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Introduction

The Cohesion Fund (CF) is one of the five European Structural and 
Investment Funds (ESIF).

This Fact Sheet provides examples of how to mainstream climate 
action into the Cohesion Fund, and outlines the potential for doing so. 
Similar Fact Sheets are available for the other four funds.

The five funds are governed by a Common Provisions Regulation (CPR)1. 
The CPR defines eleven Thematic Objectives (TOs) to help implement 
the Europe 2020 Strategy. Page 5 lists the TOs.

The CF covers five TOs: 4, 5, 6, 7 and 112. All have potential for climate 
action, particularly TO4 and TO5. Therefore, by mainstreaming climate 
action into the CF, the fund can contribute towards reaching at least 20 
% climate-related expenditure of the overall EU budget in the period 
2014-2020.

The CF provides support to projects in Member States with a GNI per 
capita below 90 % of the European Union average.

The CF can support a range of climate actions such as renewable 
energy production and distribution; energy efficiency in public buildings 
and small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs); smart grids; urban 
low-carbon strategies; adaptation to climate change; biodiversity; 
sustainable urban mobility and low-carbon transport systems and 
interoperable railways.

The climate related outputs and results of the CF support may be 
even greater if they are coordinated with similar elements of other 
ESI funds and other EU and national funds, as well as funding from 
the European Investment Bank (EIB). For example, CF and European 
Social Fund (ESF) actions can work together to stimulate the growth 
of the low-carbon and climate resilient economy and subsequent job 
creation.

The CF and the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) can 
support major projects. Major projects are large scale investment 
projects in transport, energy, environment and other sectors with total 
eligible costs exceeding 75 MEUR for projects covered by TO7 (transport 
and energy infrastructure) and 50 MEUR for projects covered by other 
TOs. Projects in support of the Trans-European Transport Network 
(TEN-T), railway investments, and large scale energy efficiency projects 
are examples of where such large investments may be relevant. Large 
scale investments may also be needed to meet the requirements of 
the EU’s environmental legislation in water and waste.

Examples of how climate issues were main-
streamed in the CF under the 2007-2013 financial 
framework

A wide range of CF projects are already contributing to climate change 
mitigation and adaptation, for example: 

Limiting heat loss in urban systems in North-East Romania. 
The project rehabilitates the district heating system of Bacău to the 
immediate benefit of 66.700 people connected to the system. Specific 
measures have been identified to boost the heating system’s energy 
efficiency, which will reduce consumption of primary energy, including 
fossil resources, thus also contributing to the reduction of greenhouse 
gas emissions.

Energy saving: In Lithuania, a scheme for renovating public buildings 
to reduce their energy consumption has been awarded a REGIOSTAR 
award for its innovative approach to tackling a high priority issue. 
Ex-ante energy audits are conducted to identify the reasons for high 
energy consumption in a specific building and the recommended works 
to be undertaken to improve energy performance. Substantial energy 
savings will be achieved and a significant number of jobs have been 
secured or created. 
  
Water infrastructure in Mikolów, Poland – water and waste 
heading the right way. The project modernises and extends the 
water supply, waste water and storm water system in Mikolów. The 
project will provide a connection rate close to 100%, environmental 
improvements and prevention of flooding in lower lying residential 
areas. 

Hany-Tiszasüly, Hungary, flood-control system seeks to help 
keep flood waves under the design flood level. The project is 
part of a programme to develop the river valley flood-control system. 
It consists of a reservoir bordered by dykes with controllable water 
intake/outlet structures. The project contributes to keeping flood waves 
under the design flood levels and allows landscape management in 
better harmony with natural conditions.

Raising flood protection levels in the Prut Barlad catchments, 
Romania. The project includes constructing polders, temporary 
reservoirs and embankments, dredging and stabilising river beds, 
and mapping flood hazards and risks. It involves river level and runoff 
modelling, development of action plans, and training. It results in new 
alert systems giving 3-4 hours warning to those living in the risk areas 
of the river basin. 

Greener buses in Athens. The replacement of old buses with 500 
new Compressed Natural Gas (CNG) and diesel buses (with EURO IV 
or V engines) will contribute to modernising Athen’s urban transport 
network and reduce air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions. 

Extending Sofia’s metro system: The project brings the metro 
within the reach of an additional 190.000 residents and will provide 
reduced travel times to all users. The project will bring with it improved 
services and coverage, and improved rail connections with European, 
national and local transport networks. This will help to support a modal 
shift away from car dependency, resulting in reduced greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions.

