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Communicating Operations
of Strategic Importance
in 2021-2027

The regulatory framework for the 2021-2027 programming period introduces a new feature for
programmes across the EU, the so-called ‘operations of strategic importance’. With thousands of
Cohesion policy projects funded each year across Europe, new CPR provisions aim to highlight key and
emblematic operations, and set the stage for them to tell the programme’s story and Cohesion
policy’s contribution.

It is up to Member States and managing authorities to set out the operations of strategic importance. In
the implementation phase, Member States, managing authorities and beneficiaries shall communicate and
ensure visibility of EU support. The Commission aims to capitalize on operations of strategic importance’s
visibility in communication campaigns.

The purpose of this document is to inspire Member States, managing authorities and beneficiaries
when communicating about operations of strategic importance. It is a follow-up of discussions and
questions raised in September 2021 as part of the Technical Seminar about Operations of Strategic
Importance and in December 2021 as part of the Inform EU Group of Experts on Communication.

Disclaimer:

This document was prepared by the Commission services and does not commit the European
Commission. Only the Court of Justice of the European Union is competent to authoritatively
interpret Union law. This document aims at providing inspiration on communication and

implementation of operations of strategic importance for programme authorities and Member
States.
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What is an operation of strategic importance?

Operation of strategic importance means an operation which provides a significant contribution to
the achievement of the objectives of a programme and which is subject to particular monitoring and
communication measures, as defined in Article 2(5) CPR!. The same definition applies for Interreg
programmes, although specific provisions are laid down in the Interreg requlation?.

Why should an operation of strategic importance be chosen?

The aim of operations of strategic importance provisions is to ensure higher visibility of EU support by
capitalizing on the communication potential of emblematic projects supported by programmes. Therefore,
communicating about operations of strategic importance seeks to tell the story of the programme in a
symbolic way and bring policy achievements closer to citizens’ understanding.

Achieving higher visibility of projects is at the same time an opportunity for more awareness about
benefits of the EU to people’s lives. In this light, communicating operations of strategic importance should
also tell the story of basic values of the Union and horizontal principles of Cohesion policy, as expressed
in Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union and in Article 9 CPR. These refer to the respect for human
dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of
persons belonging to minorities, pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality
between women and men, gender mainstreaming, the integration of a gender perspective, accessibility for
persons with disabilities, promoting sustainable development and the “do no significant harm” principle.

Who chooses the operations to be included under the list?
It is up to the Member States to map out operations that significantly contribute to the achievement of
programme objectives.

For which Funds should operations of strategic importance be chosen?

For the ERDF, the Cohesion Fund, the ESF+, the JTF and the EMFAF, the programme shall be accompanied
for information purposes by a list of planned operations of strategic importance, with a timetable (Article
22 (3) CPR).

What types of projects can operations of strategic importance be?
An operation of strategic importance can be an (type of) individual project, a group of projects, or an
action / measure.

1Regulation (EU) 2021/1060 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 laying down common
provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund Plus, the Cohesion Fund, the Just
Transition Fund and the European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund and financial rules for those and for
the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, the Internal Security Fund and the Instrument for Financial Support for
Border Management and Visa Policy.

2Regulation (EU) 2021/1059 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 on specific provisions

for the European territorial cooperation goal (Interreg) supported by the European Regional Development Fund and
external financing instruments.




What makes an operation strategically important?

Operations should be chosen based on their ‘significant contribution’. Defining a ‘significant contribution’
varies from programme to programme, country to country, and could be based on relevant challenges,
development needs, national or regional plans and actions to be taken in the country and programme
concerned. Here are selected examples of what could be considered as strategically important elements

of a project:

* A systemic nature of an operation: without this operation, the specific objective(s) might not
be achieved and/or seriously affected. E.g.: e-health system, common ticketing system for public

transport...

* Innovative character: an operation which brings a new policy or project framework.

* Importance for national, regional and local economy: an operation is perceived by the society
as important. E.g. regional R&D centre, capital city ring-road...

* Special character of an operation: due to specificities and local conditions, there cannot be too
many projects of that type. E.g. regional transport hub.

* The large number of final recipients impacted (e.g. SMEs) and/or their nature (e.g. youth).

*  Financial size: relatively significant resources provided from the priority.

