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The Europe 2020 Strategy and the EU Financial Perspective 2014–2020 
The Lisbon Strategy (2000–2010) could be understood as the EU’s response to global 
competitiveness challenges; the Europe 2020 Strategy (for the decade until 2020) is a 
renewed and redesigned version of the Lisbon Strategy. The EU intends to make 
Europe 2020 an overall policy framework. The paper deals first with some key criteria 
the fulfilment of which – on the basis of the experiences of the European integration 
process – looks necessary for the success of any overarching EU programme. After 
this, an evaluation of the experiences of the Lisbon Strategy follows, then, partly 
based on these experiences, we try to preview the chances of the Europe 2020 
Strategy. After that, discuss the role of the EU budget in the financing of Europe 2020 
and on the effects of Europe 2020’s success or failure on the EU budget. 

 
 

Introduction 

The competitiveness of the European Union (EU) has been in the centre of political 
debates on the integration process as well as of professional analyses tackling the 
results and the problems in this field. The importance of this issue has become 
painfully clear as the first oil shock in 1973–1974 has stopped the dynamic growth of 
the Western European countries, and made the objective of catching-up to Europe’s 
most important competitors – the US and Japan – unrealistic. Since then, several 
programmes aiming at the enhancement of economic growth – including the creation 
of the Single Market and of the Economic and Monetary Union – has been elaborated 
and “tested” in Europe. However, they were not able to solve Europe’s 
competitiveness problems.  
 
Since the turn of the millennium the circle of serious global competitors has become 
wider, first of all due to the rapid growth of China and India. The EU’s Lisbon 
Strategy (2000–2010) can be understood as a specific response to the above 
tendencies; the Europe 2020 Strategy initiated in 2010 for the decade until 2020 is a 
renewed and redesigned version of the Lisbon Strategy. Learning from the 
experiences of the Lisbon strategy, the EU now intends to make Europe 2020 an 
overall policy framework and to build the expenditure items of the EU budget for the 
next financial perspective (2014–2020) around the inherent logic of the Europe 2020 
Strategy. 

                                                 
1 Tamás Szemlér, Ph.D is Head of the Chair of Economics at the Budapest Business School.  
E-mail: szemler.tamas@kkfk.bgf.hu 
2 Parts of this paper have already been published in Szemlér [2011]; the present paper contains updated 
and edited information of these parts, as well.  
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The paper deals first with some key criteria the fulfilment of which – on the basis of 
the experiences of the European integration process – looks necessary for the success 
of any overarching EU programme. After this, an evaluation of the experiences of the 
Lisbon Strategy follows, then, partly based on these experiences, we try to preview 
the chances of the Europe 2020 Strategy. After that, we discuss the role of the EU 
budget in the financing of Europe 2020 and on the effects of Europe 2020’s success or 
failure on the EU budget. 
 

1. How can a European strategy be successful? 

News about the developments of the European integration process tackle very often 
the difficulties of progress. There is much less information on spectacular successes – 
one of the reasons is certainly that such successes are generally reached as a result of 
hard work during a longer period of time. But we can certainly ask the question: 
what are the necessary conditions of the success of a long-term EU programme? 
 
First of all, a long-term objective – we may call it vision – is necessary. It is also 
important that all (or most) Member States should agree on this vision and fully 
support it (as an objective of their own). The fulfilment of these criteria is the pre-
condition of any political decision, even in the case of important compromises (which 
are characteristic for the EU’s development). 
 
However, any vision alone is very far from being sufficient. It is also important that 
the long-term objective(s) should be realistic. In order to assure a realistic approach, 
setting intermediary deadlines and objectives can be very useful. These deadlines and 
objectives make possible the evaluation of progress made, and – if necessary –, can 
indicate the necessity of changing the process. Flexibility is also an important part of 
the system, as inflexible intermediate objectives could even be harmful for progress. 
 
In order to reach the objectives of an overarching strategy, beyond final and 
intermediary objectives, also adequate tools are necessary. We understand here tools 
in a broad sense, including e.g. financial resources, as well as institutional and 
decision-making mechanisms related to the given programme. 
 
The fulfilment of all the conditions mentioned above is, of course, no guarantee for 
success. Success may depend on a lot of factors, including first of all the content of the 
given programme as well as the external environment. However, in the two most 
important EU “projects” of the last decades – the establishment of the Single Market 
and the creation of the Economic and Monetary Union – the fulfilment of these 
conditions has to a great extent contributed to their success. 
 
