
 

 

 

 
 
 
Cohesion Policy for place-based transformative 
innovation: Lessons of Denmark, Finland and 
Andalusia region  
 

HIGHLIGHTS 

 
• Building on the foundations laid by Enrico 

Letta’s and Mario Draghi’s reports, President 
Ursula von der Leyen's second mandate 
focuses on revitalising Europe's industrial 
base. This effort aims to boost economic 
competitiveness while ensuring sustainability 
and social fairness.  

• An effective Cohesion Policy is key to this 
ambition supporting the "right to stay" and 
strengthening the progress of the European 
Single Market. The green and digital 
transitions, as well as efforts to strengthen 
Europe's defence, security, equity, and 
democracy, must be pursued in a way that 
remains fully compatible with the core 
objective of reducing disparities across 
European regions — a goal that remains 
central to the European project.”  

• Nordic countries are exemplars of integrating 
economic performance with environmental 
and social goals. Their experience can pave 
the way for other European territories to 
deploy broader efforts towards sustainable 
and fair competitiveness. 

• Andalusia is a less developed region with 
strong commitment with sustainability and 
extensive experience in managing Cohesion 
Policy funds effectively. The region's interest 
in improving its processes and results, and 
the ambition to foster regional 
competitiveness, has led the Andalusian 

administration to share experiences with 
other regions, especially in the field of 
innovation. 

• Facilitated by the Joint Research Centre (JRC) 
and supported by TAIEX-REGIO, a study visit 
by policymakers from the Andalusian 
Government to Finland and Denmark 
demonstrated the value of structured peer 
learning. The initiative underscores the 
importance of exchanging best practices to 
improve the design of cohesion policies and 
to promote EU-wide collaborative growth. 

• In Finland and Denmark, Cohesion Policy has 
supported transformative innovation through 
strong stakeholder involvement, the 
strengthening of regional ecosystems, and 
the integration of sustainability-driven 
initiatives — notably in the circular economy 
and clean energy. These efforts have 
enhanced sustainable competitiveness and 
regional technological leadership, while also 
streamlining administrative procedures and 
achieving greater simplification in 
programme implementation. 

• The Andalusian study-visit to Finland and 
Denmark laid the groundwork for future 
collaboration and generated insights that, as 
outlined in this policy brief, provide a 
valuable reference for other regions pursuing 
fair and sustainable competitiveness. 
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BACKGROUND AND POLICY CONTEXT 
 

The European Union needs to develop responses to 
the new challenges that are arising in today's 
complex global context, where people and territories 
are being affected asymmetrically. 

The green and digital transitions, as well as efforts to 
strengthen Europe's defence, security, equity, and 
democracy, must be pursued in a way that remains 
fully compatible with the core objective of reducing 
disparities across European regions — a goal that 
remains central to the European project. 

The Letta Report highlights that an effective cohesion 
policy, ensuring the “right to stay,” is a key enabler of 
the European Single Market success. Competitiveness, 
cohesion, and sustainability are inherently interlinked, 
as evidenced by the Draghi Report. The European 
Competitiveness Compass sets the direction for 
reigniting economic dynamism; and as a response, 
the Communication for the Cohesion midterm review, 
“Modernising Cohesion Policy”, offers the flexibility to 
Member States and regions to adapt their cohesion 
programmes to the new strategic priorities to deploy 
new policies and instruments addressing the new 
reality.  

Building on these insights, it is crucial to identify 
Cohesion Policy initiatives and good practices across 
Europe that can inspire less developed regions to 
bridge the gap and drive the green, digital, social, and 
competitive transitions.  

The Nordic nations stand out as prime examples of 
how to combine strong economic results with 
ambitious environmental and social objectives. Their 
effective approaches offer a source of 
encouragement for other European regions.  