Illustrative examples of operations of strategic importance

Programme:

Specific
objective:

Strategical
importance:

Timeline:

A greener region
G\
T

Developing smart energy
systems, grids and storage
outside the Trans-European
Energy Network (TEN-E)

energy sources investments in
a region

setting up a
unigue RES management

framework

Total: 250.000,00 EUR.
EU co-funding: 212.500,00
EUR

January 2023 to January
2025 (provisional)

Competitive SMEs
B
RARRR

Developing and enhancing
research and innovation
capacities and the uptake of
advanced technologies

SMEs

a unique
regional center;

Total: 45.000.000,00 EUR
EU co-funding: 25.000.000,00
EUR

Planned start in Q1 2023,
expected finish in Q2 2027

Please note that examples mentioned above are purely illustrative. Actual operations of strategic importance refer

Regions of culture
PR
w w
4

Enhancing the role of culture
and sustainable tourism in
economic development, social
inclusion and social innovation

Operation of Create and mainstream a Establish a regional centre for Renovate and improve
P g

strategic state-of-the-art  framework entrepreneurship, and set up a accessibility of 7 cultural
. . for managing renewable scheme forawarding grantsto heritage locations in the region
importance:

and boost the number of yearly
visitors

namely tourism

Total: 12.000.000,00 EUR
EU co-financing rate: 85%

2022 - 2027

to operations which provide ‘@ significant contribution to the achieverment of the objectives of a programme’.




Where and when should this information be provided?

The list of planned operations of strategic importance shall be included in Appendix 3 within the
programme, together with a timetable (Article 22 (3) CPR), and transmitted via SFC2021 at the time of
programme submission. In addition to the timetable, it is suggested to include the following elements, if
possible and if already known:

* Abrief description of operation(s) of strategic importance or at least planned types of operation(s)
of strategic importance,

* Possible budget (including EU and total part),
* Expected start and end date and
* Any other relevant element of the operation.

The character limit of Appendix 3 is 2.000, so the information needs to be clear and concise.

Are operations of strategic importance mandatory?

The operations of strategic importance are required by Article 22 (3) CPR and therefore each programme
funded by the ERDF, the Cohesion Fund, the ESF+, the JTF and the EMFAF shall set out at least one
(in the programme). Ideally, it is considered that at least one operation of strategic importance could be
outlined for each specific objective of a programme. It is up to the programme to find a balance in exact
numbers of operations of strategic importance.

How can I choose operations of strategic importance before they are selected?

Based on CPR provisions concerning programming, it is required to provide a list of planned operations
at the time of programme submission via SFC2021. Setting up a list of planned operations does not
prejudge a proper selection procedure during implementation. Eventually, not all planned operations
may be selected for funding, or others can be selected instead. The list of planned operations may
be modified but in any case the Commission will be informed (Article 73(5) CPR) and progress on
operations of strategic importance should be examined by the monitoring committee (Article 40(1)(g)
CPR) so modification of the programme for this aspect only is not necessary.

Concerning selection, the rules, criteria and procedures for selecting operations as provided in Article
73 CPR - which are non-discriminatory, transparent, ensure accessibility to persons with disabilities and
gender equality, take account of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, the principle
of sustainable development and of the Union policy on the environment in accordance with Article 11
and Article 191(1) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union - should apply.

Our programme doesn’t have large-scale projects...

Operations of strategic importance do not necessarily need to correspond with financially large projects,
or projects involving significant infrastructural interventions. Projects seen as essential for the programme
and which provide ‘a significant contribution to the achievement of the objectives of a programme’ should
be chosen as strategically important.




What else concerns operations of strategic importance?

Role of the monitoring committee: in line with the monitoring committee’s role to keep track of the
programme’s implementation, the CPR provisions also require keeping an eye on operations of strategic
importance. The monitoring committee will examine progress in implementing operations of strategic
importance (Article 40(1)(g) CPR), i.e. the operations of strategic importance are expected to be a
recurrent topic on monitoring committee meetings. The same information will be provided during the
annual performance review (based on Article 41(3) CPR).

Selecting operations of strategic importance: Article 73 CPR applies for the selection as for all
other operations and Article 73(5) CPR provides specifically that: when the managing authority selects
an operation of strategic importance, it shall inform the Commission within one month and shall provide all
relevant information to the Commission about that operation. Member States and managing authorities
should communicate the relevant information to the Commission via SFC2021, where a new document
type “Information on selected operations of strategic importance” was created for the purpose of Article
73(5) under the Visibility, transparency and communication module. The template to be used to enter the
information has been published on the SFC2021 website.

