


[bookmark: talent]Follow up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution on harnessing talent in Europe’s regions
1. Rapporteur: Cristina MAESTRE MARTÍN DE ALMAGRO (S&D / ES)
2. Reference numbers: 2023/2044 (INI) / A9-0325/2023/ P9_TA(2023)0439
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 23 November 2023
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Regional Development (REGI)
5. Brief analysis and assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution welcomed the Commission Communication entitled ‘Harnessing talent in Europe’s regions’, which is the first key deliverable of the European Year of Skills and called for the cohesion policy to be provided with new budgetary resources in order to face future challenges. The Parliament stressed that the strategies and mechanisms presented by the Commission in its communication must adopt an ‘OR (Outermost Regions) reflex’ in EU initiatives and legislative proposals. The European Parliament called on the Commission to strengthen the principle of ‘do no harm to cohesion’ as part of the European Semester and to involve local and regional authorities at all stages of the procedures linked to the European Semester and its country-specific recommendations (CSRs). Members also called on the Commission to include in the country-specific recommendations an inventory of cohesion at NUTS 2 level in the Member States to monitor lagging regions’ level of convergence towards the EU average.
In addition, the resolution urged the Commission and the Member States to set regions in, or at risk of, a talent development trap as a core priority of their action and investment under cohesion policy. Furthermore, the Parliament invited the Commission to finance and promote projects for young people’s access to training, the creation of quality jobs, and guaranteed paid traineeships. 
6. Response to the requests in the resolution and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
[bookmark: _Hlk140047683](Paragraph 5) The Commission considers employment as a key prerequisite of social inclusion and ensuring decent living conditions for persons with disabilities. Therefore, in September 2022, the Disability Employment Package was launched to provide guidance to Member States, employers, and public authorities, on practical measures and guidance to make it easier for persons with disabilities to participate in the labour market. The package includes practical deliverables and guidance documents that will be developed until 2024, including the catalogue of positive hiring actions and guidance for employers on reasonable accommodation that was already published. In addition, as announced in the Commission Work Programme 2023, the Commission will come forward with an initiative to update the Quality Framework for Traineeships addressing issues including fair remuneration and access to social protection.
(Paragraph 9) The sustainable development of all EU regions is key for the economic prosperity, social welfare and competitiveness of the EU as a whole. The regional dimension of the EU’s growth and resilience agenda and the potential challenges of regional disparities in the delivery of the four dimensions of competitive sustainability (environmental sustainability; productivity; fairness; and macroeconomic stability) is emphasised by the 2024 Annual Sustainable Growth Survey. Tapping into the unused potential of less competitive regions and sub-regional territories is beneficial for the competitiveness and resilience of Member States and the EU, in line with the priorities of this year’s European Semester cycle. The 2024 Semester cycle (country reports and CSRs) will provide orientations in view of the forthcoming mid-term review of cohesion policy programmes to address emerging needs and challenges in Member States and their regions. Going forward, the Semester will continue to play an important role in the implementation of cohesion policy programmes contributing to address structural challenges as identified in relevant country-specific recommendations. The Commission agrees that all relevant stakeholders, including regional and local authorities, should be appropriately involved in the European Semester, in accordance with the competences established by the Treaty and national legal frameworks. To ensure broad ownership of the European Semester at national level, the Commission systematically invites Member States to involve relevant stakeholders in the preparation and implementation of policies and reforms, and requests information on how this involvement has taken place.
(Paragraph 10) The 9th cohesion report will include a detailed analysis of convergence trends and regional disparities. It will emphasize the need to ensure that EU and national policies are not contributing to increase these disparities. The European Semester Country Reports and their thematic annexes will provide an analysis of economic and social developments at regional level and a state of play in the overall progress in implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights, in achieving the EU headline targets on employment, skills and poverty reduction, as well as in achieving the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. The CSRs will provide policy recommendations to Member States reflecting the main challenges analysed in the Country Reports. The Common Provision Regulation (CPR), which governs shared management Funds, including Cohesion Policy Funds, requires the Commission and the Member States to take into account relevant CSRs published as part of the European Semester.