This policy brief presents one such initiative: a 
Peer2Peer study visit by the Andalusian delegation to 
their counterparts in Finland and Denmark. Facilitated 
by the Joint Research Centre and supported by the 
TAIEX-REGIO Peer2Peer instrument in collaboration 
with DG REGIO, the visit aimed to draw lessons from 
leading practices in the management of the European 
Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the European 
Social Fund Plus (ESF+), and the Just Transition Fund 
(JTF), with a view to strengthening innovation 
ecosystems and advancing sustainable regional 
competitiveness. This visit was initiated through a 
collaboration between the Regional Ministry of 
Economy, Treasury and European Funds of the 
Andalusian Government (Spain) and the Joint 

Research Centre in Seville. Its primary objective was 
to identify successful innovation policies in European 
countries or regions, specifically those supported by 
European Cohesion Funds. DG REGIO played a highly 
significant role in identifying the host institutions for 
the visit and actively supported its implementation 
through the TAIEX-REGIO Peer2Peer instrument. 

The insights gained will provide a valuable reference 
for Andalusia and other regions as they design their 
future programmes, especially those focused on 
business innovation. An equally important objective 
was to identify effective practices for simplifying 
programme management and designing more 
business-friendly initiatives. In this context, it was 
found that the simplification options were applied in 
all their forms by the three administrations in a very 
similar manner 

Box 1: Objective of the Study Visit 
To facilitate peer learning among policymakers, 
practitioners, and EU-level institutions by 
showcasing exemplary practices in the strategic 
use of European Regional Development Funds 
(ERDF) to foster robust territorial innovation 
ecosystems — with a particular focus on agile 
management, simplification, effective governance, 
and impact-driven investment for sustainable 
transformation 

 

METHODOLOGY  

The study visit was designed through a structured, 
multi-phase process: 

• Mapping Needs: Initial interviews identified 
Andalusia’s key policy challenges related to ERDF 
management and innovation-driven territorial 
development. 

• Peer Matching: In coordination with DG REGIO, 
best practices were identified, leading to targeted 
peer-matching with Finland and Denmark. 

• Mission Design: The visit was organised with 
technical support from the TAIEX-REGIO 
Peer2Peer instrument. 

• Delegation Setup: A high-level Andalusian 
delegation was formed, including the Regional 
Minister, Vice-Minister, and General Secretary for 
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European Funding, supported by experts from the 
JRC. 

• Study Visit Implementation: Conducted from 17 
to 21 March 2025 in Helsinki, Espoo, Silkeborg, 
and Aarhus, the visit featured institutional 
exchanges, site visits to innovation hubs, and 
peer-learning dialogues. 

• Evaluation: A post-visit evaluation, coordinated 
with DG NEAR-TAIEX and DG REGIO, assessed 
learning outcomes and opportunities for further 
cooperation. 

• Policy Report: Key insights and recommendations 
from the visit were compiled into this final policy 

 
THE TERRITORIES 

 
Andalusia. The Visitor: Regional Ministry of 
Economy, Treasury and European Funds.  

Andalusia is a NUTS2 region located in the south of 
Spain. With a population of 8.82 million inhabitants 
and a land area of 87,599 km², This is 44% more 
population than Denmark with almost twice the area, 
and 53% more population than Finland on a quarter 
of its surface. 

In 2023, GDP per capita in Andalusia was €23,218, 
which represents 75% of the national average 
(€30,968) and 61% of the EU-27 average (€38,130) 
according to Eurostat, this classifies Andalusia as a 
‘less developed region’ under Cohesion Policy. 

According to the Regional Innovation Scoreboard (RIS) 
2023, Andalusia is classified as a moderate innovator 
within the EU. To address this, Andalusia, through its 
S4 Andalusia Strategy, aims to strengthen its 
innovation policies, increase R&D investment, and 
enhance coordination within the regional innovation 
ecosystem. These strategic objectives are fully 
aligned with the recommendations from the Harvard 
Growth Lab report, which was developed under the 
CREA (Economic Growth and Employment) project 
and issued in February 2025.  

Since joining the EU, Andalusia has received around 
€63 billion from Cohesion Policy (Fernandez-
Gavilanes, 2025), which has been a fundamental 
lever for the economic and social development of the 
region. The estimated impact of Cohesion Policy 
2014-2027 in Andalusia could increase the regional 
GDP by 2030 by between 1.5-3% (Christou et al., 
2024). 
 