Different stages of implementing operations of strategic importance, including
main requirements, actors, timeline and legal basis

o & B &

Programming  Selection Monitoring Communication and visibilty

What?

Who?

When?

CPR
article

Please note that specific articles of the Interreqg requlation apply for Interreg, as outlined in previous parts of
this docurment.




Making operations of
strategic importance visible
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Which communication and visibility requirements Member States, managing
authorities and beneficiaries of operations of strategic importance need to follow?

Member States, managing authorities and beneficiaries shall acknowledge support from the EU
Funds, ensure higher visibility and communicate about operations of strategic importance and their
achievements. In line with these aims, the EU emblem and (co-)funding statement are key visibility
elements. These requirements are outlined in the Visibility, transparency and communication chapter of
the CPR (Articles 46-50) and in Annex IX.

What is the role of Member States and managing authorities?
Article 46(a) CPR:

Each Member State shall ensure:

(a) the visibility of support in all activities relating to operations supported by the Funds with particular
attention to operations of strategic importance;

For these efforts, the managing authority holds an important position, as cooperation between different
levels in a Member State allows supporting dedicated communication actions and amplifying messages.
At the same time, the managing authority is seen as a natural communication partner to projects —
working closely with beneficiaries helps in achieving higher visibility.

To kick-start cooperation, managing authorities may invite beneficiaries to programme, institution and
external events; involve operations of strategic importance in day-to-day communication via programme
channels; feature operations of strategic importance in programme’s social media channels; coordinate
their presence on the single website portal; or set up other activities to promote their achievements.

In addition, the managing authority shall ensure that communication and visibility material including
at the level of beneficiaries is made available to the Commission upon request and without nevertheless
leading to significant additional costs or a significant administrative burden for the beneficiaries or for the
managing authority, under conditions set out in Article 49(6) CPR.

What is the role of beneficiaries?
According to Article 50 (1)(e) CPR:

1. Beneficiaries and bodies implementing financial instruments shall acknowledge support from the
Funds, including resources reused in accordance with Article 62, to the operation by:

(e) for operations of strategic importance and operations the total cost of which exceeds EUR 10 000
000, organising a communication event or activity, as appropriate, and involving the Commission and the
responsible managing authority in a timely manner.

The event or activity should serve as an opportunity to make the project’s work visible to the public and
showcase the positive changes being brought to the country and region, namely the project’s importance
for achievements of the specific objective of the programme.

It is at the same time an excellent opportunity to show the link between the project’s aim, its relevance for
national development and contribution to EU priorities. In the end, organising communication events or
activities offers citizens a glimpse of how projects on the ground make Europe more competitive, greener,
connected, social and closer to citizens.



Why does Article 50 (1)(e) mention projects whose total cost exceeds EUR 10 000
000? Is there a difference?

Article 50 (1)(e) CPR lays out requirements for two types of projects: operations of strategic importance
and operations whose total cost exceed EUR 10 000 000.

As mentioned before, operations of strategic importance can be defined regarding their financial size,
but not necessarily or exclusively (e.g. an operation of strategic importance can be a project worth EUR
250 000 which provides a significant contribution to the programme objectives due to its’ innovative
character, but also a project worth EUR 12 500 000).

As for the second type, it refers to all projects whose budgets exceed EUR 10 000 000, and EUR 5 000
000 for Interreg. For these, a communication event or activity is also required, but communication and
visibility requirements go even further for operations of strategic importance.

How do communication officers and communication coordinators fit the picture?

The communication officer of the programme shall set up targeted activities to raise visibility of
operations of strategic importance and allow citizens to understand what the EU is doing for them. In
line with the overall approach to programme’s communication set out in communication chapters, the
communication officer may recognize additional audiences and communication tools, communication
objectives, formats, budget, to find the best way of communicating operations of strategic importance.

It is strongly suggested that the communication coordinator works closely with the communication
officer, aiming to amplify messages and coordinate communication across Funds.

What could a communication event or activity look like?

To ensure higher visibility, operations of strategic importance are required to organise a communication
event or activity, under conditions outlined in Article 50 (1)(e) CPR. The event and activity can take
many forms. This may include:

Events fostering higher engagement
and involving end users or target

audiences, such as competitions,
guided tours, workshops, etc. /

— Dedicated campaigns revolving /
/ m around the operation.