(Paragraph 11) The Commission’s legislative proposals to reform the EU economic governance framework aim to strengthen public debt sustainability, considering the need to reduce much-increased public debt levels, and enhance sustainable and inclusive growth through investment and reforms in a way that preserves national ownership. Under the Commission’s proposal, a more gradual fiscal adjustment path would apply if matched by credible reform and investment commitments. The set of reforms and investments will be assessed against clear common criteria set out in the legislation. These criteria include whether the reform and investment commitments are growth-enhancing, support debt sustainability, and respond to common EU priorities and targets and relevant country-specific recommendations addressed to the Member State in the context of the European Semester. The reformed framework will create clarity and predictability for future fiscal policy, promoting debt sustainability and economic growth at the same time.
There is no definition of regions in development trap which could enable and justify objective discrimination with regard to the exclusion of deficit rules. The set of regions identified in the 8th cohesion report, covers different situations, regarding in particular the duration of the economic stagnation. Many of those regions are more developed regions and are located in Member States with available fiscal space. The economic factors underpinning their situation is not correlated with their fiscal performance and would not justify derogatory treatments.
(Paragraph 12) Cohesion policy framework and programmes already support a broad range of measures to tackle demographic challenges identified in the EU regions. For example, Article 10 of the (EU) 2021/1058 Regulation identifies demographic challenges that need to be tackled in an integrated way. Furthermore, two Member States are already having higher Funds allocation due to demographic challenges. It is encouraging to see that in the current programming period - 2021-2027, all Member States, except one, have identified demography as one of the major challenges as a major trend with potential negative effects on the balanced development of their territory. Therefore, many Member States have planned measures to address demographic challenges. Demographic challenges have been identified, in the 8th cohesion report, among the most critical challenges faced by cohesion, as it risks further widening territorial disparities. In this regard, cohesion policy will continue to address prominently the impact of demographic transition, through a set of mitigation and adaptation measures. The situation of regions facing a talent development trap will be paid specific attention through the mid-term review of programmes.
(Paragraph 15) Pillar 7 of the Talent Booster Mechanism already plans to set up thematic working groups (WGs) to address specific professional or territorial challenges. In November 2023, four WGs on the topics of: Digital, Health, Research & Innovation and Territorial development – in particular urban-rural linkages and quality of life – were established; their members represent various stakeholders. The WGs members also represent various regions: in each WGs there are representatives of 12-15 different Member States. 60% of the members are coming from regions in talent development trap or at risk of falling into talent development trap. The WGs will operate until May 2026 and the regions will have the possibility to exchange their experiences and disseminate good practices.
(Paragraph 16) Already in the current programming period 2021-27 investments related to demographic challenges are possible under all cohesion policy funding objectives. Integrated development policies, promoted by cohesion policy and EU Funds are crucial to help the regions to improve both their business environment and quality of life and become more attractive places to live and work. The challenges raised by demographic transition will unevenly impact regions and territories, making the case for place-based policies and instruments stronger. In this regard, support from the policy would be better tailored to regional specific needs and challenges, for those stemming from demographic decline.
(Paragraph 20) Under pillar 1 of the Talent Booster Mechanism a direct technical assistance to assist regions in talent development trap is planned. Through a call for interest, ten regions from ten Member States were selected. They will receive expert support for developing an actionable framework to mitigate the challenges linked to demographic change and brain drain. The results of the call for regions were announced in November 2023. Furthermore, under pillar 2 of the Talent Booster Mechanism a new initiative ‘Smart adaptation of regions to demographic transition’ to help regions at risk of a talent development trap is planned and a call for expression of interest for regions has been launched on 14 December 2023.
(Paragraph 29) The Commission takes note of the suggestions made and will consider it when proposing how territorial specificities, including those of rural areas, will be addressed in the architecture of the next generation of funding instruments.
