQFRYHUthe characteristics of these projects systematically associated
with timely implementation. 7KLVPDNHVLWSRVVLEOHWRµSUHGLFW¶ZKDWW\SHs of projects – based on
recent practical experience – are more likely to offer timely and concrete results while serving the
new overarching objectives of the EU recovery plan.
Given the extraordinary challenges experienced by the EU economies, and the magnitude of the
financial response being mobilised, policy makers at both the EU and national level are faced with
the choice of what actions and tools to mobilise in order to produce timely positive impacts on growth
and employment within the operational framework set out by the Commission. Various forces are at
play in an attempt to guide this process. On the one hand, policy makers are looking for existing
SURMHFWVWKDWZHUHJLYHQORZSULRULW\LQµQRUPDOWLPHV¶DQGWKDWFRXOGQRZEHIXQGHGWKDQNVWRWKH
substantial UHVRXUFHVPDGHDYDLODEOH+RZHYHUWKLV ZRXOGIDYRXUWKHLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRIµPDUJLQDO¶
projects, not necessarily of those with the highest likelihood of timely execution and impact. On the
other hand, specific interest groups and/or party politics might drive the selection of projects to be
fundHGZLWKWKHQHZUHVRXUFHV+RZHYHUWKLVPLJKWQRWEHQHILWQHZand emerging groups whose
needs have been exacerbated by Covid-19, and who may lack the experience or resources (including
human and FXOWXUDO UHTXLUHGWROREE\IRU(8IXQGV
Understanding, in a timely manner, how to make the most effective and impactful use of recovery
funds is therefore of crucial importance for the future of Europe. Various trade-offs between specific
targets and optimal achievements will need to be taken into account in the evalution of this
unprecedent initiative with special reference to sustainability, inclusiveness, and the more profound
restructuring of the EU economic and policy paradigm. The analysis of these aspects is crucially
important but remains far beyond the aims of this paper. On the contrary the paper aims to contribute
to the ongoing debate by addressing a single very specific driver of the possible success (or failure)
of NGEU: the timeline of its implementation. ,IWLPHO\LPSOHPHQWDWLRQLVQRWDVXIILFLHQWFRQGLWLRQ
for a successful intervention, time delays will certainly be part of any assessment of the initiative that
researchers and citizens will be pursuing in the future. The focus of the empirical analysis on one
single country ,WDO\ LVDOVRDOLPLWDWLRQRIWKLVSDSHUDQGLVPRVWO\GULYHQE\WKHODFNRIHTXDOO\
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detailed project-level data in the public domain for other MSs. +RZHYHU,WDO\ZLWKLWVZHOO-known
internal heterogeneity in terms of economic condiWLRQV LQVWLWXWLRQDO TXDOLW\ DQG DGPLQLVWUDWLYH
capacity 3DSDJQLHWDO offers insights that could be applicable to virtually all other MSs with
similar problems of slow absorbtion of EU funds and implementation delays.
Empirical results are convergent in calling for a radical simplification of implementation procedures
for recovery measures, a minimisation of transaction and administrative costs and strong leadership
based on the direct connection between national governments and their citizens and stakeholders
within the overarching objectives set by the Commission.
The results suggest that, for the areas of intervention selected by NGEU, additional intermediate
governance layers – e.g. regional governments and their agencies – account for a significant share of
total implementation delays. Conversely, the role of individual stakeholders and their empowerment
is crucial for success. Given their capacity to facilitate the dynamic alignment between
firm/stakeholder strategies and public policy objectives, negotiated participatory selection procedures
for the projects to be funded are shown to be the most time-effective approach.
Overall this paper makes a three-fold innovative contribution to ongoing scholarly and policy debates.
)LUVW Lt brings into the policy evalutation literature concepts and ideas from project management
(/DYDJQRQHWDO with reference to the timeliness of project implementation as an early indicator
of impact. Second, it develops a new empirical approach for the analysis of economic development
and recovery projects, combining textual analysis with regression analysis at the project-level. Third,
it offers new evidence to inform public policies targeting recovery from the economic impacts of
Covid-19, offering a practical operational profile for the implementation of NGEU projects.

2. The European Union’s response to the Covid-19 crisis
The Covid-19 pandemic has tested the ability of supranational and national institutions in providing
timely and flexible responses to unprecedent economic challenges. :KLOe the impacts of the pandemic
have differed widely across MSsWKH(8*'3LVIRUHFDVWHGWRFRQWUDFWE\DERXWLQ before
VKRZLQJDPRGHVWUHFRYHU\LQZLWKgrowth (European &RPPLVVLRQe).
:LWK1*(8, the EU aims to demonstrate its capacity to provide a swift and ambitious policy response
to the crisis by financing urgent investments, creating jobs, and repairing the immediate damage
caused by the pandemic, thus triggering a sustainable and resilient recovery.


2Q2FWREHUMS DPEDVVDGRUVIRUPDOO\DJUHHGRQWKH&RXQFLO¶VSRVLWLRQregarding the financial
endowment of NGEU, WKH5HVLOLHQFHDQG5HFRYHU\)DFLOLW\ 5)) mobilising ELOOLRQeuros
(EuropHDQ&RPPLVVLRQf) from -DQXDU\
NGEU investments must align with EU priorities of green and digital transition, which have been
identified as central WR(XURSH VIXWXUHSURVSHULW\DQGUHVLOLHQFHE\WKH(XURSHDQ*UHHQ'HDO  and in
the ‘Shaping (XURSH¶VGLJLWDOIXWXUH¶SODQ  ((XURSHDQ&RPPLVVLRQg). 'XHWRLWVSRWHQWLDOIRU
growth and job creation, the green and digital transition is now considered more important than ever
8QVZRUWKHWDO 
These principles should guide the ‘Recovery and Resilience Plans¶WKDW06s will submit by April
 Ln order to receive a portion of NGEU funds.  MSs are expected to autonomously allocate
NGEU funds, by operationalising the climate, environmental, social and digital priorities of the Union
into concrete projects. ,QWKHir ‘Recovery and Resilience Plans¶MSs should clarify how they will
address the general objectives set by NGEU: 3URPRWLQJWKH8QLRQ¶VHFRQRPLFVRFLDODQGWHUULWRULDO
FRKHVLRQ  6WUHQJWKHQLQJ HFRQRPLF DQG VRFLDO UHVLOLHQFH  0LWLJDWLQJ WKH VRFLDO DQG HFRQRPLF
LPSDFWRIWKHFULVLV6XSSRUWLQJJUHHQDQGGLJLWDOWUDQVLWLRQV (XURSHDQ&RPPLVVLRQg).
+DYLQJVHWDFOHDURYHUDUFKLQJIUDPHZRUNZLWKGLVWLQFWLYHDQGPHDVXUDEOHFRPPRQREMHFWLYHs, the
Commission has encouraged MSs to submit their plans as a result of a broad internal policy
consultation involving all relevant domestic and local stakeholders. This consultative process is not
fundamentally different from the well-established participatory approach that has guided the
implementation of EU Cohesion Policy since WKH%DUFD5HSRUWLQ. +RZHYHUVRPH06s have
still experienced significant difficulties, confirming long-lasting weakness in developing a shared
internal consensus to feedback into the Commission decision in a timely manner.
These difficulties (and the associated delays) at the design stage of the policy are also not dissimilar
– in terms of their underlying political and administrative determinants – to the problems that have
hampered Cohesion Policy interventions. This reflects the fundamental congruence between