1 Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013, published in the Official Journal, OJ 347 20.12.2013 
2 Cf. CF Regulation (EU) No 1300/2013 published in Official Journal, OJ 347 20.12.2013
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TO Examples/Selected Investment 
priorities

Potential mitigation action

4 Promoting energy efficiency and 
renewable energy development of 
SMEs

Stimulate innovation and commercial uptake of ideas, e.g. in photovoltaic (PV) technology, tidal and 
wave energy or energy efficiency technology. This could take the form of regional knowledge transfer 
projects that improve access for businesses to the regional knowledge base and facilitate interaction 
between business and research. Business-to-business partnering between SMEs and larger industrial 
partners can accelerate low-carbon innovation and optimise supply chains. For example, the Technology 
and Innovation Centre at Strathclyde University encourages research between academia and business 
on new low-carbon technologies to demonstrate and commercialise new technology and improve the 
competitiveness of the renewable energy sector.   

4 Supporting energy efficiency (EE) in 
public infrastructure

For example, the construction of new building infrastructure incorporating energy efficient systems and 
materials (in line with available energy performance standards) to reduce their energy consumption 
and CO2 emissions. Or projects may improve the energy efficiency of existing public buildings through 
retrofitting, such as the CF funded renovation scheme in Lithuania (Regiostar award 2011). 

4 Energy Performance Contracting 
(EPC) in buildings

Energy Services Companies (ESCOs) provide energy as a service. In customizing delivery of energy to 
the customer’s needs, this business model creates added incentives to invest in energy efficiency and 
to adopt new technologies such as heat pumps and micro CHP. In Energy Performance Contracting, 
an ESCO guarantees energy savings from the installation of a low-carbon technology. The savings 
generated through the installation can cover the cost of the project and energy savings after the 
contract ends accrue to the customer. This could be supported by innovative financial instruments. 

4 Renewable energy production Increase the production of energy from renewable energy sources, such as wind. This could, for 
example, involve the construction of concentrated solar power plants to replace energy production 
based on fossil fuels and/or to accommodate expected increases in future demand.

4 Renewable energy distribution Upgrade existing distribution systems to facilitate the integration of energy from renewable sources 
into the main grid (‘smart grids’). This could also take the form of developing smart distribution systems 
at low voltage levels. For example, small-scale renewable energy supplied via decentralised, low-
voltage systems can reduce emissions from fossil fuel generation. 

4 Promoting low-carbon strategies 
for urban areas

District heating and cooling networks can provide domestic and commercial buildings with low-carbon 
heating and cooling solutions. In addition, smart urban planning can reduce the need for transport – by 
increasing urban density through building apartments, schools, shopping and leisure facilities etc. close 
to each other so that car journeys can be avoided. 

5 Green roofs for increased 
insulation

In providing an additional layer of insulation, a roof planted with vegetation reduces the need for 
heating and cooling in buildings.

6 Upgrading or construction of waste 
treatment facilities or closure of 
existing landfills

Waste treatment infrastructure built in compliance with EU law will reduce methane emissions from 
landfill sites. Processing sludge from wastewater treatment also decreases methane emissions. A CF 
funded project in Pääsküla, Estonia, uses biogas from a landfill for two heat and power systems. Annual 
biogas emissions fell by more than a factor of ten within six years, while heat and power both increased 
by more than a third. The total heat energy produced and sold is around 10 GWh/year.

6 Upgrading or construction of 
low-carbon drinking water supply 
facilities

Reducing emissions from the energy used to desalinate water can be achieved by integrating energy 
recovery systems and renewable energy supply into desalination plants.

6 Protecting and restoring 
biodiversity, including through 
green infrastructures

Green infrastructure like parks, woodlands or allotments can cool urban heat islands and allow for local 
food production, thus decreasing transportation of goods. Through the provision of footpaths and cycle 
routes they can also encourage low-carbon activities for people. They can thus reduce emissions while 
providing habitat for wildlife and recreational space for people. 

7 Sustainable urban mobility Promote and facilitate the use of sustainable modes of transport, which could include transport demand 
management measures such as congestion-charging systems, parking management and low emission 
zones, complemented by improved public transport systems. The latter is exemplified by Sofia’s metro 
expansion scheme.

7 Developing comprehensive, high 
quality and interoperable railway 
systems

Comfortable, affordable, fast and available public transport is central to encourage car users to switch 
to low-carbon modes. The CF-funded project in Tallinn replaces old trains with more energy-efficient 
versions, resulting in 30 % less energy use and an expected rise of 21 % in additional commuters. 

11 Enhancing institutional capacity 
and efficiency in programme 
implementation

Building capacity of national, regional and local administrations to identify and implement relevant 
mitigation options within the CF and to ensure that there is optimal synergy vis-à-vis other funds.

Examples of mitigation action
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TO Examples/Selected Investment 
priorities

Potential adaptation action

4 Energy security of supply Investments in photovoltaics in drought-prone areas: reduce vulnerability of power sector to water 
shortages/heatwaves.

4 Energy security of supply Construction of smart distribution systems (smart grids, smart meters): enhance the management of 
the distribution network in case of power outages due to extreme weather events.