(Paragraph 32) The allocation for LEADER approach is decided by the Member States with the minimum of 5% of European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD). In the Common agriculture policy (CAP) Plans 2023-27 it is 50% more than the minimum (at 7.7%). The functions of local action groups (LAGs) have been clarified at the level of EU legislation: with the legislation for 2020-27, they are clearly defined as “exclusive”, which should avoid unnecessary duplication of functions. They concern core functions of LAGs such as animation of the territory, establishment of the local development strategy and related project selection processes. However, additional functions to be delegated to LAGs may lead to increased administrative burden with possibly little added value. Simplified cost option is a key simplification mechanism now used by all the Member States. Further simplifications can be done by the Member States in the new delivery model of CAP Plans.
(Paragraph 34) The Commission is organising for many years peer exchanges between authorities managing cohesion funding under the REGIO Peer-to-peer+ initiative; these are short-term exchanges under the TAIEX-REGIO Peer-2-peer programme and more long-term and multilateral exchanges on specific topics under the REGIO communities of practice. The Erasmus+ programme is a major provider of learning mobility opportunities in Europe, and the Commission is aware of the positive impact of these opportunities on the beneficiaries. The Erasmus+ Regulation[footnoteRef:2] exhaustively sets the type of learners as well as of staff (in education, training, youth and sport areas) who can participate in mobility activities. The programme supports the initial and continuous professional development of teachers, trainers and youth workers through mobility activities. Another one of these categories is adult learners – however, such adult population is limited to those adults enrolled in adult education settings, with the exception of staff in the sectors covered by the programme. Civil servants in the Member States - as adult population in employment - would thus not fit in the target population set in the regulation for learning mobility activities. Nevertheless, public organisations such as central/ federal government administrations can participate in diverse types of Erasmus+ cooperation partnerships, some of which can potentially entail embedded mobility schemes open to civil servants for learning and professional development purposes, in the fields of the Erasmus+ programme. [2:  	https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/817] 

(Paragraph 41) The Communication on the EU’s outermost regions (COM(2022)198 final) highlights the need to take into account these regions’ specificities in actions to address brain drain and encourages them to use EU Funds to set up apprenticeship, job retention and hiring schemes as well as career guidance to young people. The Communication "Harnessing talent in Europe's regions" further draws attention to these regions’ demographic challenges and provides support to regional authorities in training, retaining and attracting (young) people. Through the European Regional Development Fund, regions can invest, for example, in training centres, public employment agencies or business incubators. Interreg can also foster exchanges and lifelong learning students between the outermost regions and third countries [e.g. Interreg Caribbean programme 2021-2027: EUR 68 million]. Students from the outermost regions also benefit from special conditions in Erasmus+, with higher monthly grants and additional support for travel expenses. In close cooperation with the Member States, the Commission is rolling out the Reinforced Youth Guarantee, building on the EU financial support already provided under the Youth Employment Initiative. The reinforced Youth Guarantee can help preventing youth brain drain. Through Youth Guarantee schemes, Member States create opportunities for young people to find a job or pursue further training or education in their own country or region. The upskilling dimension of the Youth Guarantee, which offers early school-leavers and low-skilled young people pathways to re-enter education and training, improve these young people’s chances of finding a job. The reinforced Youth Guarantee recommends mobilising partnerships across all levels, between the Youth Guarantee providers and relevant stakeholders, as crosscutting enables for the implementation of the Youth Guarantee schemes. Digital provision of these services would have an advantage of reaching young people for example in remote and rural areas. However, provision of digital skills as well as access to relevant infrastructure should also be guaranteed. The implementation of all these initiatives is and will continue to be facilitated by substantial financial support from the EU under the European Social Fund (ESF) and the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) over its 2014-2020 and 2021-2027 programming periods. As part of their 2021-2027 programming, the outermost regions will also benefit from a new ESF specific allocation amounting to EUR 370 million for youth employment, vocational education and training, apprenticeship, school-to-work transition and mobility. Under both the 2014-20 and 2021-27 periods, operations under the ESF, the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) and ESF+ aim at identifying the young people most in need and facilitating their participation in the labour market through tailored trainings and support to self-employment and business creation (especially for women). The Commission also proposed a scheme called ALMA (Aim, Learn, Master, Achieve) supported by the ESF+ to provide more opportunities for disadvantaged young NEETs (Not in Employment, Education or Training) to benefit from a work-related learning experience abroad. It can also support the mobility of outermost regions’ young people to neighbouring non-EU countries and to the mainland. The Employment and Social Innovation strand of the ESF+ can support access to finance for social enterprises, and enhanced labour mobility and modernisation of employment policies. The Commission, through its cohesion policy, is encouraging the introduction of specific strategies to attract, retain and develop local skills in order to promote the sustainable development of the regions. Also, the Erasmus+ programme offers opportunities for the ORs on student mobility, including for traineeships in businesses.