&RPPXQLFDWLRQ IURP WKH &RPPLVVLRQ 7KH (XURSHDQ *UHHQ 'HDO &20    ILQDO. https://eurOH[HXURSDHXUHVRXUFHKWPO"XUL FHOODUEG-F-11ea-FI-DDHGD'2&B IRUPDW 3')

&RPPXQLFDWLRQIURPWKH&RPPLVVLRQ6KDSLQJ(XURSH¶VGLJLWDOIXWXUH&20  ILQDO.
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-shaping-europes-digital-future-IHEBHQBSGI

,QRUGHU WREHQHILWIURPWKH55) MSs need to provide reforms and public investments that are LPSOHPHQWHGE\
RIUHVRXUFHV can EHXVHGEHWZHHQ-, and the remaining portion E\ (additional loans will be available
XQWLOWKHHQGRIWRILQDQFe further investments and reforms). ,QSDUWLFXODUWKHDOORFDWLRQFULWHULRQIRUWKH\HDUVZRXOGWDNHLQWRDFFRXQWWKHSRSXODWLRQLQYHUVHRISHUFDSLWD*'3DQGXQHPSOR\PHQWUDWHRYHUWKHSDVW\HDUVRI
each 06 ZKHUHDVIRU the percentage fDOOLQUHDO*'3LQDQGWKHDJJUHJDWHSHUFHQWDJHFKDQJHLQUHDO*'3
RYHUWKHSHULRG-ZLOOUHSODFHWKHXQHPSOR\PHQWPHDVXUH



Cohesion Policy and NGEU in terms of rationale, governance and the temporal perspective (see
&UHVFHQ]LDQG*LXDIRUDUHYLHZ 
Accounting for one-third of the EU budget, Cohesion Policy represents, since the very beginning of
the EU¶V history, one of the most important ‘battlefields¶ where the European Commission and MSs
have challenged one another (Crescenzi, )UDWHVL 0onastiriotis,  %\HPEUDFLQJDQLQWHJUDWHG
and multidimensional approach to regional development, investments financed by Cohesion Policy
promote projects to support economic growth, sustainable development, foster innovation and
business competitivenHVVSURWHFWFLWL]HQVDQGLPSURYHWKHLUTXDOLW\RIOLIH'XULQJWKH-
period WKH(XURSHDQ6WUXFWXUDODQG,QYHVWPHQW)XQGV (6,) ILQDQFHGprojects taking place across
the European Union to the tune of ELOOLRQHXURs.
'uring the latest programming period in particular, Cohesion Policy has already been pursuing those
priorities that have taken centre stage in NGEU. ,QWKH-SHULRGits projects aimed to close
the digital divide by supporting projects to improve broadband connectivity and access, create a
digital society and economy (e.g., GLJLWDOVROXWLRQVLQSXEOLFXWLOLW\ GLJLWLVHEXVLQHVVHVDQG60(V
(e.g., 'LJLWDO,QQRYDWLRQ+XE DQGGHYHORSLQQRYDWLYHGLJLWDOWHFKQRORJLHV HJ, ,&7WHFKQRORJLHV .
Projects in this period also sought to make progress toward the zero-pollution ambition, mobilising
industry toward a clean and circular economy, supporting resource efficiency and investments in
biodiversity, nature and green infrastructure and mobility.
The consolidated role played by Cohesion Policy on these grounds is reflected in the strategic
decisions of the European Commission during the first stages of its Covid-19 response design. The
very first action undertaken was to use unspent - &RKHVLRQ Policy resources to finance,
within its existing legal and procedural frameworkWKH&RURQDYLUXV5HVSRQVH,QLWLDWLYH &5, . The
&5, ZDV then reinforced with the Coronavirus Response ,QYHVWPHQW ,QLWLDWLYH 3OXV &5,, , and
successively integrated with the REACT-EU Package (Recovery Assistance for Cohesion and the
Territories of Europe). As such, Cohesion Policy continues to ‘make Member State economies more
resilient and sustainable in the crisis repair stage, by opening up for green, digital and growthenhancing investments, bridging the gap between the current and next long-WHUP (8 EXGJHW¶
(XURSHDQ&RPPLVVLRQh). This has reinforced Cohesion Policy¶VDFWLRQLQWKHUHDOPV of firms¶
OLTXLGLW\DQGLQYHVWPHQWV, digitalisation and health care. The EU Commission reports that the volume
of Cohesion Policy resources mobilised amounts to ELOOLRQeuro for health-related projects, 



billion euro for business support and ELOOLRQeuro in direct support for people, including workers
and vulnerable groups (&RURQDYLUXV'DVKERDUG(XURSHDQ&RPPLVVLRQ, d).
These principles, in line with the traditional long-WHUP0XOWLDQQXDO)LQDQFLDO)UDPHZRUNWKDW KDV
VKDSHG (8 ILQDQFLDO SROLF\ VLQFH  and those introduced by WKH (8 *UHHQ 'HDO GHEDWH have
shaped the broader recovery strategy of the European Union epitomised by NGEU.
)RUDOOWKHVHUHDVRQVCohesion Policy offers an ideal (and the only possible) testbed for the ex-ante
analysis of NGEU. Key project-level features that characterised the implementation of Cohesion
Policy can anticipate opportunities and threats for the implementation of NGEU. ,QSDUWLFXODUDNH\
predictor for successful implementation and a necessary (though insufficient) condition for impact,
is a timely completion of the projects designed and funded by the policy. Time is of the essence for
all public policies, EXWLWLVRIVSHFLDOLPSRUWDQFHWRDUHFRYHU\LQLWLDWLYH,QDGGLWLRQDWLPHO\SURMHFW
implementation is easy to measure (by comparing expected and actual project timelines) and
comparable across heterogeneous expenditure categories.
:KDWSROLF\IHDWXUHVinfluence the implementation timeline? A wide and consolidated literature on
Cohesion Policy suggests that structure and TXDOLW\ of governance shape implementation and its
timeliness HJ%HFNHUHWDO . A ‘multi-level-JRYHUQDQFH¶approach – that Cohesion Policy and
NGEU have in common – means that the policy is operationalised through the involvement of a
multiplicity of actors, forming a multidimensional multi-layered structure,n the case of Cohesion
Policy every seven years the EU plans the financial headings within the multiannual financial
framework and negotiates financial allocations with the different MSs (1). Then, each MS is tasked
with designing the internal distribution of these funds (possibly contributing additional resources
from their national finances) and with the identification of the priorities for its own domestic economy
 ,Qso doing, EU representatives and all national and regional bodies are involved in the so-called
Partnership Agreement (3):KHQUHVRXUFHVDUHLQWHUQDOO\GLVWULEXWHGcentral and regional authorities
of each MS (e.g., government departments and regional offices) produce their Operational Programs
(OP), which associate financial resources with broad objectives within national and regional contexts
 . 7KLVSURFHGXUHLVUHSOLFDWHGIRUHDFK)XQGLQYROYHGLQWKHSROLF\: iQ,WDO\GXULQJthe -
period, more thaQ2SHUDWLRQDO3URJUDPVwere produced DQGURXJKO\RIWKHPDUHUHJLRQDO .
These Programs do not yet represent policy µSUDFWLFH¶Conversely, they constitute the space in which
‘activation procedures¶ are then progressively opened  . These activation procedures (e.g., open
calls, tenders, direct assignments) are the bridge to WKHµGHPDQG¶VLGHRIWKHSROLF\3HRSOHILUPV
public bodies, private companies, schools, hospitals, transportation companies and all other


