
The European Commission is investing in a work approach in which a 
more prominent position will be given to the regular recognition of the 
value and necessity of existing legislation and regulations. This will 
require a central role not only for the legislative, but also economic 
and social partners. After all, any form of regulation demands a sound 
analysis of what the parties wish to achieve, and equally importantly a 
clear and realistic vision on the practical reality to which the rules are 
declared applicable. 

The European agenda for improved EU regulations affects not only the 
Member States: it is also specifically focused on the European regions. 
For example via the European Committee of the Regions, the regional 
representatives are involved in the preparation and evaluation of 
European legislation. An excellent example of the involvement of the 
IPO, the Provinces, the House of the Dutch Provinces in Brussels, 
Europa decentraal, the Dutch municipalities and the water boards is 
the publication ‘The Dutch Provinces for better EU regulations’. By 
issuing this publication, the Dutch provinces have successfully delivered 
a contribution to the request submitted to us in 2014 by First Vice 
President Frans Timmermans. The thrust of that request was to assess 
within our own circle whether it is possible to arrive at an overview of 
the obstacles to the application of EU regulations. 

We as the Dutch provinces are delighted that the REFIT platform has 
adopted the obstacles and the practical solutions to those obstacles 
we submitted, in its recommendations to the European Commission. In 
a rapidly accelerating global economy in which Europe is required to 
fight for its future, it is essential that investors and social parties are not 
hindered in terms of costs and effectiveness by unnecessary differences 

in definitions, procedures and other complexities, in the application of 
European rules. 

But how does the process of improving EU regulations work? With the 
publication currently before you, our aim is to clarify how this process 
operates and explain the position occupied by the Dutch provinces in 
that process. The publication also spotlights the successes achieved by 
the provinces in bringing about more effective European rules.

Now and in the future we will continue to contribute to the 
development and implementation of sound EU legislation. We will be 
pleased to once again submit a useful inventory of existing obstacles 
in October. Then our hope is that through successful cooperation 
between the Dutch local government and the European Commission, 
we can again invest together in finding relevant solutions. 

Wim van de Donk
Chairman of the House of 
the Dutch Provinces in Brussels 
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Successes

Provinces are required to comply with legislation and regulations that 
originate from the European Union, and are responsible for the 
implementation and enforcement of many European rules and 
European policy. For example, provinces are required to deal with 
European environmental standards in the guidelines on air quality and 
the Water Framework Directive. At the same time, provinces are 
required to comply with European rules for tendering and government 
aid. In developing provincial policy, it is essential to take into account 
European legislation and regulations and policy frameworks.

To ensure a solid and effective position and representation in Brussels, 
it is crucial to work together and to operate as proactively as possible. 
The House of the Dutch Provinces (HNP), the front office in Brussels, 
fulfils a signal function and is a platform for representing the shared 
interests of the provinces and the Association of Provincial Authorities 
(IPO) in Brussels. The focus of the efforts of the HNP is to deliver input 
to Brussels, at the earliest possible stage. The HNP was established in 
2000 by the twelve Dutch provinces and the IPO. 

The HNP is active in improving contacts between Dutch provinces  
and the lobby for the European institutions, the Dutch Permanent 
Representation (PV) to the EU, other regional offices in Brussels and 
various European networks. The HNP also helps ensure greater 
knowledge and improved awareness of European policy 
developments and the legislation process, within the Dutch provinces.

www.nl-prov.eu 

European legislation affects numerous policy areas in which both local 
and regional governments are active. For example it applies to 
encouraging innovation in spending European grants, the use of 
broadband and the collection and management of personal details. 
The centre of expertise Europa decentraal assists all local and 
regional governments in the Netherlands in the correct implementation 
of this and other European legislation and regulations. 

Europa decentraal is the leading centre of expertise for European law 
and policy and for (semi)government organisations. The aim of Europa 
decentraal is to expand the knowledge and expertise of European 
law and policy, and to promote its correct application among local 
government authorities and to promote European awareness. The 
target group (local governments) is entitled to make free use of the 
services of the centre of expertise. 