(Paragraph 44) In June 2019, the Commission launched an evaluation of the services of general economic interest (SGEI) rules applicable to health and social services and of the SGEI de minimis Regulation (for small amounts of aid). The Commission published the results of the evaluation on 1 December 2022. The evaluation concluded that, overall, the SGEI rules contained in the SGEI package are broadly fit for purpose as regards health and social services. However, the evaluation revealed that certain adjustments may be needed to further simplify and clarify the rules, and to reduce the administrative burden for Member States (for example regarding the concepts of ‘economic and non-economic activity', ‘effect on trade between Member States', ‘reasonable profit', ‘market failure' and ‘social housing'). In relation to the rules on SGEI de minimis aid, the evaluation concludes that there may be a need to increase the ceiling and to align the SGEI de minimis Regulation with the general de minimis Regulation. For this reason, following the evaluation, the Commission started the process to review the SGEI de minimis Regulation, which was adopted on 13 December 2023. The SGEI de minimis ceiling has been increased from EUR 500 000 to EUR 750 000 over any period of three years.
(Paragraph 47) With the publication of the Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) relief package[footnoteRef:3], the Commission has reiterated the central role of SMEs for the Europe’s economy and social fabric and recognises its support to SMEs in a period of successive crises. SMEs are Europe’s breeding ground for innovation[footnoteRef:4]. In particular, the Enterprise Europe Network (EEN)[footnoteRef:5] provides support and advice to SMEs, helping them to navigate European markets and find partners for collaboration, including in the field of innovation. In addition, the European Clusters[footnoteRef:6] facilitate collaboration and knowledge exchange between businesses, fostering a supportive environment for innovation also for SMEs. Horizon Europe (HE)[footnoteRef:7] is the EU’s key funding programme for research and innovation. The European Innovation Council (EIC) – which is part of the HE programme - provides funding and support for SMEs to develop and scale up breakthrough innovations (70% of the budget is earmarked for SMEs). The European Institute of Innovation & Technology (EIT) Campus, a flagship initiative of the European Year of Skills, brings all these education and training opportunities of the EIT together under one platform, ensuring visibility and accessibility. The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) promotes innovative and smart economic transformation and regional ICT connectivity including through productive investments in SMEs. These investments include the uptake of ready-for-market innovations. Furthermore, the ERDF promotes the development of skills for smart specialisation industrial transition and entrepreneurship, including digital skills. In addition, EUR 2 billion have been programmed through the ESF+ exclusively for the support to the development of digital skills, beyond other more general measures that may also involve the development of digital skills. Moreover, Erasmus+ supports the work on digital skills through the initiative on Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) with EUR 400 million in the period 2021-2027. The CoVEs develop local "skills ecosystems", working closely with businesses including SMEs, and contribute to regional development, entrepreneurship, innovation, industrial clusters, and smart specialisation strategies. The Digital Europe Programme (DEP) supports the development of advanced digital skills in key digital areas like high performance and cloud computing, big data analytics, cybersecurity, quantum technologies, robotics and Artificial Intelligence (AI). Funding is provided to EU education and training institutions in digital areas to design and deliver in cooperation with research and businesses education programmes and training to increase the number of ICT graduates and ICT specialists in Europe. The Pact for Skills is a key initiative where companies, unions, authorities and other stakeholders join forces to work together in upskilling and reskilling, including on digital skills in key industrial sectors at EU level and through regional and local skills partnerships. [3: .	