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“The Commission and Members States must ensure better use of 
the European Regional Development Fund for halting biodiversity 
loss,” say EU Auditors 

A report published today by the European Court of Auditors (ECA) reveals that the EU Member 
States’ take-up of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) to finance projects aimed 
at halting biodiversity loss has lagged behind compared to other areas of ERDF spending. If the 
ERDF is to continue to be regarded as useful for helping to deliver the EU strategy to halt 
biodiversity loss by 2020, the Commission should provide the Member States with more 
support for implementing specific protection and management plans for habitats and species. 
The monitoring of the implementation and impact of biodiversity projects also needs to be 
improved. 

According to Phil Wynn Owen, the ECA Member responsible for the report, “The European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF) can be used by Member States to finance projects to promote biodiversity 
and nature protection, but its use for such purposes has been limited. Where it is used for biodiversity 
projects, many ERDF funded activities during the period 2007 – 2013 supported the preparation of 
protection and management plans. These will need to be implemented if tangible results are to be 
achieved.  Efforts must also be made to monitor better the contribution made by ERDF co-financed 
projects to promoting biodiversity, and an accurate record should be maintained by the Commission of 
direct and indirect EU spending on biodiversity.”  

The ECA found that ERDF co-financed projects were generally in line with national and EU biodiversity 
priorities.  Two thirds of the 32 projects audited involved protection measures which were expected 
to have a direct impact on biodiversity.  However, in most cases, the Member States concerned had 
introduced neither results indicators nor monitoring systems to assess the development of habitats 
and species. Their absence undermines any assessment of the effectiveness of these projects.  

Protecting biodiversity is a key priority for the EU. Following the failure to achieve the previous target 
of halting biodiversity loss in Europe by 2010, in June 2011, the Council endorsed the “EU biodiversity 
strategy to 2020”. Member States allocated €2,8 billion in the 2007-2013 programming period to the 
direct promotion of biodiversity and nature protection under the ERDF.  

http://www.eca.europa.eu/�


EN 

 
 
 

 

2 

 

Notes to editors: 
 
European Court of Auditors (ECA) special reports are published throughout the year, presenting the results of 
selected audits of specific EU budgetary areas or management topics. 

This special report (No 12/2014) entitled “Is the ERDF effective in funding projects that directly promote 
biodiversity under the EU biodiversity strategy to 2020?” examines whether Member States took advantage of 
the available ERDF funding for directly promoting biodiversity, and assessed whether ERDF co-financed projects 
directly promoting biodiversity were effective in halting biodiversity loss. 

The ECA found that the take-up of ERDF funds by Member States to finance biodiversity projects had lagged 
behind compared with other areas of ERDF spending. The selected projects were in line with biodiversity 
priorities at national and EU level. Actual protection measures were carried out in two thirds of the audited 
projects, whereas one third of the projects audited focused on the preparation of such measures. Project 
sustainability relied on local commitment and on future public financing at a national and/or local level. 

The EU auditors recommend that  

The Commission should: 

(a) support Member States in setting biodiversity restoration priorities in operational programmes; 

(b) assess the complementarity of the actions to promote biodiversity identified by the Member States in the 
operational programmes with projects financed by other EU funds; 

(c) monitor the actual implementation of operational programmes in view of an early and pro-active 
identification of difficulties. 

The Member States should collaborate with the Commission in achieving this. 

The Commission should also: 

(d) support Member States in following up preparatory projects with a view to an active protection policy, 
especially regarding the effective implementation of specific protection and management plans for habitats and 
species; 

(e) require provision in operational programmes for procedures to evaluate the environmental changes in 
habitats and species following the interventions; 

(f) advise Member States in applying ERDF rules in interaction with other EU funds. 

In addition, the Commission should make sure that an accurate record of direct and indirect EU spending on 
biodiversity (including Natura 2000) is maintained; the Member States should facilitate this by providing the 
necessary data. 

A short video interview with the ECA Member responsible for the report is available at:  
https://www.youtube.com/user/EUAuditorsECA 
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