In the case of the Single Market, after the announcement of the “project” in 1986, 
there were seven years for the realisation of the final objective – the free movement of 
goods, services, capital and workforce (since the entry into force of the Maastricht 
Treaty: persons) within the European Community. During these seven years, the 
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Member States have negotiated and accepted more than 200 legal acts concerning 
very different fields of life including e.g. tax policy, business regulation and 
professional qualifications.3 Despite the fact that there are still exceptions from the 
four freedoms (the most general and probably most well-known problem being the 
imperfections related to the free movement of services), the establishment of the 
Single Market can be considered as one of the greatest successes of European 
integration. 
 
In the case of the Economic and Monetary Union, the Member States – having 
learned the lessons of the failure in the first half of the 1970s – have agreed in the 
early 1990s on a detailed set of criteria and on an exact timetable. Regarding the 
timetable, we should emphasise the importance of the explicitly built-in flexibility 
and the strict final deadline4: without these, the beginning of the third stage of the 
Economic and Monetary Union could have raised serious problems.5 The preparations 
and the continuous fine-tuning included the elaboration of the institutional setup as 
well as of the regulations for the period after the introduction of the euro (e.g. the 
functioning of the European Central Bank, of the European System of Central Banks, 
as well as of the Stability and Growth Pact).6 Despite all its imperfections and actual 
problems, the Economic and Monetary Union is still one of the most spectacular 
examples to illustrate that – with adequate tools and mechanisms – even objectives 
that may seem unrealistic in the beginning of a visionary “project” can be reached.7 
 
In order to judge the prospects of the Europe 2020 Strategy, it is useful to examine 
the presence or the lack of the above-discussed criteria. It is also useful to compare 
available information on the functioning of the Europe 2020 Strategy – including the 
proposal of the European Commission to build the 2014–2020 financial perspective of 
the EU budget on the logic of the Europe 2020 – with the system and the experiences 
of the Lisbon Strategy. 
 
                                                 
3  http://europa.eu/abc/history/1980-1989/index_en.htm, last accessed: 29 February 2012 
4 The Maastricht Treaty did not fix the exact time of the beginning of the third stage of the Economic and 
Monetary Union, but laid down that it should be – in any case – in 1999 at the latest. „If by the end of 1997 
the date for the beginning of the third stage has not been set, the third stage shall start on 1 January 1999. 
(…) ” Source: Treaty on European Union, Article 109j, 4., http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/en/treaties/dat/11992M/htm/11992M.html (last accessed: 3 March 2012). As it turned out, 
this planned, at the same time flexible and strict deadline has proved to be very useful. 
5 Flexibility with regard to the interpretation of the criteria was also important – although there are 
important doubts about the positive nature of the approach used.  
6 Of course, it is true that present problems of the Economic and Monetary Union are rooted – according to 
many analysts since the beginning of the “project” – in problems related to the content of the conditions, 
first of all in the lack of sufficient harmonisation of economic (in particular, fiscal) policies of the countries 
involved. 
7 One should not forget that the establishment of the Cohesion Fund is also closely related to the Economic 
and Monetary Union. The objective was to assure additional external financial resources for development 
for the (then) poorest four EU Member States (Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Spain – all of them having a 
GDP/capita indicator under 90% of the EU average) for the period of their preparation (meaning also a 
strict budgetary policy, a reduction of spending) for the Economic and Monetary Union. For a short 
summary of the conditions, see e.g.: http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funds/procf/cf_en.htm, last 
accessed: 10 March 2012. 
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2. The experiences of the Lisbon Strategy 

The Lisbon Strategy – announced in 2000 and containing quantified objectives for 
2010 – was not lacking ambitious visions. According to the objectives set by the 
strategy which was based on three pillars (economic, social and environmental), by 
2010, the EU should have become the most competitive area in the world, 
substantially improving by that time the level of employment and social cohesion.8 
These objectives were, of course, nice, but have been regarded sceptically by many 
observers since the beginning. Scepticism was based to a great extent on the fact that 
no substantial new EU-level tools have been created to facilitate the realisation of the 
strategy:9 its execution has been the task of the Member States, while EU-level 
coordination – purged from compulsory elements – has been based on the so-called 
open coordination mechanism.10 
 
A few years after the start it has become clear that scepticism was not unfounded. 
The programme was meticulously reviewed in 2005, and, based on the results of the 
review, some changes took place. These took into account first of all the critics and 
recommendations expressed in the report of the expert group led by Wim Kok.11 Since 
2005, coordination has become less complicated, and the integrated guidelines for 
economic growth and employment have also explicitly taken into account the 
economic environment (they have been elaborated simultaneously with the micro- 
and macroeconomic prospects). These guidelines have constituted the basis of both 
the EU Lisbon Programme and the so-called National Reform Programmes.12 The 
practically continuous monitoring of the programmes (including a yearly review) has 
made practically immediate corrections possible (but not obligatory). 
 