COM_2023_535_1_EN_ACT_part1_v12.pdf (europa.eu)]  [4: .	Productivity in SMEs and large firms: https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/54337c24-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/54337c24-en#  ]  [5: .	Enterprise Europe Network | Enterprise Europe Network (europa.eu)]  [6: .	Homepage | European Cluster Collaboration Platform]  [7: .	Horizon Europe the EU’s funding programme for research and innovation (europa.eu)] 

(Paragraphs 48 and 75) The Commission agrees on the need to support young people’s transition into the labour market. This support is even more important in the case of young people in vulnerable situations, such as those from disadvantaged backgrounds, and including NEETs. This concern is reflected through the reinforced Youth Guarantee, which all Member States have committed to implement. The Commission supports them in this endeavour. Significant EU financing is planned to support youth employment. Under the ESF+, in the programming period 2021-2027, EUR 17.3 billion (including an EU amount of EUR 10.93 billion) will be invested in specific support for youth employment and the socio-economic integration of young people in the EU. In addition, around EUR 6.1 billion are expected to be invested in youth employment support and youth job creation, using the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF). The Commission agrees on the need to provide quality opportunities for young people. The reinforced Youth Guarantee also highlights this point and links offers to existing quality frameworks. The Commission promotes more and better apprenticeships in line with the European Framework for Quality and Effective Apprenticeships (EFQEA) through the activities organised by the European Alliance for Apprenticeships. As announced in its Work Programme 2023, the Commission will come forward with an initiative to update the Quality Framework for Traineeships addressing issues including fair remuneration and access to social protection. In the 2021-2027 period, Member States have allocated at least EUR 8.4 billion of EU resources under the ERDF to measures focused on improving equal access to inclusive mainstream non-segregated education, training and skills development at all educational levels. Cohesion policy provides opportunities for infrastructure and services in all territories, including for inland and mountainous areas and for housing. Young people will also benefit from ERDF support in infrastructure and equipment in the areas of employment, education and training, social inclusion, social and healthcare, sustainable tourism and culture, as an identified target group in cohesion policy programmes and according to the needs of the corresponding targeted areas.
The Erasmus+ programme seeks to promote equal opportunities and access, inclusion, diversity and fairness across all its actions. In order to implement these principles, a Framework on inclusion measures as well as the Inclusion and Diversity Strategy covering all programme fields have been developed to support an easier access to funding for a wider range of organisations, and to better reach out to more participants with fewer opportunities. The European strategy for universities supports future-proof skills development and entrepreneurship competences of graduates. Erasmus+ calls are now open to new innovative approaches to learning and teaching, including living labs, student incubators, green and digital skills, and innovators at school.