stakeholders can become beneficiaries of specific projects mobilised by each activation procedure
 . These projects can be considered the SROLF\µSUDFWLFH¶LH, the policy on the ground   They
can involve single or multiple actors, with similar or different legal and economic characteristics.
Additionally, projects¶ locations can involve different administrative areas (one or more
municipalities, belonging to one or more provinces/regions). The coordination within this structure
needs to be guaranteed both vertically (EU vs. MSVNational vs. Regional Authorities responsible
for the Operational Programme or responsible for the activation procedure the 3URMHFW¶V
%HQHILFLDries  DQG KRUL]RQWDOO\ GLIIHUHQW (8 ,QVWLWXWLRQV  06V %RGLHV Uesponsible for of the
different activation procedures of the same OSHUDWLRQDO 3URJUDPPH the 3URMHFW¶V GLIIHUHQW
beneficiaries and administrative locations). NGEU is currently undergoing the second step of the
multi-level-governance structure outlined above, with MSs currently implementing EU guidelines
with the allocation of financial resouces to specific projects.
Each layer of the multi-level governance framework - that NGEU and Cohesion Policy have in
common – shapes the implementation of the policy and its timeline. Certain steps can make it easy to
form a consensus and make effective decisions, while other steps might form bottlenecks and barriers.
The economic literature has extensively investigated the key potential weaknesses associated with
each layer/stage of this framework, offering relevant guidance for the specification of an empirical
model aimed at the practical identification of the key criticalities that NGEU is likely to face based
on the decennial experience of Cohesion Policy.
,Q particular, when looking at the structure outlined above, it is possible to identify four key
dimensions shaping a variety of implementation outcomes including timing: 1. Governance levels
involved in project design  3URMHFW OHDGHUVKLS 3 $GPLQLVWUDWLYH FRPSOH[LW\  6HOHFWLRQ RI
beneficiaries/activation procedure. The diverse combinations of these features shape – certeris
paribus – the implementation of the projects and, as a FRQVHTXHQFHWKHH[WHQWDQGWKHGHJUHHWRZKLFK
a policy will be WUDQVIRUPHGLQWRDFWXDORSHUDWLRQVDQGDFWLRQVLQWKHµUHDO¶HFRQRP\and thus produce
its impacts.
)LUVW the governance levels involved in project design are linked with the initial implementation
VWDJHV RXWOLQHG DERYH 3URMHFWV FDQ EH FRPSOHWHO\ µQDWLRQDO¶ ZLWK QR LQYROYHPHQW RI WKH (8 RU
regional government, or they can be part of the EU framework with the exclusive involvement of
national authorities or, as an alternative, they might involve all three layers with the involvement of
EU, national and regional authorities. The involvement of multiple layers of governance, particularly
9

in a context of weak administrative capacity in some MSs (and their regions), might add complexity
from the very beginning of the implementation process. 7KH(8¶VLQYHVWPHQWVWRWDFNOHWKLVSUREOHP
VXFKDVLQYHVWLQJLQµFDSDFLW\EXLOGLQJ¶KDYHEHHQVXEVWDQWLDOEXWKDYHSURGXFHGPL[HGUHVXOWV ()HUU\
DQG3ROYHUDUL). Significant heterogeneity characterises the capability of MSs to invest under
(8DFFRXQWLQJUXOHVDQGSURFHGXUHV HJLQWHUPVRIWLPHOLQHZLWKWKH1UXOH ,QSDUWLFXODU, lower
expenditure capacities have been recorded for EU financial resources strictly connected to the EU
agenda for UHFRYHU\ %DFKWOHU, Mendez

:LVKODGH,  , suggesting that EU expenditure might be

more demanding and more time-consuming vs. national expenditure. $QRWKHUTXHVWLRQFRPPRQO\
debated in the Cohesion Policy literature relates to the diverging roles of national and regional
authorities in ensuring policy success. Arbolino, 'L &DUR and Marani () show that national
coordination (vs. regional coordination) of the policy is more effective in pursuing regional resilience
due to better absorption rates. ,QIDFWWKHTXDOLW\RIJRYHUQPHQWLVHYHQPRUHKHWHURJHQHRXVDWWKH
regional level (than across MSs or government departments within them) with the lowest level in the
/HVV'HYHORSHG5HJLRQVZKLFKKDYHWKHKLJKHVWDYDLODELOLW\RIIXQGV $FFHWWXURGH%ODVLR 5LFFL
 .
Second, whether a project is led within a national or a sub-national governance level shapes how close
WKH SURMHFW LV WR ORFDO LQWHUHVWV DQG KRZ ORFDO µGHPDQG¶ IRU SXEOLF LQWHUYHQtion is balanced and
reconciled with wider national strategies and interests. National leadership might facilitate a policy
design closer to national strategic objectives and it might foster coordination and give less weight to
local interest groups. This would result in more streamlined policy design. On the other hand, national
leadership might increase distance from local interests and needs, reducing the empowerment of local
stakholders and enhancing the blocking capacity of local interest groups. The final balance will
XOWLPDWHO\GHSHQGRQWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDODQGDGPLQLVWUDWLYHTXDOLW\RIUHJLRQDOJRYHUQPHQWVDQGRURQ
the development of appropriate alternative institutional devices to align national leadership and local
participation, empowerment and commLWPHQW,QWKLVUHJDUGWhe nature of the entities that will lead
the proMHFWVLVDOVRDNH\GHVLJQFKRLFHZLWKVLJQLILFDQWFRQVHTXHQFHVIRUimplementation. A project
can empower individuals directly (natural persons) or firms and public bodies (legal persons) that
will, in turn, mobilise individuals as users or producers (of goods or services). The former might lead
WRPRUHGLUHFWFRQWDFWVDQGUHODWLRQVKLSVDQGRIIHUDPRUHLQFOXVLYHDSSURDFK%XWWKHODWWHUPLJKW
offer a better legal infrastructure, mobilising more professional counterparts that might speed up
implementation &XOEHUWDQG0F'RQRXJK .