Via the public access website www.europadecentraal.nl, with its 
wealth of practical information, the weekly newsletter ‘de Europese 
Ster’ (the European Star) and by organising meetings, writing 
publications and via its notification desk, Europa decentraal helps 
boost the volume of knowledge and expertise and ensures the correct 
application of European law. The helpdesk at the centre of expertise 
also offers all employees of regional and local government an 
opportunity to submit questions about European law. Each year, the 
centre of expertise receives around 1000 questions from (local) 
government representatives on the application of European law  
and regulations.

www.europadecentraal.nl

House of the 
Dutch Provinces (HNP)

Europa decentraal 
as a centre of expertise
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http://www.europadecentraal.nl
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BRIDGE!:
In the framework of the Dutch EU presidency and the Urban 
Agenda for the EU (UAEU), the centre of expertise Europa 
decentraal published the Bridge! report. In this report, 
European issues are mapped out as they affect municipalities, 
provinces and water boards. This task was undertaken by the 
centre of expertise on behalf of the Dutch Ministry of the 
Interior and Kingdom Relations (BZK). Obstacles in European 
legislation and policy are explained in detail and clearly 
visualised in Bridge! This report strengthens the contribution 
from the Netherlands, to the REFIT platform.

First Vice-President  
European Commission
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REFIT Platform

The newly appointed First Vice President of the 
European Commission, Frans Timmermans, 
submitted a request during a dinner with the 
Circle of King’s Commissioners, namely: ‘please 
provide information about obstacles affecting 
Dutch provinces in the implementation of EU 
legislation and regulations’. Frans Timmermans is 
responsible for the portfolio Better Regulations. 
He called upon the King’s Commissioners to 
submit concrete examples of problematic EU 
legislation and regulations causing obstacles in 
the region.  

November 2014

 The Timmermans request 1

The request from the European Commission was 
passed on to the twelve provinces. The aim was 
twofold: to submit concrete examples and to 
formulate practical solutions. The obstacles were 
submitted by the various parties from the region 
and included contributions from municipalities 
and water boards. In collaboration with the 
centre of expertise Europa decentraal, an overall 
inventory was drawn up. All the submitted 
obstacles and proposed solutions were combined 
in the publication ‘Dutch provinces for better EU 
regulations’. 

Spring 2015

 Concrete examples2
The publication was officially presented to Frans 
Timmermans in the autumn of 2015. He praised 
the efforts of the provinces during a conference in 
Brussels. “The publication ‘Dutch provinces for 
better EU regulations’ is a perfect example of the 
best approach to cooperation between the 
European Commission and the stakeholders.”  
The HNP focused attention on the publication 
among the EU institutions in Brussels. All Dutch 
MEPs and offices of other EU regions received 
the publication.

Autumn 2015

  Awareness in Brussels3

The publication by the Dutch Provinces was placed on 
the agenda of the newly established REFIT platform. The 
REFIT platform brings together a whole raft of stakehold-
ers. The platform consists of two permanent groups: a 
Government group representing all Member States and 
a Stakeholder group. Fenna Beekmans, director of 
Europa decentraal was personally appointed as a 
member of the Stakeholder group. The REFIT platform 
was established to consider obstacles and practical 
solutions submitted by all Member States and to draw 
up recommendations. When a number of the obstacles 
contained in the HNP publication were further elaborat-
ed in the Bridge! report, the report itself was submitted 
to the REFIT platform, by way of clarification.

Spring 2016

 REFIT-platform4
The REFIT platform reached agreement on a number of 
obstacles identified by the HNP, and adopted a series of 
opinions. These opinions by the REFIT platform were 
submitted to the European Commission. The European 
Commission formally considered these opinions in drawing 
up the Commission’s working programme. If the European 
Commission fails to adopt aspects of the REFIT opinion in its 
working programme, an explanation must be provided to 
the platform (comply or explain principle). The REFIT 
platform’s opinions are not part of the European legislation 
process and as such were submitted to the European 
Commission as recommendations.