The views on the effectiveness of the renewed Lisbon Strategy are diverging: while 
some analysts were inclined to see considerable progress, others underlined the 
effects of conjuncture behind the improving tendencies in the case of some indicators 

                                                 
8 As it is stated in the Presidency Conclusions of the 2000 Lisbon European Council: „The Union has today 
set itself a new strategic goal for the next decade: to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-
based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater 
social cohesion” (European Council [2000]).  
9 „No new process is needed. The existing Broad Economic Policy Guidelines and the Luxembourg, Cardiff 
and Cologne processes offer the necessary instruments, provided they are simplified and better 
coordinated, in particular through other Council formations contributing to the preparation by the 
ECOFIN Council of the Broad Economic Policy Guidelines”. Source: Presidency Conclusions, Lisbon 
European Council, 23 and 24 March 2000, 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/00100-r1.en0.htm, last accessed: 11 
March 2012. 
10 For a short description of the mechanism, see: 
http://europa.eu/scadplus/glossary/open_method_coordination_en.htm, last accessed: 14 March 2012. 
11 Facing the challenge: the Lisbon strategy for growth and employment. Report from the High Level 
Group chaired by Wim Kok, November 2004, http://ec.europa.eu/research/evaluations/pdf/archive/fp6-
evidence-
base/evaluation_studies_and_reports/evaluation_studies_and_reports_2004/the_lisbon_strategy_for_growt
h_and_employment__report_from_the_high_level_group.pdf, last accessed: 14 March 2012. 
12 For the details of the mid-term changes, see: European Council [2005].  
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in 2006–2007.13 The renewed Lisbon Strategy could not enjoy a long “calm” period 
which could have allowed accumulate enough experience to decide such a debate: 
since 2008, the financial and economic crisis has overwritten all previous 
expectations and scenarios. The reflection on a fundamental reform of the Lisbon 
Strategy (expiring in 2010 anyway) has already been on the Agenda, and the 
dramatically changing circumstances have made this reflection even more urgent. 
 

3. The Europe 2020 Strategy 

The Europe 2020 Strategy was presented by a European Commission document14 
published on 3 March 2010. The publication of the document was preceded by a 
public consultation.15 As a result, the objectives and the key areas outlined in the 
document – and part of which has already been present in the Lisbon Strategy – did 
not cause any surprise.  
 
The novelty of the Europe 2020 Strategy consists in its coherent structure. This 
includes the overarching priorities, the objectives (more than before 2010, and all 
objectives actualised according to the situation in 2010) and the so-called flagship 
initiatives (see Table 1 for these key elements of the Europe 2020 Strategy). Europe 
2020 has been finalised and approved on 17 June 2010 by the European Council.16 
 
 

Table 1 . Key elements of the Europe 2020 Strategy 
 
 
„Europe 2020 puts forward three mutually reinforcing priorities: 
 
– Smart growth: developing an economy based on knowledge and innovation. 
– Sustainable growth: promoting a more resource efficient, greener and more 

competitive economy. 
– Inclusive growth: fostering a high-employment economy delivering social and 

territorial cohesion. 
 
The EU needs to define where it wants to be by 2020. To this end, the Commission 
proposes the following EU headline targets: 
 

                                                 
13 The debate can also be captured in the following lines: „Until the crisis hit, Europe was moving in the 
right direction. Labour markets were performing well with participation levels rising to 66% and 
unemployment levels dropping to 7%, while (…) EU GDP growth was just short of the Lisbon Strategy’s 
envisaged 3% average growth. Although some of this progress was undoubtedly due to cyclical factors, 
developments in labour markets in particular owed much to the structural reform efforts of EU Member 
States”. Source: European Commission [2009a].  
14 European Commission [2010a]. 
15 The public consultation was open between 24 November 2009 and  15 January 2010, and was based on  
European Commission [2009b]. 
16 European Council [2010].  
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– 75 % of the population aged 20-64 should be employed. 
– 3% of the EU's GDP should be invested in R&D. 
– The "20/20/20" climate/energy targets should be met (including an increase to 30% 

of emissions reduction if the conditions are right). 
– The share of early school leavers should be under 10% and at least 40% of the 

younger generation should have a tertiary degree. 
– 20 million less people should be at risk of poverty. 
 