Third, administrative complexity, in terms of the fragmentation of beneficiaries and separate local
jurisdictions involved, shapes project implementation and its timeline. The involvement of a
multiplicity of actors increases communication and coordination costs &DUOH\DQG&KULVWLH .
:KHQ GLIIHUHQW EHQHILFLDULHV DUH DOVR ORFDWHG LQ GLIIHUHQW WHUULWRULHV, this also involves multiple
administrative contact points (municipalities, provinces, regions). The scant existing literature at the
project level that has looked at industrial innovation projects funded by Cohesion Policy suggests that
the involvement of multiple beneficiaries (i.e. the collaboration of multiple firms and/or universities
on the same project) does not generate economies of scale, but is instead associated with lower
investment and employment in the beneficiary firms (CrescenziGH%ODVLR *LXD ).
)inally, the procedures for the actual selection of the beneficiaries of the projects might add
complications in the final stages of the multi-level governance framework discussed above /DYDJQRQ
HWDO . The selection of the beneficiaries can take place through standard open calls or negotiated
procedures. Open calls offer the advantage of stimulating competition among applicant/ perspective
beneficiaries, pursuing a selection process of the best targets according to a set of pre-determined
selection cULWHULD+RZHYHUWKHVXFFHVVDQGWLPHOLQHVVRIWKHVHSURFHGXUHVDUHKLJKO\GHSHQGHQWRQ
local capacity and congruence between the policy and local needs. Conversely, negotiated procedures
are aimed at the co-creation of public interventions with the direct involvement of local stakeholders.
A typical example of this is the EQWUHSUHQHXULDO'LVFRYHU\3URFHVV ('3 mobilised within Smart
Specialization Strategies (S3). These are funded by the Commission to foster local innovation and
employment through the coordination of the supply and demand sides of policy, from the very
beginning of the policy design process ()RUD\'DYLG +DOO, ). Empirical evidence on the effects
of such co-negotiated activation procedures does not yet exist. Conversely the case of the /RFDO
(FRQRPLF3DUWQHUVKLSV /(3V in the UK seems to offer a rather optimistic view on this approach
()DLDQG7RPOLQVRQ).
3. Data: Learning from past experience for Next Generation EU
Given the similarities in governance structure and the partial overlap of overarching development and
sustainability objectives, &RKHVLRQ 3ROLF\ SURMHFWV IXQGHG LQ ,WDO\ GXULQJ WKH - SHULRG
represent our testing sample to assess the factors likely to shape the probability of a timely
implementation for NGEU projects. :LWKWKHFDVHRI,WDO\LWLVSRVVLEOHWRdraw upon DXQLTXHSURMHFWlevel database (named OpenCoesione) WKDW FRPELQHV PRUH WKDQ  YDULDEOHV including a project
description (objective, nature, category, policy area, economic sectors, etc.) a timeline (i.e. start date,
expected and actual HQGGDWHV  the set of entities involved (from the managing authority to the final
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user/beneficiary) information on activation procedures (details of the procedure within which the
project originates project location(s)ILQDQFLDOUHVRXUFHVDOORFDWHGE\WKHGLIIHUHQWfunding sources
and payments to the final user.
%DVHG RQ WKH ZLGH-ranging information included in the dataset we have been able to identify a
subsample of projects that more closely resemble the logic and objectives of NGEU and the Recovery
Plan. These projects, labelled here as NGEU-like projects, have been identified through a two-step
VHTXHQWLDODQGLQWHJUDWHGprocedure. Starting from official EU documents (i.e., ‘(XURSH VPRPHQW
Repair and prepare for the next generation¶, ‘The (XURSHDQ*UHHQ'HDO¶, ‘&RPPLVVLRQ6WDII:RUNLQJ
'RFXPHQW*XLGDQFHto Member States Recovery And Resilience Plans and Cohesion policy: helping
Europe get fit for the digital age¶ ), we identified specific textual strings describing the policy
priorities that inspire the recovery and relaunch strategy of NGEU. 6XEVHTXHQWO\ ZH XVHG WKHVH
definitions to identify and extract from the full database of Cohesion Policy projects directly
associated with these new policy priorities, on the basis of the associated expenditure categories
(intervention fields). ,QRUGHUto increase precision, we also add a further detailed manual selection
based on a keyword search of specific textual references on two variables: the title of the project, and
the title of the activation procedure of the project. This supplementary step has allowed us to identify
additional projects not formally classified in the expenditure categories normally associated with
NGEU-like projects, but still aligned with these objectives. Table 1 lists in detail the expenditure
categories according to which NGEU-OLNH SURMHFWV KDYH EHHQ LGHQWLILHG ,W VKRZV WKDW among the
projects in our original full testing sample,  can be identified as NGEU-like projects:
 of them have been identified as a result of the selection of SURMHFW H[SHQGLWXUH FDWHJRULHV
whereas SURMHFWV were identified via keyword search.



(XURSH V PRPHQW 5HSDLU DQG SUHSDUH IRU WKH QH[W JHQHUDWLRQ https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legalFRQWHQW(17;73')"XUL &(/(;'& IURP (1 Communication from the Commission, The European
*UHHQ 'HDO &20    ILQDO https://eur-OH[HXURSDHXUHVRXUFHKWPO"XUL FHOODUEG-F-11ea-FIDDHGD'2&B IRUPDW 3') &RPPLVVLRQ 6WDII :RUNLQJ 'RFXPHQW *XLGDQFH 7R 0HPEHU 6WDWHV
Recovery
And
Resilience
Plans
KWWSVHFHXURSDHXLQIRVLWHVLQIRILOHVBHQBGRFXPHQWBWUDYDLOBVHUYLFHBSDUWBYBHQBSGI Cohesion policy: helping
Europe get fit for the digital age https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/Cohesion-Policy-helps-making-Europe-fitfor-the-di/btbf-NN

:HUHIHUWR2SHQ&RHVLRQH¶VGDWDXSGDWHGWR$SULOthDQGZHexcluded those projects with no data on the
relevant variables needed for our analysis (e.g., implementation timeline).



Table 1 – ,GHQWLILFDWLRQRI NGEU-like projects
N. Projects
Intervention Fields
3URGXFWLYHLQYHVWPHQWOLQNHGWRWKHFRRSHUDWLRQEHWZHHQODUJHHQWHUSULVHVDQG60(VIRUGHYHORSLQJLQIRUPDWLRQ
DQGFRPPXQLFDWLRQWHFKQRORJ\ µ,&7¶ products and services, e-FRPPHUFHDQGHQKDQFLQJGHPDQGIRU,&7

1

5HQHZDEOHHQHUJ\VRODU



2WKHUUHQHZDEOHHQHUJ\ LQFOXGLQJK\GURHOHFWULFJHRWKHUPDODQGPDULQHHQHUJ\ DQGUHQHZDEOHHQHUJ\
integration (including storage, power to gas and renewable hydrogen infrastructure)



(QHUJ\HIILFLHQF\UHQRYDWLRQRISXEOLFLQIUDVWUXFWXUHGHPRQVWUDWLRQSURMHFWVDQGVXSSRUWLQJPHDVXUHV



,QWHOOLJHQW(QHUJ\'LVWULEXWLRQ6\VWHPVDWPHGLXPDQGORZYROWDJHOHYHOV LQFOXGLQJVPDUWJULGVDQG,&7
systems)