5 Construction of blue infrastructure 
in urban areas

Blue infrastructure, such as water bodies, rivers, streams and floodplains can also help provide 
additional flood storage capacity, as well as reducing overheating risks in urban areas. 

5 Construction of new buildings In order to address risks of overheating, new buildings can incorporate design and building techniques 
for cooling and air conditioning which are resilient to projected climate change, while simultaneously 
ensuring that existing energy performance standards are achieved. Risks of increased water shortages 
can be addressed by making buildings more water efficient e.g. by harvesting rainwater for ‘grey’ water 
uses and using water-efficient fixtures and fittings.

5 Retrofitting existing infrastructure Upgrading of existing infrastructure (e.g. hospitals, schools, ports) for increasing resilience to expected 
extreme weather events (e.g. heatwaves, floods, storms).

5 Construction of new bridges Bridges can be designed to cope with increased extreme weather events expected due to climate 
change, most notably high water levels.

5 Flood and coastal defence risk 
management

Both hard and soft flood defences can help to manage increasing flood risks on the coast. Hard 
engineered structures include flood barriers or sea walls. Soft engineering involves working with natural 
processes to manage flood risks, e.g. by preserving coastal ecosystems or wetlands.

6 Leakage reduction in water 
distribution network

Water losses in networks may be sizeable due to the degraded state of existing pipes. This will become 
more of a concern if the region is exposed to increased drought risk following climate change. Pipe 
replacement will reduce leakage and the risks posed by water scarcity. This action will bring co-benefits 
for energy efficiency as less raw water will need to be produced.

6 Construction of rain overflow 
basins

Storm water reservoirs can help to address risks associated with increased precipitation and peak 
precipitation intensity. 

6 Construction of urban drainage 
systems

Investment in sustainable urban drainage systems: reduce the potential impact of new and existing 
developments with respect to surface water discharges.

6 Upgrading or construction of 
climate resilient waste disposal 
facilities

Waste disposal facilities may be exposed to increased risks of flooding due to climate change. Building 
flood protection barriers or, in extreme cases, relocating the facility can reduce this risk.

6 Construction of green 
infrastructure in urban areas

Developing green urban areas, green walls and green roofs can help to reduce the adverse impacts 
of high temperature extremes. Green spaces and roofs can also help reduce the runoff and flooding 
following heavy rainfall events. Manchester City Council’s ‘City Green Infrastructure Plan’ is an example 
of this approach. 

7 Construction of climate resilient 
rail and roads infrastructure

Rail and road infrastructure must be designed to be resilient to changing climate risks e.g. higher 
temperatures or heavier rainfall. New rail projects will also provide mitigation co-benefits by reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions if traffic is diverted from roads. Network Rail, UK (responsible for the safety 
and operation of 32,000 km of railway track across the UK) is an example of an institution investing 
heavily in securing the long-term viability of its critical assets and ensuring the security of supply for 
its customers.

7 Realignment of existing roads More intense precipitation and rises in sea levels may make certain roads more exposed to flooding. 
Realigning roads may be the most cost-effective risk reduction measure in some high-risk coastal 
areas. New roads may also use heat-resistant asphalt to cope with the risk of more extreme high 
temperatures.

11 Enhancing institutional capacity 
and efficiency in program 
implementation

Building capacity of national, regional and local administrations to identify and implement relevant 
adaptation options within the CF and to ensure that there is optimal synergy vis-à-vis other funds. 
Ensuring that appropriate horizontal and vertical coordination takes place and that there is sufficient 
capacity for this. 

Examples of adaptation action
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Background information

Why do we need to take climate action?

Tackling climate change is one of the great challenges facing the EU 
and its global partners.

The need for urgent action is clearly reflected in the Europe 2020 
Strategy and the EU’s ambitious 20/20/20 targets for climate change 
mitigation, i.e. to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 20 % (30 % if the 
conditions are right); reduce energy consumption by 20 % through 
increased energy efficiency; and to meet 20 % of energy needs from 
renewable sources.

Climate change is already happening and its effects will become more 
severe in coming years. So we need to take action on mitigation, and we 
also need to act to protect people, buildings, infrastructure, businesses 
and ecosystems from the impacts. These adaptation measures, which 
will make us more resilient to the adverse impacts of climate change, 
will become increasingly important. Adaptation measures can be taken 
at national, regional and local levels. Adaptation measures include 
for example actions that can stimulate more efficient water use, and 
development and use of design standards that protect constructions 
against the impacts of future climate conditions and extreme weather 
events. Other examples include the building of  flood defences, raising 
the levels of dykes, and replacing exposed power overhead lines with 
underground cables. It also includes measures to take advantage of 
possible opportunities arising from climate change. The aim of the 
EU’s Strategy on adaptation to climate change is to help make Europe 
more climate-resilient and enhance its preparedness and capacity to 
respond to the impacts of climate change.