These targets are interrelated and critical to our overall success. To ensure that each 
Member State tailors the Europe 2020 strategy to its particular situation, the 
Commission proposes that EU goals are translated into national targets and 
trajectories.  
 
The targets are representative of the three priorities of smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth but they are not exhaustive: a wide range of actions at national, EU 
and international levels will be necessary to underpin them. The Commission is 
putting forward seven flagship initiatives to catalyse progress under each priority 
theme: 
 
– "Innovation Union" to improve framework conditions and access to finance for 

research and innovation so as to ensure that innovative ideas can be turned into 
products and services that create growth and jobs. 

– "Youth on the move" to enhance the performance of education systems and to 
facilitate the entry of young people to the labour market. 

– "A digital agenda for Europe" to speed up the roll-out of high-speed internet and 
reap the benefits of a digital single market for households and firms. 

– "Resource efficient Europe" to help decouple economic growth from the use of 
resources, support the shift towards a low carbon economy, increase the use of 
renewable energy sources, modernise our transport sector and promote energy 
efficiency. 

– "An industrial policy for the globalisation era" to improve the business 
environment, notably for SMEs, and to support the development of a strong and 
sustainable industrial base able to compete globally. 

– "An agenda for new skills and jobs" to modernise labour markets and empower 
people by developing their of skills throughout the lifecycle with a view to increase 
labour participation and better match labour supply and demand, including through 
labour mobility. 

– "European platform against poverty" to ensure social and territorial cohesion such 
that the benefits of growth and jobs are widely shared and people experiencing 
poverty and social exclusion are enabled to live in dignity and take an active part in 
society.” 

 
Source: European Commission [2010a], pp. 5–6. 
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An important element of the objectives is that – according to the European 
Commission’s recommendation – Member States should “translate” the EU level 
objectives into national objectives and tracks17; this approach is also known from the 
post-2005 experience of the Lisbon Strategy. This way, the decomposition of the long-
term objectives (visions) into more specific partial ojectives is (at least geographically) 
present. The question is – just as it was in the case of the Lisbon Strategy – whether 
the objectives are realistic, and whether the system allows for adequate flexibility. 
 
Some changes – compared to the experiences of the Lisbon Strategy – give ground for 
optimism. Europe 2020 takes the international environment much more and in a 
much more realistic way into account, thus, it is more “embedded” into the global 
processes than its predecessor was. This feature has a positive effect on the seven 
flagship initiatives which constitute the main specific and issue-oriented tools of the 
Europe 2020 Strategy. The flagship initiatives themselves are clearly outlined; they 
cover fields that are all related both to traditional EU policies and to the three 
priorities of the Europe 2020 Strategy. This – more logical and more coherent 
approach – may provide better chances for coordinated action than in the case of the 
Lisbon Strategy.  
 
Europe 2020 is about coordinated action of the Member States. Effective (and 
especially: efficient) coordinated action requires a well functioning institutional 
system. Under the Europe 2020 Strategy, tasks continue to be shared by EU and 
national level institutions,. However, national stability/convergence programmes as 
well as national reform programmes aiming at the realisation of the Europe 2020 
Strategy will have to be integrated both into the national budgetary processes and 
into the European Semester (aiming at the strengthening of economic policy 
coordination between Member States).18 The efficient coordination of activities – both 
between different policy fields and between different levels of administration – is one 
of the key conditions of the success of the Europe 2020 Strategy. 
 

4. The role of the EU budget 

Beyond the aspects described until now, the realisation of the Europe 2020 Strategy 
necessarily raises the question of financing: who (the Member States’ budgets and/or 
the EU budget) and to what extent will finance it?  
 
According to the official website of the European Commission, the answer to the 
question why the Europe 2020 Strategy does not have its own budget is: “Because 
throwing money at problems is not the solution. The key to long-term, sustainable 
growth is reform – both structural reform and changes in public spending.”19 At the 
same time it is also true that the areas targeted by the strategy have received 

                                                 
17 European Commissin [2010a], p. 3. 
18 http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/who-does-what/member-states/index_en.htm, last accessed: 22 March 
2012. 
19 http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/services/faqs/index_en.htm#4, last accessed: 24 March 2012. 
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considerable resources from the EU budget since 2007: “For example, between 2007 
and 2013, over €50bn is available for R&D projects, over €3bn for competitiveness 
and innovation and nearly €7bn for lifelong learning. This is all in addition to €277bn 
worth of regional funding for the same period through the Structural Funds.” 20  
 