+RXVHKROGZDVWHPDQDJHPHQW LQFOXGLQJPLQLPLVDWLRQVRUWLQJUHF\FOLQJPHDVXUHV



:DWHUPDQDJHPHQWDQGGULQNLQJZDWHUFRQVHUYDWLRQ LQFOXGLQJULYHUEDVLQPDQDJHPHQWZDWHUVXSSO\VSHFLILF
climate change adaptation measures, district and consumer metering, charging systems and leak reduction)

1

:DVWHZDWHUWUHDWPHQW



(QYLURQPHQWDOPHDVXUHVDLPHGDWUHGXFLQJDQGRUDYRLGLQJJUHHQKRXVHJDVHPLVVLRQV LQFOXGLQJWUHDWPHQWDQG
storage of methane gas and composting)



&OHDQXUEDQWUDQVSRUWLQIUDVWUXFWXUHDQGSURPRWLRQ LQFOXGLQJHTXLSPHQWDQGUROOLQJVWRFN



,QWHOOLJHQWWUDQVSRUWV\VWHPV LQFOXGLQJWKHLQWURGXFWLRQRIGHPDQGPDQDJHPHQWWROOLQJV\VWHPV,7PRQLWRULQJ
control and information systems)



,&7+LJK-VSHHGEURDGEDQGQHWZRUN DFFHVVORFDOORRS! 0ESV 



(QHUJ\HIILFLHQF\DQGGHPRQVWUDWLRQSURMHFWVLQ60(VDQGVXSSRUWLQJPHDVXUHV



6XSSRUWWRHQYLURQPHQWDOO\-friendly production processes and resource efficiency in SMEs



3URPRWLRQRIHQHUJ\HIILFLHQF\LQODUJHHQWHUSULVHV



H-Government services and applications (including e-3URFXUHPHQW,&7PHDVXUHVVXSSRUWLQJWKHUHIRUPRISXEOLF
administration, cyber-security, trust and privacy measures, e--XVWLFHDQGe-'HPRFUDF\



H-,QFOXVLRQH-Accessibility, e-/HDUQLQJDQGH-Education services and applications, digital literacy

,

,&76HUYLFHVDQGDSSOLFDWLRQVIRU60(V LQFOXGLQJH-Commerce, e-%XVLQHVVDQGQHWZRUNHGEXVLQHVVSURFHVVHV 
OLYLQJODEVZHEHQWUHSUHQHXUVDQG,&7VWDUW-ups)



3URWHFWLRQDQGHQKDQFHPHQWRIELRGLYHUVLW\QDWXUHSURWHFWLRQDQGJUHHQinfrastructure
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3URWHFWLRQUHVWRUDWLRQDQGVXVWDLQDEOHXVHRI1DWXUDVLWHV



$GDSWDWLRQWRFOLPDWHFKDQJHPHDVXUHVDQGSUHYHQWLRQDQGPDQDJHPHQWRIFOLPDWHUHODWHGULVNVHJHURVLRQ
fires, flooding, storms and drought, including awareness raising, civil protection and disaster management
systems and infrastructures



5HKDELOLWDWLRQRILQGXVWULDOVLWHVDQGFRQWDPLQDWHGODQG

13

&\FOHWUDFNVDQGIRRWSDWKV



NGEU-like Projects identified by intervention field (A)

8,405

NGEU-like Projects identified by keywords search (B)

5,837

Total NGEU-like Projects (A+B)

14,242

Total Projects of the original full testing sample

297,252

Notes: keyword search for NGEU-like Projects is based on the following selected keywords: artificial intelligence, big data, bike path/cycle, bio, blueeconomy, circular economy, cleanup, climat*, cloud, cyber, depurate*, digit, ecology*, ecosist*, elettron*, emission, energy efficiency, environm*,
green, habitat, health, hub, hydro/water, ICT, innov*, lab, natur*, photovoltaic, restoration, sustainab*, tecnol*, telematic, verd*, waste management.
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The selection includes projects aimed at leading the digital transition by reducing the social and
geographical divide (e.g., digitalisation and innovation of firms increasing access to e-government
e-health the modernisation of the education system through e-learning and, promoting universal
broadband, including in peripheral regions ) as well as projects aiming at leading the green transition,
PDNLQJ WKH (8¶V HFRQRP\ VXVWDLQDEOH through efficient use of resources, reducing pollution and
restoring biodiversity (e.g. energy savings and decarbonisation, investing in clean products,
environmentally-friendly technologies and circular economies).
4. Model of empirical analysis: when Next Generation EU comes into practice
A discussed in VHFWLRQ, a timely implementation of the projects mobilised by NGEU is a necessary
(though insufficient) condition for its capacity to promote recovery where and when it is needed the
most. A timely completion is a preliminary indicator of project success and impact. This is especially
true for NGEU previous experience with EU funds confirms that delays and untimely interventions
are systimatically associated with a lack of measurable ex-post impact. Countries where impacts are
missing are often those where the absorbtion of funds is slower and more problematic (Crescenzi and
*LXD).
)RUHDFKSURMHFWin the sample, we have information on: 1. Start dateExpected end dateActual
end date. %DVHGRQWKHVHYDULDEOHVZHFDQFRPSXWHDVLPSOHPHDVXUHRIimplementation delay (i. e.
difference between expected and actual end dates). Relative delay is then computed by standardising
the absolute difference between expected and actual end dates with the expected duration of the
project (i.e. days of delay / expected duration).
Starting from these delay measures, projects can be classified into three categories of implementation:
1. Projects that ended within their expected duration are classified as µ2Q WLPH¶  µ/LJKW GHOD\¶
projects are those that experienced a relative delay lower than the median relative delay experienced
E\WKHSURMHFWVRYHUDOO 3. µ6HYHUHGHOD\¶SURMHFWVDUHWKRVHthat experienced a relative delay higher
than the median relative delay experienced by the projects overall. These indicators, entirely focused
on the implementation timeline, have some intrinsic limitations ,W ZRXOG EH LGHDO WR observe the
evolution of additional outcome/output indicators as well, for a more comprehensive assessment of



projects¶ implementation. +RZHYHUWKLVLVQRWWHFKQLFDOO\SRVVLEOHGXHWRWKHOLPLWHGFRPSDUDELOLW\
of other more detailed indicators across project typologies.9
7DEOHVKRZVKRZthe projects have been classified in terms of timely or late implementation, and
highlights a distinctive pattern for those aligned with NGEU priorities (NGEU-like projects).
7DEOH– Classifying implementation for traditional and NGEU-like Projects