In the framework 2021-2027, Andalusia counts on 
€7,221.5 million, from European Structural and 
Investment Funds, which €3,747.4 million correspond 
to ERDF, €1,244 million to FSE+ and 153.6 to JTF. 
These significant resources offer a valuable 
opportunity for the region; however, they also pose a 
substantial management challenge due to the 
administrative workload and complexity of the ERDF 
procedures, particularly for R&D&I projects.  
 
Despite Andalusia's extensive experience in 
effectively managing Cohesion funds since 1986, the 
current challenges, along with the region's capacities 
and opportunities, drive the Andalusian government 
to aim for optimising ERDF’s instruments design to 
foster innovation and streamlining programme 
management. This ambition motivated the mission to 
Finland and Denmark. 
 

Figure 1 – Itinerary of the mission 

 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration 
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Finland. Host: Ministry of Economic Affairs 
and Employment 
 
Finland, with a population of 5.56 million and a land 
area of 338,455 km², had in 2023, a GDP per capita 
105% of the EU-27 average according to Eurostat. 

Finland was selected as the destination for the study 
visit because of its internationally recognised 
leadership in innovation and its streamlined, impact-
oriented and flexible management of ERDF 
programmes. Its Operational Programme for 
Innovation and Skills in Finland 2021-2027 and its 
Just Transition Fund clearly reflect these 
characteristics According to the European Innovation 
Scoreboard 2024, Finland ranks as an ‘Innovation 
Leader’, with a score of 127.8% of the EU average 

Most of the country is considered a Transition region, 
as seven regions in North and East Finland are 
considered Sparsely populated areas. Over 60% of 
Finnish Cohesion Policy funds are targeted to the 
eastern and northern parts of the country. In the 
framework 2021-2027 Finland will count on €3,159 
million of Cohesion Policy funds, €1,488 million ERDF, 
€1,006 million and € 665 million of JTF. The RDI's 
share of the planned ERDF and JTF funding by 
regions is estimated between 100% in Tampere 
region to 71% in South Karelia    

The Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment 
actively supports innovation policy through a national 
R&D strategy targeting 4% of GDP for R&D 
investment by 2030. The country integrates RDI 
objectives into all ERDF specific and JTF objectives, 
including those related to accessibility, green 
transition, and digitalisation, demonstrating a holistic 
and coordinated approach to funding deployment, 
integrating structural funds with national tools like 
Business Finland and the Research Council of Finland.  
Finnish main S3 priorities are low-carbon economy, 
material efficiency, bioeconomy and circular 
economy, digitalisation and new technologies. 60 % 
of ERDF and 54 % of JTF funding committed so far in 
the framework 2021-2027 is related to S3. 
Technology innovation funding is focused on projects 
with technological readiness scale (TRL) 3 to 9, 
related to applied research and the introduction and 
processing of new technologies commercialisation 
and market introduction 

Finland’s innovation governance also stands out for 
its long-term partnerships between national and 
regional actors, such as the Innovation Agreements 
with 16 university-led city regions, which combine 

ERDF (Osenius, J, Ahlgren H, 2025), state, and 
municipal resources to catalyse regional ecosystems. 
These agreements focus on spearhead competencies, 
sustainability, and digital transformation, and are 
characterised by mutual trust, co-creation, and agile 
coordination mechanisms.  

One of these university-led city regions is Helsinki 
Region and Espoo city, a forerunner in innovation and 
climate policy. The region and the city are committed 
to leveraging ecosystems for systemic solutions, 
placing companies at the heart of sustainable growth 
(Markkula, Hiden, Isoaho, Taajamaa, 2025).  
Finally, Finland has managed to link regional 
innovation development to international value chains 
and competitive EU funding instruments such as 
Horizon Europe and Digital Europe. This alignment 
enhances the effectiveness of ERDF investments and 
provides a compelling example of how regional 
strategies can be scaled and internationalised. 