/ Inauguration or closing events, [
such as opening of a centre, - experience, such as exhibitions,
finishing construction works, etc. N storytelling shows, theatre plays, fashion
/ / shows, etc. /
/ [ Events ensuring strong media Any other format of a
P coverage, such as press communication event or activity
conferences, journalists’ visits to that acknowledges support from the
/ projects and other formats. / Funds and involves the EC and MA,j
Activities showcasing projects’
/ achievements, e.qg. visits to
laboratories and renovated
facilities, field trips, project open j
doors, fairs, etc.

Please note that these examples are illustrative.

-
N3

Specific events offering a unique project

N

-
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How to make sure that operation of strategic importance’s events or activities make
a splash?

When organising the event or activity, beneficiaries should build on communication approaches that work
well in the country and concerned programme area, and tailor them to the specific project in question.
Careful planning is needed and acknowledging the EU support is key - beneficiaries need to use the
emblem and (co-)funding statement (Article 47 CPR and Annex IX) throughout the event or activity.
For a higher outreach and visibility of the event or activity, the following practices could be taken in
consideration:

* A sound communication approach is key for prominent visibility. Successful events or activities
don’t stop at organising - it requires a 360° approach to communication.

* Projects should communicate about their achievements, namely by ‘translating’ the policy into
concrete outcomes and illustrating how these outcomes impact citizens’ quality of life.

* Engaging managing authorities, Commission representatives and other high profile or well-known
representative will boost media interest.

*  Working with journalists and creating media and press opportunities around the event or activity
will boost visibility.

* Reaching the audiences of the project is very important, but in line with the significance of these
projects, the event or activity should reach broad audiences that are usually not aware of EU projects.

* Social media is essential before, during and after the event or activity. Make sure beneficiaries use
different platforms and acquire photo, video and audio materials for dissemination and more visibility.

* Managing authorities’ support to beneficiaries in communication is a well-working and proven
method that makes communication more effective.

How could managing authorities support operations of strategic importance in
communication?
In addition to ensuring that beneficiaries acknowledge support from EU Funds, supporting projects in

following visibility and communication requirements helps in organising impactful events and activities.
In this sense, Member States and managing authorities could:

Introduce beneficiaries to their responsibilities and Engage external communication specialists or agencies

commitments before implementation starts. E.g. set up to provide tailored support to communication of

kick-off meetings. operations of strategic importance. E.g. social media or
event management experts.

Suggest tailored communication events or activities Support beneficiaries in media relations, e.g. by

for beneficiaries to choose from, based on previous providing inputs for press releases, namely quotes (both
experiences with large-scale or similar projects and from the MA and EC) and pointing out to relevant

formats that work well. elements to highlight (e.g. EU budget).

Educate and support beneficiaries regarding their Work with beneficiaries in communicating: team up arm
obligations. E.g. publish guidance on communication and produce project videos, podcasts or other audio-visual
visibility rules, inform about good examples, provide tips materials, arrange paid (social) media promotions and

& tricks on using the EU emblem and statement etc. ensure that visibility requirements are respected.
Organise webinars and trainings for beneficiaries of \
operations of strategic importance, covering Set out any other support activity the programme
communication & visibility but other topics too. sees fit.

J




What if the beneficiary fails to organise a communication event or activity and
involve the Commission and managing authority?

It is the responsibility of the beneficiary of operations of strategic importance to acknowledge support
from the Funds by following specific provisions of CPR (Article 50). In cases where this is not so and
where remedial actions have not been put into place, the managing authority shall apply measures by
cancelling up to 3% of the support from the Funds to the operation concerned (Article 50 (3) CPR). The
corrections should be dealt with in the same manner as with any other financial correction applied in
accordance with Article 103 CPR.

How else to highlight operations of strategic importance?

With the aim of disseminating messages about operations of strategic importance to different audiences
and across different channels, Member States and managing authorities are suggested to build synergies
between the communication approach they have taken for operations of strategic importance and other
CPR visibility requirements. In line with this aim, Member States and managing authorities could:

* Feature operations of strategic importance on single website portals and programme websites
(e.g. a specific section for operations of strategic importance and their achievements).