On time
/LJKW delay
Severe delay
Total

‘Traditional¶ Projects

NGEU-like Projects

Total
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Table shows that NGEU-like projects experienced the most significant implementation difficulties
and are more likely to acFXPXODWHVHYHUHGHOD\V:KHUHDVRQDYHUDJHDOPRVWSHUFHQWRISURMHFWs
end on time, for NGEU-OLNH SURMHFWV WKLV LV WUXH IRU OHVV WKDQ  SHUFHQW 1*(8-like projects
experience more delays than their counterparts both with regards to light delays (9 percent vs 
percent) and especially with regard to VHYHUHGHOD\VPRUHWKDQSHUFHQWRI1*(8-like projects end
with a delay which is higher than the median delay relative to the expected duration of the project.
7KLVLVPRUHWKDQWLPHVKLJKHUWKDQIRUWUDGLWLRQDOSURMHFWV SHUFHQW 
This is certainly bad news for the EU: Europe needs to move in the direction of NGEU-like projects,
but statistical evidence suggests that these are particularly challenging in terms of actual
implementation. Thanks to the project-level data we are using and starting from the extensive
empirical evidence on Cohesion Policy, we can uncover the reasons for these difficulties, revealing
the characteristics systematically associated with timely implementation (a necessary - even if not
sufficient – condition for impact). )RUWKLVSXUSRVHEDVHGRQWKHOLWHUDWXUHRQSURMHFWPDQDJHPHQW
and policy evaluation GLVFXVVHGLQVHFWLRQ, we can identify a set of project-level characteristics to
model (and test empirically) the main features governing NGEU. ,Q SDUWLFXODU we relate our
implementation measures to WKHIRXUNH\GLPHQVLRQVGLVFXVVHGLQVHFWLRQ1. Governance levels

9

:KHUHDVZLWKLQWKH(83HUIRUPDQFH)UDPHZRUNRXWFRPHDQGRXWSXWLQGLFDWRUVDUHXVHGIRUPRQLWRULQJWKHDGYDQFLQJ
of the Operational Programs, they are less useful for analysing the project level: in fact, indicators of projects belonging
to different OPs are not fully comparable with each other.



involved in implementation (   ݏ݈݁ݒ݁ܮProject leadership (  )݄݅ݏݎ݁݀ܽ݁ܮ$GPLQLVWUDWLYH
complexity ()ݕݐ݅ݔ݈݁݉ܥ6HOHFWLRQRIEHQHILFLDULHVDFWLYDWLRQSURFHGXUH ()݊݅ݐܽݒ݅ݐܿܣ. Table A1
includes the full list and detailed description of each variable included in each category of the possible
implementation bottlenecks or drivers of implementation delay.
Simple linear 2/6 UHJUHVVLRQV DUHSHUIRUPHG LQ RUGHU WRcheck the statistical association of these
implementation indicators and project-level implemention delays for our sample of NGEU-like
projects. The model of empirical analysis is specified as follows:
ݕ݈ܽ݁ܦ = ߙ + ߚଵ ݏ݈݁ݒ݁ܮ + ߚଶ ݄݅ݏݎ݁݀ܽ݁ܮ + ߚଷ  ݕݐ݅ݔ݈݁݉ܥ + ߚସ ݊݅ݐܽݒ݅ݐܿܣ
+ ߜݏ݈ݎݐ݊ܥ + ߝ

(1)

:KHUH
 ݕ݈ܽ݁ܦaUHWKUHHDOWHUQDWLYHPHDVXUHVRISURMHFWLPSOHPHQWDWLRQGHOD\$'XPP\YDULDEOHWDNLQJ

value 1 if the implementation suffers any delay as defined above$GXPP\YDULDEOHWDNLQJYDOXH
1 LIµ/LJKW'HOD\V¶DUHUHFRUGHGand zero IRUµ2QWLPH¶SURMHFWV$GXPP\YDULDEOHWDNLQJYDOXH
if severe delays are recorded and zero IRUµ2QWLPH¶SURMHFWV. Table 3 reports coefficients obtained
ZKHQWKHRXWFRPHYDULDEOHLVµ'HOD\V\HVQR¶7DEOH$DQG7DEOH$UHSRUWVFRHIILFLHQWs obtained
ZKHQWKHRXWFRPHYDULDEOHVDUHUHVSHFWLYHO\/LJKWGHOD\V\HVQR $ DQG6HYHUHdelays yes /no
(A3).
Each set of explanatory variables (ݏ݈݁ݒ݁ܮ, ݄݅ݏݎ݁݀ܽ݁ܮ,  ݕݐ݅ݔ݈݁݉ܥand  )݊݅ݐܽݒ݅ݐܿܣis included in the
regressions separately (columns 1-) and then simultaneously (column ). All regressions also include
a set of  ݏ݈ݎݐ݊ܥaccounting for key general features of all projects in order to ensure that our
variables of interest compare projects that are as similar as possible. Control variables include
dummies accounting for the sector of activity of the projects LHSXEOLFDGPLQLVWUDWLRQ,&7VRFLDO
inclusion), the type of intervention (i.e. infrastructure vs. procurement/grant/capital contribution), the
level of socio-economic disadvantage of the region where the project is implemented (a dummy
YDULDEOH HTXDO WR  IRU SURMHFWV ORFDWHG LQ D WHUULWRU\ EHORQJLQJ WR µ/HVV 'HYHORSHG 5HJLRQV¶ DV
classified by the European Commission) DQGWKH ORJRI WRWDODPRXQWRIWKHSURMHFW¶VIXQGLQJ.



Table 3 – NGEU-like projects: bottlenecks to a timely implementation
Dependent variable: Delay
(1)



(3)





Levels
EU

-

-


Regions











Leadership
Centralized design

-

People-led

-

-




-





Complexity
Multiple territories






Multiple beneficiaries











Activation
Negotiated Tenders

-

-





Controls
3XEOLF$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ,&76RFLDO
,QFOXVLRQ

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض

Procurement/Grant/Capital

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض

/HVV'HYHORSHG5HJLRQV

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض

)XQGLQJDPRXQW
Constant
Observations
R-VTXDUHG

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض









































Notes: 48 Projects (out of 14,242) are excluded from the analysis since they cannot be associated to a certain location (i.e. projects that are
implemented at the national level or involving all regions of the country, or a subsample of regions that include both Less Developed Region and
More Developed Region).
Robust Standard errors in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

The empirical results offer a very clear and consistent diagnosis of the possible implementation
bottlnecks potentially faced by NGEU. Column (1) shows the results on the role of the governance
 ݏ݈݁ݒ݁ܮinvolved in the implementation of the project, with a focus on two different relevant levels:

the EU and the regions. ,Q our sample, NGEU-like projects can be funded by the EU (under the
European Cohesion Policy umbrella) or they can be entirely funded by the national government


through its own resources and under its national regulatory framework (i.e., through the Fondo
Sviluppo e Coesione and Piano Azione e Coesione). TKHYDULDEOHµ(8¶WDNHVYDOue 1 if the project is
part of a program co-funded by the European Union through resources of the European Cohesion
3ROLF\ (6,) , DQGRWKHUZLVHThe ‘EU¶coefficient is negative and significant, suggesting that in
principle projects funded and implemented under the EU framework are more likely to be completed
on time vs. those (in principle subject to less stringent regulations) following national rules and funds.
7KH VLJQLILFDQFH RI WKH FRHIILFLHQW LV KRZHYHU QRW FRQILUPHG LQ FROXPQ   ZKHQ WKLV DVSect is
assessed in a horse-race approach against all other project features. The role of the various governance
 ݏ݈݁ݒ݁ܮis also investigated with a second variable: a dummy taking value 1 if the project originated