(Paragraph 50) The Commission is organising a mutual learning programme to support Member States setting up schemes of individual learning accounts, inviting a wide range of experts and stakeholders to the specific peer learning activities. The Commission and Cedefop have developed European guidelines for validating previous learning, regularly updated, to support Member States in the implementation of the 2012 Council recommendation on validation of non-formal and informal learning, which is followed by the European Qualifications Framework advisory group. The Commission is working together with the Member States and European higher education institutions to ensure proper implementation of the Council recommendation on a European approach to micro-credentials. The Commission has launched in December 2023 an Erasmus+ policy experimentation call to this purpose. It will allow Member States, higher education institutions and relevant stakeholders to work together on enabling ecosystems for micro-credentials, as well as on the development of micro-credentials for the green and digital transition. A dedicated peer-learning activity was also organised for Member States in the framework of the European Education Area Strategic Framework’s Higher Education Working Group. Micro-credentials are being supported by EU Funds and with stakeholders’ active involvement[footnoteRef:8]. Cedefop and the European Training Foundation (ETF) have published useful tools and research[footnoteRef:9], and three peer learning activities are planned from now until 2025. [8: .	International Micro-credentials Summit in Barcelona in March 2023, CEDEFOP’s conference 'Micro-credentials – a labour market megatrend' in June 2023, ongoing discussions with VET providers, with the Advisory Committee on Vocational Training (ACVT) and with Public Employment Services (PES)]  [9: .	Microcredentials for labour market education and training | CEDEFOP (europa.eu); Micro-Credential Guidelines Final Delivery.pdf (europa.eu)] 

(Paragraph 52) The Union and the Member States have been working for more than two decades to support the modernisation of public administrations through digital transformation and to foster the deep interconnections needed for a truly European digital space. In its Communication of 9 March 2021 entitled ‘2030 Digital Compass: the European way for the Digital Decade’, the Commission underlined the need to speed up the digitalisation of public services by 2030, including by ensuring interoperability across all levels of administration and across public services. Moreover, Decision (EU) 2022/2481[footnoteRef:10] sets a clear target of 100 % online accessible provision of key public services by 2030. The future Interoperable Europe Act, that reached a political agreement in November 2023[footnoteRef:11], aims to significantly contribute to those Union objectives by creating a structured cooperation framework on cross-border interoperability among Member States and between the Commission and Member States to support the setup of digital public services, helping to reduce costs and minimise time constraints on citizens, businesses and the public sector. Interoperability facilitates the successful implementation of policies, in particular those with a strong public sector connection, including education, research and public transport. However, a single sector interoperability perspective is associated with the risk that the adoption of different or incompatible solutions at national or sectoral levels will give rise to new electronic barriers that impede the proper functioning of the internal market and the associated freedoms of movement. [10:  	Decision (EU) 2022/2481 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 14 December 2022 establishing the Digital Decade Policy Programme 2030 (OJ L 323, 19.12.2022, p. 4).]  [11: .	Political agreement on the Interoperable Europe Act | Joinup (europa.eu)] 

(Paragraph 63) The need for synergies and complementarities is well acknowledged in the 2021-2027 Common Provisions Regulation and the relevant provisions were strengthened. The Commission nevertheless acknowledges that the multiplication of funding instruments is a source of complexity, administrative costs and inefficiency, notably when these instruments have overlapping thematic and eligibility scopes.
(Paragraph 66) In Action 17 of the SME relief package, the Commission announces that it will further work with groups whose untapped entrepreneurial potential remains high, such as women, young people and persons with disabilities, through awareness, mentoring and coaching campaigns. Moreover, through initiatives like the EIT Jumpstarter, young people in the RIS region[footnoteRef:12] can transform their ideas into businesses, benefitting from the guidance of top-notch experts, a vibrant community, and unique expertise. The EIT Community supports young innovators and entrepreneurs in constructing a viable business model around their innovative product or service idea, facilitating validation. The ERDF enhances sustainable growth and competitiveness of SMEs and job creation in SMEs and supports the development of skills for smart specialisation industrial transition and entrepreneurship. The Erasmus+ Centres of Vocational Excellence also contribute to regional development, entrepreneurship, innovation, and smart specialisation strategies, focusing on areas such as advanced manufacturing to artificial intelligence, to water technology and urban greening. In the programming period 2021-2027, the ESF+ is supporting social entrepreneurship, self-employment of vulnerable people and alternative models of business developments, aiming at creating cohesion across EU Member States and regions. The Commission communication ‘An action plan for the social economy’[footnoteRef:13] highlights the potential of social economy entities to contribute to the economic development and social cohesion at the local level, in particular in rural and remote areas. [12: .	https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/statistics/performance-indicators/regional-innovation-scoreboard_en]  [13: .	Building-an-economy-that-works-for-people-an-action-plan-for-the-social-economy.pdf (socialeconomy.eu.org)] 