 Recommendations5

A number of recommendations from the REFIT 
platform were adopted by the European 
Commission. In several different ways, the 
recommendations were turned into actions. The 
European Commission has for example made 
promises in its working programme and adapted 
legislation in the case of the expanding of the 
General Block Exemption Regulations.

October 2016 & october 2017

 Result! 6

All of the obstacles identified in the provincial 
publication have been followed up on by the 
European Commission. HNP chairman and Commis-
sioner for Noord-Brabant Wim van de Donk is 
therefore keen to present a new publication during 
the IPO annual congress in Brussels on 11 and 12 
October 2018. In this new publication, a series of 
new concrete examples of obstacles with accompa-
nying practical solutions will be brought together. The 
process of cooperation between the individual 
provinces, other local governments, management 
authorities, Europa decentraal and the HNP has 
proved very successful! The key to success: the actual 
concretisation of problems and submitting practical 
solutions.

2018 and beyond

 The future?7
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1

2

3

4

5

The HNP informed the REFIT platform of the 
problems in requesting subsidies for 
broadband development and the related 
application of government aid regulations. 
The REFIT platform duly issued a 
recommendation. In response, the European 
Commission now offers broadband projects 

The HNP notified the REFIT platform of the 
contradictory definitions in various sets of 
regulations. The term innovation for example 
is defined differently in state aid regulations 
than in EU funds regulations. As a result on 
the one hand this makes it difficult to submit a 
good subsidy application, while on the other 
hand it is difficult to comply with the rules for 

The HNP informed the REFIT platform of the 
difficulty of implementing rules on government 
aid and tendering during an application 
process for European subsidies. The 
European funds, for example promote the 
establishment of testing grounds. However, 
the implementation of the tendering rules 
sometimes takes so much time that the 

The HNP informed the REFIT platform that the 
high implementation costs within ERDF funds 
and the strict rules concerning audit controls 
by the European Commission cause potential 
beneficiaries to refrain from applying for EU 
subsidies. The REFIT platform adopted a 
recommendation in which it advised the 
European Commission to consider the 

The HNP argued that there is much confusion 
among educational institutions between the 
recognition of certificates for working abroad 
and the recognition of certificates with the 
aim of studying abroad. All too often, such 
certificates are still confused. As concerns the 
recognition of professional qualifications, the 
REFIT platform has recommended that the 
European Commission regularly monitors the 

Construction of the broadband infrastructure 

Innovation: contradictory definitions 
between different sets of regulations 

Subsidies: harmonisation between the rules on 
government aid and tendering rules 

ERDF funds and high audit costs prevent subsidy applications

Recognition of certificates in cross-border cooperation

greater security in the form of 
recommendations (by issuing comfort letters). 
Possibilities for simplification of the regulations 
are also to be included in the evaluation of 
the broadband guidelines in 2020.  

European state aid. On the basis of the 
recommendation from the REFIT platform,  
the obstacle of the contradictory definition of 
innovation was taken up by the European 
Commission in the process of reviewing the 
state aid rules (GBER). There now also is 
harmonisation between cohesion policy and 
the rules on state aid.

awarded subsidy has already almost 
expired. The REFIT platform adopted a 
recommendation to advise the Commission to 
clarify the relevant criteria, procedures and 
deadlines, in order to ensure that the various 
EU strategies and policies are better 
harmonised. As a result, inconsistencies, 
contradictions and duplications can be 
avoided. 

proposals from the HNP in preparing its fund 
programme beyond 2020. The REFIT 
platform has also recommended that the 
REFIT recommendations are sent to the  
High Level Group (HLG) on the simplification 
of ESI funds.

Database for Regulated Professions to ensure 
that the Member States effectively keep this 
database up to date. The platform sees no 
reason for developing new legislation. The 
platform has also recommended further 
strengthening existing programmes and 
networks (such as ERASMUS+ and the 
NARIC network). 

The HNP has already achieved success in the following fields:



This is a publication of Huis van de Nederlandse Provinicies,  
in collaboration with Europa decentraal