from a Regional Operational Programme DQG  LI LW LQVWHDG EHORQJV WR D 1DWLRQDO 2SHUDWLRnal
Programme. The positive coefficient in column (1) suggests that regional projects are almost 
percent more likely to end with a delay than projects belonging to programs administered at the
national level. NGEU projects would benefit from governance coordinated by the European Union
and administered, in each MS, at the national level. These results are convergent with those for the
project  ݄݅ݏݎ݁݀ܽ݁ܮLQ FROXPQ   &entralised designs by the relevant central government
departments can significantly reduce the probability of implementation delays. ,QDGGLWLRQ, projects
led by individuals (vs. public authorities/bodies or private firms) are also more likely to be completed
on time. Taken together the results for the  ݄݅ݏݎ݁݀ܽ݁ܮstage of project implementation seem to call
for a strong national leadership to be directly linked to citizens intiatives and their needs with limited
intermediations. A similar call for simplicity and simplification comes from the  ݕݐ݅ݔ݈݁݉ܥvariables
in column (3): projects with more complex governance – i.e. projects involving multiple beneficiaries
and/or developed across multiple /RFDO/DERXU6\VWHPV - are more likely to VXIIHUIURPGHOD\V,Q
other words, projects with a single beneficiary (lower internal coordination costs) and/or entirely
based within a single /RFDO/DERXU6\VWHP are more likely to be completed on time. More timely
projects are concentrated within a single self-contained sub-regional functional area /RFDO/DERXU
6\VWHPVDUHHTXLYDOHQWWR7UDYHOWR:RUN$UHDVLQWKH8. where the majority of the labour force
lives and works, where establishments can find locally most of the labour force needed for the
implementation of the project and, more importantly, where local institutions of reference (public
services, economic infrastructure and social relations) are easily identifiable and common to all
parties involved in the implementation of the project. Taken together these results call for simplicity
and focus of the projects. Attempts to achieve economies of scale artificially by favouring the
combination of multiple beneficiaries and local units are bound to generate inefficiencies in the form
of delayed project completion. )LQDOO\Whe role that different types of  ݊݅ݐܽݒ݅ݐܿܣprocedures can play
is investigated in column (). NGEU-like projects that are selected for funding via negotiated tender


are less likely to experience delays vis-a-vis projects selected through open calls or direct award. Coevolution and coordination of policy supply and demand sides can improve project approval,
increasing the proportion of projects with a timely implementation. Given the importance of a timely
implementation for any recovery action, negotiated selection procedures can play a key role in
NGEU¶VVXFFHVVDW its earliest stages. Coordination between local socio-economic actors should be
strong from the very beginning, in contrast with a timeline where the policy supply side remains
separated from local demand / actual users,QRWKHUZRUGVeven if the policy, especially in the case
of a XQLTXH LQWHUYHQWLRQ OLNH 1*(8 KDV WR address economic actors¶ behaviours towards preidentified broad priorities, the policy ‘practice¶ QHHGV WR reflect demand expressed (more or less)
directly by local actors. )irms should not be in the position of adapting investment strategies in order
to be able to compete for funding. Conversely, policy measures should interpret and support firms¶
needs, while offering their contribution to the general aim of the policy intervention. This is true not
only for firms but for the economy more generally (e.g., public administration, education, health, and
public services).
All the evidence discussed thus far, except for the EU involvement, is confirmed when variables are
considered together in column ().  Overall, the regression analysis has made it possible to depict
WKHµLGHDO¶profile for NGEU projects capable of prompt implementation. The analysis has identified
characteristics to be replicated (those associated with a negative coefficient, meaning lower
probability of dealys) or avoided (those associated with a positive coefficient) in order to provide
projects with a timely implementation (as a precondition for positive impact).
NGEU projects should be developed by the central governments of each MS in close cooperation
with the EU and with the direct non-intermediated involvement of stakeholders and citizens active
on the ground. :KHUH possible, projects should be led by citizens with precise objectives and
responsibilites (when beneficiaries are not personally visible and well-identified, e.g. in the case of
regional public bodies, lack of commitment and of accountability can prevent success). Projects that
UHTXLUHPXOWLSOHEHQHILFLDULHVWRZRUNLQFROODERUDWLRQZLWKHDFKRWKHUDUHQRWUHFRPPHQGHGDnd
neither are projects that UHTXLUHWKHFRRUGLQDWLRQRImultiple territorial areas in their implementation.
Collaborations between different actors and/or different jurisditctions, identified as a tool to boost
networks, learning proximities and knowledge spillovers, can be fruitfully pursued at a later stage,
when project implementation is already consolidated. ,Q WUDQVODWLQJ UHVRXUFHV LQWR projects, it is



The only variable that turned insignificant is the one on the EU involvement: it seems that given the characteristics of
the projects in terms of ݏ݈݁ݒ݁ܮ, ݄݅ݏݎ݁݀ܽ݁ܮ, ݕݐ݅ݔ݈݁݉ܥand )݊݅ݐܽݒ݅ݐܿܣ, the EU involvement is no longer relevant for
a timely implementation.
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crucial to look for a perfect match between the supply and demand side of the policy: central
government should engage in a fruitful direct dialogue with stakeholders from the very beginning of
the policy design process. The overarching EU-wide objectives of NGEU should be kept aligned with
the genuine, contemporary needs of the local economy through well-designed, centrally-managed
participatory practices involving relevant stakeholders.

5. Conclusions
Current debates on Next Generation EU and its recovery potential generally concentrate on the
amount of financial resources made available by the EU, on the overaching themes of the plan and
on the importance of sharing risk and new debt by all EU MSs as a first example of EU common
fiscal policy. +RZHYHUFXUUHQWVFKRODUO\DQGSROLF\GHEDWHVKDYHVRIDUIDLOHGWRGLVFXVVWKHSUDFWLFDO
implementation of the plan and its alignment with the urgent and timely responses invoked by EU
citizens. MSs are currently selecting projects with which they will translate NGEU into practical
policy actions with no evidence-based guidance for their decisions. More generally the public policy
literature is lacking in conceptual and empirical frameworks for the ex-ante assessment of the
implementation timeline of new public interventions. This paper has addressed this fundamental gap
by looking at the project-level drivers of timely implementation as a necessary (though insufficient)
condition for impact.
The micro-level analysis of a large sample of projects currently funded by the EU with the same
priorities and objectives of NGEU (the proposed experimental testbed) suggests that timely
implementation is achieved – within the EU Commission coordination framework - when national
governments liaise directly with their citizens through participatory procedures involving relevant
stakeholders. Simplified implementation procedures with clear spatial targeting and limited
involvement of regional and local authorities are necessary conditions for the avoidance of
implementation delays.
This evidence does not mean that regional governments (or other intermediate governance bodies)
should be excluded from the implementation of NGEU. On the contrary we propose a two-stage
implementation approach whereby regional governments can play a very important role in the
recovery strategy, after central governments have kick-started the process in a timely manner with a
direct ‘allianFH¶ZLWKUHOHYDQWVWDNHKROGHUVRQWKHJURXQG7KHLQLWLDOGLUHFWLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRINGEU
should ideally be coupled with intensive capacity building programmes aimed at reinforcing