(Paragraph 70) EU investment for the realisation of the Digital Decade connectivity objectives includes a wide range of EU funds. Less developed regions are characterised by precarious socio-economic and territorial conditions that often affect their capacity to innovate and grow. Such difficult contexts negatively affect demand for digital connectivity, which make connectivity measures financially unviable for private investors, and often compromise the success of public interventions. The Commission has initiated a Broadband Competence Offices Network and issued guidance to assist Member States Authorities in properly planning viable investment in connectivity ensuring a proper balance between users demand and supply of infrastructure and services particularly in difficult context such as less developed regions and rural areas. Public authorities are also being advised to balance demand-aggregation measures through a range of self-subscription mechanisms and increase the viability of investment by the adoption of innovative investment models such as those on co-investment and on wholesale-only which are referred in the EUCODE for Electronic Communication. The Cost Reduction Directive, the Connectivity toolbox and the proposed Gigabit Infrastructure Act will also contribute to make investment more viable by reducing cost through the facilitation of access to rights of ways with a view to reuse of different infrastructures and by promoting the coordination of civil engineering work with other domains such as energy, transport, water and sewerage infrastructures. Public authorities can also adopt different procurement strategies to improve viability of investment in less advantaged regions and difficult areas by adopting a strategic approach with more profitable areas mixed with more difficult less profitable areas to improve the financial viability of the interventions.
(Paragraph 80) The Commission takes note of the need to increase female entrepreneurship, in particular in rural areas. To help women create and run successful companies, the Commission launched the Europe-wide online platform WEgate, continuing to support women entrepreneurs during the Covid-19 pandemic. The Enterprise Europe Network has a dedicated group of experts working on women's entrepreneurship that gathers numerous partner organisations in multiple countries in Europe and beyond. The group connects women entrepreneurs to the network's business and innovation support activities and provides concrete services, such as business partnering, access to foreign markets, cooperation with local networks, as well as access to EU funding. As announced in the SME Strategy, the Commission is launching a gender-smart finance initiative under the InvestEU programme, to stimulate funding for female-led companies and funds.
(Paragraph 81) The New European Bauhaus initiative launched by the Commission in 2020 encourages the creation of innovative, inclusive, and aesthetically pleasing environments that serve as communal hubs that go beyond the traditional dichotomy of home and work. The initiative aims to redefine public spaces, transforming them into dynamic venues for cultural exchange, dialogue, and community engagement. Examples of third spaces supported by the New European Bauhaus (NEB) include ‘La Fábrika de toda la vida’, a decommissioned cement factory turned into a cultural and collaborative space (winner of the 2021 NEB Prize in the category ‘Regenerated urban and rural spaces’) and R-Urban Bagneux, a citizen-driven ecological transition network of civic hubs (runner-up to the 2022 NEB Prize in the category ‘Reconnecting with nature’).
(Paragraph 83) The Commission recognises the potential of the social innovation and economy to create and retain quality jobs, contribute to social inclusion, and drive economic development. ERDF can support the development of an enabling framework for the social economy, as well as measures in specific areas such as for social services. This support can take place, for example, in the form of investments in infrastructure, business incubators, support for self-employment, social innovation and social entrepreneurship. Member States can also make use of ERDF support for infrastructure and equipment measures to implement innovative services. In the programming period 2021-2027, the ESF+ is funding the creation of National Competence Centres for Social Innovation under the ESF Social Innovation+ initiative, aiming, among other, to promote the use of ESF+ for social innovation projects. The EIT Innovation Hubs, located strategically throughout Europe, act as central hubs for promoting collaboration, innovation, and the sharing of knowledge. These hubs enable networking opportunities, offer assistance to startups, organize educational initiatives, exhibit innovative projects, and establish connections between local ecosystems and the wider EIT network. 