* Strengthen message across funds, programmes and networks, and make stakeholders aware, with
the communication coordinator taking the lead.

* Multiply messages and foster cooperation with new actors through the national networks (e.g.
EDICs, other networks of communicators, universities...).

* Include information about operations of strategic importance in the list of operations in a
standardised format (e.g. use a prefix ‘OSI’ before the operation unique code as stated in Article 49(3)
CPR, or add a specific column about operations of strategic importance in the list of operations). This
information will help in highlighting their appearance in the Kohesio map and database. In addition,
Member States, managing authorities and beneficiaries are encouraged to provide additional visibility
materials such as photos and videos that will ultimately enrich Kohesio.

How should the beneficiaries involve Commission and managing authority
representatives?

The requirement asks for beneficiaries to organise a communication event or activity, and involve the
Commission and managing authority, but it also offers the beneficiaries an opportunity to make their work
visible. For this aim, beneficiaries are encouraged to work closely with the managing authority and
ensure that the Commission is timely informed about the communication event or activity.

Forthe Commission, itis suggested that the invitation includes details concerning basic project information,
time, venue, nature of the event or activity, format, expected role of the Commission representative in the
event/activity (an active role is desired, e.g. a speech) and expected inputs. Ideally, the invitation should
be sent two or three months in advance.

As for the involvement of the managing authority, it is suggested that beneficiaries work closely with
the managing authority to pick the best way.

It is considered a good practice that managing authorities inform the Commission about upcoming
communication events or activities of operations of strategic importance via the Visibility, transparency
and communication module of SFC2021. Managing authorities can follow this practice to support timely
exchange of information and act as liaison between the operation (of strategic importance) and the
Commission. Please note that the responsibility to involve the Commission and the managing authority
remains with the beneficiary.
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Can another name be used to communicate about operations of strategic
importance?

When communicating towards citizens and other audiences, it is important to highlight two dimensions
of operations of strategic importance:

1. The strategic dimension, i.e. the significance of a particular operation of strategic importance and its
achievements for addressing the programme and country’s challenges and needs and

2. The EU dimension, i.e. acknowledging the role of operations of strategic importance as Cohesion policy
flagships in all Member States and regions.

The Commission suggests a tailored approach based on these two dimensions - a term such as “strategic
EU projects” could take into account both dimensions.

How about other Member State and managing authorities’ examples and practices in
communicating operations of strategic importance?

There is a variety of communication approaches that Member States and managing authorities are
setting up for operations of strategic importance and similar types of projects, as well as a number of
proven actions that are suggested for communication. Here are a couple of practices that could be used
when communicating operations of strategic importance:

Programme
website and single
website portal

Provide an in-depth overview of Promote projects to your stakeholders,
operations of strategic importance produce and share videos, set up
and their achievements by setting up media events, feature best examples in
a specific section in the programme ||day-to-day communication activities of
website and single website portal. programmes and institutions.

&

Catalogue of
communication
events or activities

Good examples &
best practices

Outline specific visibility and
communication demands for
operations of strategic importance,
such as a budget for communication
activities, a communication plan, etc.

Social m
strategy or plan

For a better outreach and more
complementarities across programmes
and Funds, MS and MAs can draft social

media strategies for operations of
strategic importance, including
common hashtags, visuals, key
messages, tagging EC social media, etc.

Mainstreaming
communication

Involve in communication not
only public institutions managing EU
Funds, but also indirectly involved
institutions that are concerned
territorially or thematically with EU
Funds.

Clearer,
greener and more
inclusive communication

Use simple language, introduce green
procurement practices for promotional
materials, draft documents in line with
accessibility and non-discrimination
standards

Work with journalists, organise media
and briefing events and inform media
partners about the significance of
operations of strategic importance.

... that can be offered to operations of
strategic importance. MS and MAs can
set out a list of pre-defined formats
that beneficiaries may choose from,
depending on a specific operation.

Synergies Support|'ng &
educating
Aim for more visibility by including
operations of strategic importance in
national databases, project maps and
Kohesio (via the list of operations), in
addition to the programme website
and single website portal.

Prepare beneficiaries for
communicating about the EU and
support them in meeting
communication and visibility
requirements.

Create boldly

Think about out-of-the-box
communication: engage local
influencers, organise theatre plays or
storytelling shows, make cartoons or
take up any other format to attract
the public’s attention.
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