The text also emphasises the importance of other steps aiming at the improvement of 
the efficiency of both EU and Member State level funding: “In addition to this, EU 
governments will be encouraged to review their own public spending to improve 
quality and efficiency and, despite significant fiscal constraints, find ways to invest in 
sustainable growth. At the same time, new financing models (such as public-private 
partnerships, leveraging EU or European Investment Bank funding, etc.) should be 
explored, to pool public and private-sector resources and maximise impacts.”21 
 
The above amounts mean a very important step forward compared to the period 
before 2007. The most important new element on the expenditure side of the EU 
budget for the 2007–2013 financial perspective has probably benn the emphasised 
appearance of the ”competitiveness” objective. However - especially in the light of the 
objectives set by the Europe 2020 Strategy –, these amounts seem to be still too 
limited.  
 
All this has become even more important in the light of the document published by 
the European Commission on 19 October 2010.22 According to this document, the 
structure of the EU budget during the next financial perspective (beginning in 2014) 
may be built on the logic of the Europe 2020 Strategy. Some months later, the official 
proposal of the European Commission for the multiannual financial framework 2014–
202023 – published on 29 June 2011 – has confirmed this approach and revealed its 
details. 
 
Beyond its title (A budget for Europe 2020), the document precises in the very 
beginning that the EU budget has the objective to support the Europe 2020 Strategy: 
“In preparing its proposals for the future budget of the European Union, the 
Commission has faced the challenge of being able to fund the growing number of 
policy areas where the EU can be more effective by acting through the EU level in the 
current climate of national austerity and fiscal consolidation. This has led it to 
propose a budget with a strong pan- European logic, designed to drive the Europe 
2020 growth strategy. This proposal is innovative in terms of the quality of its 
spending proposals and also in terms of how the EU budget should be funded in 
future, potentially easing the direct impact on national budgets and making it a truly 
European budget.”24 
 

                                                 
20 http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/services/faqs/index_en.htm#4, last accessed: 24 March 2012. 
21 http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/services/faqs/index_en.htm#4, last accessed: 24 March 2012. 
22 European Commission [2010b].  
23 European Commission [2011]. 
24 European Commission [2011], p. 5. 
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Table 2 shows the figures of the multiannual financial framework in terms of 
commitments.  It is clear that Headings 1 and 2 (representing 85% of total 
expenditure in the period 2014–2020) are the ones related to the three priorities 
(Smart, Inclusive and Sustainable Growth) of the Europe 2020 Strategy. It is also 
clear that – beyond their new names – these headings are very similar to Headings 1 
and 2 in the present period. Of course, there are some interesting new elements and 
mechanisms (first of all, the Connecting Europe facility), but the changes are far form 
looking revolutionary. 
 
Still, the fact that the EU budget is very closely tied to the Europe 2020 Strategy is 
an important novelty. The success or the failure of the strategy will also mean the 
success or the failure ofthe budget. If Europe 2020 becomes a success, the use of the 
budget will be regarded – in line with the evaluations in the Commission proposal – 
as innovative and efficient. If, on the contrary, Europe 2020 will be more similar to 
its predecessor (the Lisbon Strategy), the failure may shed a negative light on the EU 
budget, too. Therefore, the decision of the European Commission to link the budget 
with the Europe 2020 Strategy is a courageous step – it also means that this step is 
not without risks.   
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Table 2 

 
Source: European Commission [2011], p. 25. 
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Concluding remarks 

By now, it is clear that the Europe 2020 Strategy will play a central role in the 
intetntions to realise the main economic mid-term economic priorities of the EU. It is 
also clear that the European Commission intends to build the next multiannual 
financial framework on the logic of the Europe 2020 Strategy – although details may 
change until the agreement on the key figures of the 2014–2020 financial perspective, 
this logic will very probably remain. This is why it is extremely important to fill the 
framework of Europe 2020 with real content (and not only with nicely sounding 
objectives). Otherwise, not just the Europe 2020 Strategy, but also the effectiveness 
and the efficiency of the EU budget (and also of national budgets) – based on the 
strategy – may be seriously damaged.  
 
If the real content exists and if the institutional system necessary for the gradual 
realisation of the objectives is there, then the idea of building the EU budget onto the 
structure and logic of the Europe 2020 Strategy can prove to be a good one. In the 
opposite case, the idea can lead to the continuation of the present situation, which 
would be a disaster both from the point of view of the Europe 2020 Strategy and from 
that of a future-oriented and efficiently used EU budget. 
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