Box 2: Main highlights of Finland’s 
Cohesion Policy for place-based 
innovation 
• Purpose/Vision: “Carbon Neutral Finland” 

and reaching 4% of GDP for R&D 
investment by 2030 

• Strategy:  Ecosystem Agreements with 16 
university-driven city regions  

• ERDF Enablers:  Simplified Cost Options 
(SCOs); Verifications procedures based on 
risk analysis and project classifications 

 

Denmark.  Host: Danish Business Authority 
Denmark, with a population of 5.97 million and a 
land area of 42,933 km², is smaller in territory than 
Andalusia but similar in population to Finland. In 
2023, its GDP per capita corresponds to 125% of the 
EU-27 average according to Eurostat. All Denmark is 
considered as a more developed region in terms of 
Cohesion Policy.  

According to the European Innovation Scoreboard 
2024, Denmark is the second most innovative 
country in the EU, scoring 135.7% of the EU average. 
Denmark’s innovation ecosystem is characterised by 
high levels of public-private collaboration, investment 
in digital and lifelong learning capacities and linking 
regional innovation policies with internationalisation 
and sustainability.  
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In the framework 2021-2027, Denmark will count on 
€385,47million from Cohesion Policy: €185,6 million 
from ERDF, €114, 12 million of FSE+ and € 85,68 
million of JTF. The most relevant instrument funded 
by ERDF in Denmark is the clusters programme 
2025-2028, meaning a public investment of €100 
million.  
Circular Economy is one of the main themes of 
prioritisation for the ERDF, to which the 38.2% of the 
ERDF is allocated. 

A core reason for Denmark’s relevance lies in its 
efficient and transparent management of ERDF. 
Denmark exemplifies strategic integration of ERDF 
and JTF with national instruments and 
interministerial coordination. Flagship place-based 
initiatives are the "Danish Lighthouse Projects" 
(Figure 2), promoted by regional partnerships, with 
strong municipalities’ role. These lighthouses are 
meant to enhance cooperation around selected 
topics, playing as single-entry point for the SMEs and 
providing cascade funding to selected projects on 
cutting-edge areas such as carbon capture and 
storage (CCUS), pyrolysis, and brown biorefining 
under its JTF programme. (Von Lillienskjold & 
Egefjord 2025) 

Figure 2 – Danish Lighthouse projects 

 

Source: Danish Business Authority 

Denmark also leads in linking regional innovation 
policies with internationalisation and sustainability. 
The country’s innovation clusters and business 
promotion programmes specifically aim to boost 
digital transformation, circular economy models, and 
green technologies, while promoting collaboration 
with Horizon Europe and other EU instruments. 
Initiatives such as support for SMEs in recycling 

windmill blades through cross-sectoral partnerships 
illustrate how ERDF can catalyse industrial transition 
and regional resilience. 

The Danish Business Authority, whose premises in 
Silkeborg were visited, oversees implementation and 
has embedded risk-based auditing, automated 
control systems and simplified cost options to reduce 
administrative burdens while strengthening 
accountability (Michael Søgård, 2025).  

The Danish Technological Institute (DTI), located in 
Aarhus, plays a key role in supporting SMEs in 
adopting circular business models and sustainable 
technologies to minimise waste. DTI is also 
instrumental in involving Danish industry in both 
national and European R&D defence and security 
projects (Dowler Nygaard & Højbjerre Thomsen, 
2025) 

Box 3: Denmark’s Cohesion Policy 
main highlights of for place-based 
innovation 
 

• Partnership process with wide range of 
stakeholders. Leadership on Business 
organisations and strong support of local 
authorities  

• S3 focus on SME support and cooperation.  
Clusters and hubs accelerate technology 
transfer. One-stop-shop for business 
funding and participation in international 
projects. 

• ERDF Enablers: Simplification and agile 
documentation process for innovation 
projects; On the spot verification as a 
collaboration process with the beneficiary 
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MAIN FINDINGS 

Different cohesion programmes: different 
management level, same ambition. Make 
the most of Cohesion funds. 