(Paragraph 84) Erasmus+ has mobility at its core but also addresses the challenges of sustainable development and digital transformation in all aspects of the programme. The green transition and the fight against climate change have been set up as one of the four horizontal priorities of the programme and outermost regions can fully participate and bring in their contribution to this priority from all programme actions. In addition to financial incentives to promote sustainable mobilities, the programme gives priority to projects aimed at promoting the development of green sectorial competences and strategies, enhancing career prospects, and engaging participants in areas which are strategic for sustainable growth, with special attention to areas such as rural development, sustainable farming, management of natural resources or soil protection. The Erasmus+ programme provides additional support for students from the outermost regions to study abroad, including cooperation with neighbouring non-EU countries. The Commission recognises the importance of developing new mobility opportunities particularly for professions linked to the green and digital transitions. The promotion of basic digital literacy through EU funds and programmes are well reflected in the ESF+ OR programmes, as well as advanced digital skills through the Digital Europe programme. To facilitate their successful transition into the labour market, the ESF+ supports digital training programs that equip vulnerable target group with new skills and enhance their employability. Therefore, the ESF+ programmes for the outermost regions focus on vocational training and key skills to anticipate changes in the labour market, particularly digital skills. The ESF+ will continue to contribute to both facilitating the mobility from and to each OR, while enhancing the attractiveness of the training opportunities for young people and quality of the educational systems on the territories. This strategy will be conducted in synergy with the ERDF investments and ERASMUS+ to promote access to mobility for young people, including young people from a disadvantaged background, while improving the training offer and infrastructures.
(Paragraph 87) The 2022 Communication on the EU’s outermost regions highlights the importance of regional cooperation between the ORs and their neighbouring countries and territories. The outermost regions’ location makes them a unique asset for EU’s external relations. The Commission committed itself to factoring in outermost regions’ role and specificities when revising geographical strategies and to facilitate the implementation of projects jointly financed by the ERDF, Global Europe, and the Decision on the Overseas Association. It is in this context that the agenda for relations between the EU and Latin America and Caribbean area, from June 2023, recognised that the presence of four EU ORs in this region is an asset for this partnership, and that the Commission is continuing to take forward a closer integration of different funding sources, notably between Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation instrument - Global Europe and INTERREG. Erasmus offers numerous possibilities for cooperation with non-EU countries neighbouring the ORs; this is the case first of all with international mobility opportunities such as mobility projects for higher education students and staff, which support the international dimension through mobility activities involving third countries not associated to the programme from and to the outermost regions. Then, the ORs organisations can also participate in cooperation partnerships or capacity building in all sectors of education, training, youth and sport (Key action 2). These projects support international cooperation projects. In addition to these, a number of Capacity Building actions in fields like higher education, vocational education and training (VET), youth or sport provide opportunities for the outermost regions to cooperate internationally with organisations in third countries not associated to the programme, through projects managed by the Education, Audio visual and Culture Executive Agency in Brussels. 
(Paragraph 93) The Commission organises regular information sessions on Calls and projects which offer opportunities for skills development. The Commission has tabled on 15 November 2023 a proposal for a Council Recommendation ‘Europe on the Move’[footnoteRef:14] to further promote cross-border learning mobility in the European Education Area for learners, educators and staff, as part of a package of initiatives aiming to promote talent mobility. Besides Erasmus+, there are multiple other learning mobility schemes at national or transnational level for which the future Recommendation will be relevant. Cross-border learning mobility has proven to be a highly valuable experience for people in gaining knowledge, skills and competences needed their development; it is beneficial for the society as a whole. With the proposed recommendation, the Commission is aiming to boost mobility in all education and training pathways as well as in work-based learning – in higher education but also in vocational education and training, school education, adult education and youth exchanges. The Commission also proposes new and more ambitious EU-level targets by 2030: at least 25 % of graduates in higher education and at least 15% of learners in vocational education and training should benefit from mobility; in order to bolster the inclusiveness of mobility, it is also proposed that at least 20% of all learners benefiting from learning mobility abroad should be people with fewer opportunities. [14:  	https://erasmus-plus.ec.europa.eu/document/proposal-for-a-council-recommendation-europe-on-the-move-learning-mobility-for-everyone] 
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