administrative capacity and efficiency and introducing modern managerial practices and
simplification in the regions. After the initial stage of capacity building and urgent structural reforms
(at both the national and regional level), the mobilisation of stakeholders - outside the blockages of
local interest groups and the rent seeking behavior of local incumbents – together with the reinforced
capacity of sub-national governance bodies will ensure the smooth implementation of the second
stage of the programme. Clear ex-ante conditionalities on institutional and administrative capacity
(including use of e-government and simplified procedures) could regulate a differentiated access to
the second stage (and the associated funds) by each regional government or municipality. This twostage approach would reconcile a timely implementation with the strategic contribution of subnational governments and administrative bodies to the success of NGEU.
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ANNEX
Table A1 – GHVFULSWLRQRISURMHFWV¶REVHUYDEOHYDULDEOHV
Variable name

Variable description

# Projects
Levels

EU

Regions

LIWKHSURMHFWEHORQJVWRDQ(6,) (XURSHDQ6WUXFWXUDODQG,QYHVWPHQW)XQGV 3URJUDP
if the project belongs to a Nationally funded 3URJUDP µ)RQGR6YLOXSSRH&RHVLRQH¶µ3LDQRGL
$]LRQHH&RHVLRQH¶DQGRWKHUV



=1 if the project belongs to a Regional Operative Program



LIWKHproject belongs to a National Operative Program





Leadership

Centralized design

People-led

LIWKHSURMHFWLVGHVLJQHGE\DFHQWUDODXWKRULW\ 0LQLVWULHV'HSDUWPHQWVRU3UHVLGHQF\of
Ministries)
LIWKHSURMHFWLVGHVLJQHGE\DUHJLRQDORUVXEUHJLRQDODXWKRULW\ HJ3URYLQFHV0XQLFLSDOLWLHV
)XQFWLRQDO%RGLHV
=1 if the implementation of the project is led by persons
LIWKHLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRIWKHSURMHFWLVOHGE\SXEOLFDXWKRULWLHVERGLHVRUE\FRPSDQLHV






Complexity
Multiple beneficiaries
Multiple territories

=1 if the project has multiple beneficiaries
LIthe project has a single beneficiary
LIWKHSURMHFWORFDWLRQLQYROYHVPRUHWKDQRQH/RFDO/DERXU6\VWHP
LIWKHSURMHFWORFDWLRQLQYROYHVDXQLTXH/RFDO/DERXU6\VWHP






Activation
Negotiated Tenders

=1 if the project has been activated through a negotiated procedure
=LIWKHSURMHFWhas been activated through standard procedures (direct assignments / open calls)




Controls

Public Administration

,&7

6RFLDO,QFOXVLRQ

Procurement/Grant/Capital

/HVV'HYHORSHG5HJLRQV
)XQGLQJDPRXQW

=1 if the project contributes to the Public Administration sector according to the CUP (Codice
Unico Progetto) classification
LIthe project does not contribute to the Public Administration sector according to the CUP
(Codice Unico Progetto) classification
LIWKHSURMHFWFRQWULEXWHVWRWKH,&7VHFWRUDFFRUGLQJWRWKH&83(Codice Unico Progetto)
classification
LIWKHSURMHFWGRes QRWFRQWULEXWHWRWKH,&7VHFWRUDFFRUGLQJWRWKH&83 &RGLFH8QLFR
Progetto) classification
LIWKHSURMHFWFRQWULEXWHVWRWKH6RFLDO,QFOXVLRQVHFWRUDFFRUGLQJ to the CUP (Codice Unico
Progetto) classification
LIWKHSURMHFWGRes QRWFRQWULEXWHWRWKH6RFLDO,QFOXVLRQVHFWRUDFFRUGLQJWRWKH&83 &RGLFH
Unico Progetto) classification
=1 if the project is a procurement operation, an individual grant assignment or a capital
contribution according to the CUP (Codice Unico Progetto) classification
=LIWKHSURMHFWLVDQLQIUDVWUXFWXUDOLQWHUYHQWLRQRUDFRPSDQ\LQFHQWLYHDFFRUGLQJWRWKH&83
(Codice Unico Progetto) classification
LIWKHSURMHFWLVORFDWHGLQD/HVV'HYHORSHG5HJLRQDVFODVVLILHGE\WKH-(8
&RKHVLRQSROLF\ %DVLOLFDWD&DODEULD&DPSDQLD3XJOLD6LFLOLD
LIWKHSURMHFWLVQRWORFDWHGLQD/HVV'HYHORSHG5HJLRQDVFODVVLILHGE\WKH-(8
&RKHVLRQSROLF\ %DVLOLFDWD&DODEULD&DPSDQLD3XJOLD6LFLOLD
/RJRIWKHWotal cost of the project

Notes: for the Funding amount variable we reported the value of the mean of the Logaritmic transformation
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Table A2 – NGEU-like projects: bottlenecks to a timely implementation (light delays)
Dependent variable: Light Delay
(1)



(3)





Levels
EU

-

Regions



-










Leadership
Centralized design

-

People-led

-

-




-





Complexity
Multiple territories









Multiple beneficiaries









Activation
Negotiated Tenders

-

-





Controls
Public $GPLQLVWUDWLRQ,&76RFLDO
,QFOXVLRQ

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض

Procurement/Grant/Capital

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض

/HVV'HYHORSHG5HJLRQV

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض

)XQGLQJDPRXQW

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض











Constant
Observations
R-VTXDUHG































Notes: 48 Projects (out of 14,242) are excluded from the analysis since they cannot be associated to a certain location (i.e. projects that are
implemented at the national level or involving all regions of the country, or a subsample of regions that include both Less Developed Region and
More Developed Region). Projects experiencing severe delays are excluded from the analysis.
Robust Standard errors in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1



Table A3 – NGEU-like projects: bottlenecks to a timely implementation (severe delays)
Dependent variable: Severe Delay
(1)



(3)





Levels
EU

-

-


Regions











Leadership
Centralized design

-

People-led

-

-




-





Complexity
Multiple territories



Multiple beneficiaries














Activation
Negotiated Tenders

-

-





Controls
3XEOLF$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ,&76RFLDO,QFOXVLRQ

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض

Procurement/Grant/Capital

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض

/HVV'HYHORSHG5HJLRQV

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض

)XQGLQJDPRXQW

ض

ض

ض

ض

ض











Constant
Observations
R-VTXDUHG































Notes: 48 Projects (out of 14,242) are excluded from the analysis since they cannot be associated to a certain location (i.e. projects that are
implemented at the national level or involving all regions of the country, or a subsample of regions that include both Less Developed Region and
More Developed Region). Projects experiencing light delays are excluded from the analysis.
Robust Standard errors in parentheses *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1