As shown in Figure 3, Andalusia, Finland, and 
Denmark demonstrate different territorial scenarios 
in the management of Cohesion funds. Andalusia, 
due to its status as a less developed region, receives 
significant resources for investment, which, at the 
same time, require substantial public management 
capacities due to the burdensome procedures 
involved. 

Figure 3 – Cohesion funds, Finland, Denmark and Andalusia 
in 2021-2027 

Source.  Authors’ own elaboration based on data provided by the three territories 
 

In contrast with Andalusia, which serves as an 
intermediary body dependent on the Spanish Ministry 
of Treasury, the authorities in Finland and Denmark 
are Cohesion Funds managing authorities that have 
developed effective multi-level governance 
frameworks, with relevant roles for regional and local 
authorities.   

Simplification along the lifecycle of the 
cohesion programmes 

Andalusia, Finland and Denmark are fully committed 
to simplification in fund management. In the case of 
Finland, there is just one programme covering ERDF, 
ESF+ and JTF. Widespread use of simplified cost 
options in the 3 territories. The integration of 
advanced IT systems valid for all funds and 
interconnected with other public systems have 
significantly streamlined administrative processes. 
Key notable examples are: 
• Sample-auditing for the programmes 

• Full coordination of the topics. 
• Innovative project design 

Smart Specialisation Strategies and 
Territorial Dimension 

The three territories have embedded *Smart 
Specialisation Strategies (S3) at the heart of their 
programming, with direct links between regional 
strategies and project selection. 

Espoo (Finland) showcases a strong example of 
systemic innovation tied to regional climate-
neutrality goals, promoting public-private 
partnerships. 

The twin transition is mainstreamed across all 
investment priorities, linking regional innovation with 
EU strategic autonomy and sustainability goals 

Public-Private Funding and Collaboration 

Public authorities act as conveners and facilitators, 
creating trust-based platforms for private sector 
investment in sustainable solutions. 

EU funding acts as a catalyst to mobilize private 
investment across sectors such as green 
technologies, recycling, and sustainable construction 

Clear focus on cross-sector collaboration, using 
mission-driven approaches (e.g., climate neutrality, 
circular economy) to focus and align public-private 
efforts toward shared societal goals. 

Support Instruments for Innovation 
Ecosystems  

Place-based and thematic concentration on 
innovation and green transition, coordinated by 
agencies/clusters/hubs close to the private sector, 
accelerates impact. 

Finland and Denmark, countries have developed 
specific instruments linking ERDF and national 
policies to promote clusters, SME innovation, and 
applied R&D. Finland uses a strong “place-based 
innovation model” and Denmark is investing 
Lighthouse projects and clusters with a relevant 
presence of private funding. 

Clusters, lighthouses and other forms of interface of 
the innovation ecosystem play an important role in 
promoting, identifying and mentoring entrepreneurs 



 

7 
 

or innovation actors, and in facilitating access to 
innovation policies and their impact. 

 

Role of Universities and Technology Centres 
in Regional Transformation 

Structuring ecosystems where universities, 
companies, and public authorities collaborate 
increases innovation capacity and societal impact. 

Universities and research centres (e.g., Aalto 
University, Danish Technological Institute) act as 
engines for innovation ecosystems, start-ups 
promotion and are instrumental in attracting 
European funding and involving industry in both 
national and European R&D  

Partnerships like the “Climate City Contract” in Espoo 
demonstrate how universities contribute not just to 
research, but to system-wide transformations. 

Investing in Sustainability contribute to 
Regional Competitiveness 

Experiences from Denmark and Finland show that 
linking circular economy practices and clean energy 
transitions to regional development strategies 
strengthens both environmental sustainability and 
economic competitiveness. ERDF investments in 
circular hubs, sustainable industries, and energy 
resilience projects have not only advanced climate 
objectives but also created new business 
opportunities, quality jobs, and reinforced regional 
resilience. 