Building a low-carbon and climate-resilient economy will enhance 
Europe’s competitiveness, create new, greener jobs, improve energy 
security and bring health benefits to Europe’s citizens by improving 
air quality.

EU funding over the period 2014-2020

The EU budget has an important role to play in promoting climate 
action in all sectors of the European economy and in catalysing the 
investment needed to meet the climate targets and ensure climate 
resilience. Investment is needed in a wide range of technologies that 
improve energy efficiency, in renewable energy sources and related 
infrastructure, and in the adaptation to climate change.

Based on a proposal put forward by the Commission, the European 
Council concluded on 7-8 February 2013 that ‘Climate action 
objectives will represent at least 20 % of EU spending in the period 
2014-2020 and therefore be reflected in the appropriate instruments 
to ensure that they contribute to strengthen energy security, building a 
low-carbon, resource efficient and climate-resilient economy that will 
enhance Europe’s competitiveness and create more and greener jobs.

European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF)

ESIF include the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the 
Cohesion Fund (CF), the European Social Fund (ESF), the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), and the European 
Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF).

The ultimate responsibility for implementing the EU budget lies with 
the European Commission, but the ESIF are implemented under ’shared 
management’, with individual EU Member States actually distributing 
the funds and managing expenditure. Checks and balances are in 
place to ensure the funds are managed properly and in accordance 
with the rules.

Common Provisions Regulation (CPR)

The CPR sets out the means to achieve consistency with the economic 
policies of the EU and its Member States, coordination mechanisms 
among the ESI Funds and with other EU policies and instruments, 
horizontal principles and cross-cutting policy objectives. It lays down 
arrangements to address territorial challenges, suggests action 
with high European added value and sets out the principles and the 
priorities for action.

Each Member State will prepare a Partnership Agreement, in 
cooperation with its partners and in dialogue with the Commission. In 
preparing the Partnership Agreement, each Member State translates 
the elements set out in the CPR into the national context and sets firm 
commitments to achieve the EU’s objectives through the programming 
of the ESIF.

ESIF will be implemented through programmes in accordance with 
the Partnership Agreement. Each programme will cover the period  
2014 - 2020. It will set out a strategy explaining how the programme 
will address the national and/or regional needs and contribute to the 
EU’s strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, in line with 
the applicable regulations and the Partnership Agreement.

The CPR defines eleven Thematic Objectives (TOs), which will contribute 
to the implementation of the EU’s strategy for smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth. The eleven TOs are:

1. Strengthening research, technological development and 
innovation

2. Enhancing access to, and use and quality of, ICT 
(information and communication technologies)

3. Enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs, of the agricultural 
sector (for the EAFRD) and of the fishery and aquaculture 
sector (for the EMFF)

4. Supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all 
sectors

5. Promoting climate change adaptation, risk prevention and 
management

6. Preserving and protecting the environment and promoting 
resource efficiency 

7. Promoting sustainable transport and removing bottlenecks 
in key network infrastructures

8. Promoting sustainable and quality employment and 
supporting labour mobility

9. Promoting social inclusion, combating poverty and any 
discrimination

10. Investing in education, training and vocational training for 
skills and lifelong learning

11. Enhancing institutional capacity of public authorities and 
stakeholders and efficient public administration 

The fund-specific regulations define for each TO the corresponding 
investment priorities.

TO4 and TO5 are dedicated to climate change mitigation and 
adaptation. In addition, climate action issues can be mainstreamed 
into other TOs. Hence, ESIF can significantly contribute to the 
achievement of the climate objectives and the transition to a low-
carbon and climate resilient economy.
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The Cohesion Fund (CF) will make a major contribution to the transition to a low-carbon and 
climate-resilient Europe.

This Fact Sheet shows how this can be done and outlines the potential for mainstreaming of 
climate action in this fund.

The CF is one of the five European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) under the Common 
Provisions Regulation (CPR). These funds have a key role to play in achieving the Europe 2020 
Strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. These funds will contribute to the target that 
climate action objectives will represent at least 20 % of EU spending in the period 2014-2020, 
while helping to improve energy security, build a low-carbon, resource-efficient and climate-
resilient economy that will boost Europe’s competitiveness and create more and greener jobs.

The CPR defines eleven Thematic Objectives that will contribute to the implementation of the 
Europe 2020 Strategy. The CF focuses on investment in transport, the shift to a low-carbon 
economy, climate change adaptation, risk prevention and management, and the environment. 
There is major potential for mainstreaming climate action in these objectives. By doing so, the 
CF can contribute towards reaching at least 20 % climate-related expenditure out of the overall 
EU budget.

Further information

DG Climate Action:
http://ec.europa.eu/clima
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