CONCLUSIONS  

The study visit of the Andalusian Ministry of 
Economy, Treasury and European Funds to Finland 
and Denmark aimed at learning from two leading 
European territories about good practices in 
managing European Cohesion policy funds for 
boosting innovation  

Through peer learning and practical knowledge 
exchange, the Andalusian delegation explored 
strategies for leveraging Cohesion Policy to build 
competitive innovation ecosystems, advance the twin 
transition, and enhance regional resilience. Designed 
and accompanied by the Joint Research Centre (JRC) 
and supported by DG REGIO and the DG NEAR TAIEX-
REGIO Peer2Peer instrument, the visit provided 

valuable insights to Andalusia which can also be 
considered as recommendations for any other 
European territory, which aspires to make the most of 
cohesion funds towards competitiveness  

Whole of Governance. Reinforce the coordination 
mechanisms between national and regional levels, 
across regional departments and with local 
governments, setting up permanent dialogue 
platforms, similarly to Finnish Regional Management 
Committees 

Simplification. In the interest of simplification, the 
following ideas have been considered worth  

- Consensus in the positive use of simplified cost 
options (such as lump sums and flat rates). It 
would be important to develop a lump-sum cost 
model per type of cost that could be applied to 
all the programmes and fund managers.  

- Streamline the designing and selection of 
projects, particularly in R&D&I, considering the 
real needs of the sector and in close contact with 
it. 

- Rationalise the full project lifecycle to enhance 
beneficiary involvement, especially SMEs. 
Promote one-stop shops at regional and local 
levels to assist beneficiaries throughout the 
application process, helping them navigate 
administrative requirements and improve the 
quality of project proposals. The use of advanced 
IT systems, covering the full cycle of the fund and 
linked to other public registers is a key factor. 

- Improve automation of procedures making them 
more agile and less burdensome 

- Remove additional requirements set in calls for 
incentives and in justification 

- In depth review of requirements for auditing 
across Member States and address gold-plating.  

Capacity building not only for officials but also for 
beneficiaries 

The importance of supporting regional 
ecosystems.:  clusters, local business hub and 
reinforces cooperation and internationalisation, 
strengthening ecosystem's overall capacity and 
critical mass and to leverage additional European 
funds. 
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Universities, research centres, and 
technological hubs as “anchors” for innovation 
missions, fostering R&D, entrepreneurship, and SME 
scaling. Foster deeper cooperation between regional 
universities, SMEs, and local authorities to create real 
“innovation ecosystems” with a clear place-based 
dimension.  

Sustainable competitiveness. Investments in 
circular economy hubs, sustainable industrial 
initiatives, and energy resilience projects contribute 
not only to advancing climate goals, but also to 
generating new business opportunities, creating 
quality employment, and strengthening the overall 
resilience of regional economies. 

Transparency. Following the Finnish experience, 
explore the possibility of including graphical 
presentations of regional indicators on the regional 
government's European Funds website. 

However, moving towards place based, systemic 
innovation requires a cultural shift both in 
administrations and in their territorial stakeholders.  
This study visit showed how peer learning and 
cooperation can be powerful drivers for this 
transformation and pave the way to new alliances 
between territories essential to building a 
competitive, sustainable and stronger Europe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT’S NEXT? 

One key lesson learned during the study visit 
highlights the importance of sharing experiences at 
regional level on the design, implementation and 
execution of regional funding schemes. Such peer 
learning allows regional policy-makers to create 
common understanding on how EU funds could be 
effectively employed to increase value creation and 
competitiveness, acting effectively as enabler to 
reach the goals set out in the competitiveness 

The first outcome of this study visit has been the 
establishment of a collaborative framework between 
the Helsinki-Uusimaa region and Andalusia, with new 
visits planned to both regions in the coming months. 

The knowledge gained during this study visit will be 
capitalised on in the Preparatory Action 'Innovation 
for place-based transformation', launched by the 
Joint Research Centre and supported by the European 
Parliament. This initiative involves 200 European 
territories, including the Helsinki region and 
Andalusia. The territories focus on their own specific 
territorial needs and work alongside the European 
Commission to drive change, developing specific 
solutions for implementing innovation policies and 
tackling pressing challenges such as achieving 
circularity, adapting to climate change, undergoing 
digital transformation, ensuring food security, 
reducing reliance on fossil fuels and enabling 
territorial preparedness. 
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