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Evaluation of the Partnership Agreement 2021-2027 Phase I – LOT 1
PO 1 - A more competitive and smarter Europe by promoting innovative and smart economic transformation and regional ICT connectivity

Evaluation of PA3 "Progress towards competitiveness, innovation and digital transformation of Romanian society"




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY








Background and purpose of the evaluation
This document summarizes the main results of the “Evaluation of the Partnership Agreement 2021-2027 Phase I” – LOT 1, Policy Objective 1 – A more competitive and smarter Europe, by promoting innovative and smart economic transformation and regional ICT connectivity, Evaluation “Progress toward the competitiveness, innovation, and digital transformation of Romanian society.” The purpose of the evaluation is to confirm whether the initial implementation is in line with expectations and the theory of change, as well as to identify any deviations from these, with a view to taking corrective measures, if necessary, to optimize implementation. Based on evidence collected in an appropriate manner and in-depth analyses, the evaluation provides decision-makers with information regarding the relevance, efficiency, effectiveness, coherence, non-discrimination, and accessibility of ongoing or completed funds, programs, and projects.
Scope and objectives of the evaluation 
The evaluation covers interventions related to Policy Objective 1, including interventions within the policy areas associated with research, development, and innovation; digitalization for the benefit of citizens and the private sector; and the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises. The evaluation analyzes progress on the following 6 specific objectives: 1.1 – Research, Development, and Innovation; 1.2 – Digitalization; 1.3 – Competitiveness of Small and Medium Sized Enterprises; 1.4 – Skills development, 1.6 – Strategic Technologies for Europe Platform, and 8.1 – The impact of the transition to a climate-neutral economy , within the following 11 programs: the Smart Growth, Digitalization, and Financial Instruments Program 2021–2027, the Health Program 2021–2027, the Just Transition Program 2021–2027, and the 8 regional programs.
The cut-off date for the evaluation is January 8, 2026.
The evaluation objectives were structured around a set of 10 evaluation questions, which address: a) developments in relevant policy areas; b) the positioning of interventions within the theory of change; c) progress in implementation relative to established objectives; d) the fulfillment and functionality of enabling conditions; e) complementarity and synergies with other interventions; f) beneficiaries’ access to funding; g) the contribution to reducing territorial disparities; h) the engagement of target groups; i) the functioning of collaboration between the public and private sectors; j) the integration of horizontal principles.
Evaluation methodology 
The evaluation was developed within an analytical framework that combines the theory-based evaluation approach with elements of realistic evaluation. The evaluation was conducted using a mixed-methods approach, which includes methods for collecting and analyzing qualitative and quantitative data, and yielded 5 thematic case studies at the specific objective level.
As part of the evaluation, 2 surveys were conducted, yielding a total of 426 responses, 59 interviews (at the level of the Partnership Agreement, program authorities, and beneficiaries), 21 focus groups with representatives of the Partnership Agreement Coordination and Monitoring Committee (1 focus group), the Monitoring Committees of the programs covered by the evaluation (10 focus groups), beneficiaries (8 focus groups), and representatives of target groups (2 focus groups), and 16 field visits to beneficiaries’ premises. The preliminary findings were validated during 3 thematic expert panels.
Progress of Policy Objective 1
For Policy Objective 1, €6.51 billion (European Regional Development Fund) was allocated, of which €3.93 billion (European Regional Development Fund) has been contracted, representing a contracting rate of 60.42%. The specific objective with the highest contracting rate is 1.3 – competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises, at 103%. Specific Objective 1.4 – skills development remains at a very low contracting level, at only 3.19%.  The other objectives have similar rates, ranging between 52% and 59%. The Regional Program South-Muntenia has the highest level of fund contracting—86.64%—followed by the Smart Growth, Digitalization, and Financial Instruments Program, with a contracting level of 80.18%, the Regional Program South-West Oltenia with a contracting rate of 74.88%, and the Regional Program North-East with a rate of 62.93%.
The overall reimbursement rate is low, reaching 11.98% of the value of contracted projects. The Bucharest–Ilfov Regional Program has the highest reimbursement rate, at 30%, but with a contracting rate of only 13%. On the other hand, the Regional Program North-East has a similar expenditure reimbursement rate (29.51%), with one of the highest contracting rates.
Main findings and conclusions of the evaluation
The evaluation shows that the policy areas related to Policy Objective 1 have evolved at a moderate and patchy pace since the adoption of the 2021–2027 Partnership Agreement. More substantial progress is observed in the area of digitalization, particularly in the public sector, supported by investments in digital infrastructure, increased interoperability, and cybersecurity. In contrast, innovation in the private sector and public–private cooperation within the research ecosystem remain hampered by persistent structural constraints (limited funding, fragmentation of the ecosystem, and significant capacity gaps). On the other hand, the small and medium-sized enterprise sector is characterized by quantitative growth during this period, which is not, however, reflected in performance.
The interventions analyzed are primarily focused on immediate actions, outputs, and outcomes according to the theory of change. Although implementation is proceeding, the transition to outcomes and impact is still in its early stages, being contingent on the pace of implementation and the maturity of projects at the time of contracting (in accordance with the requirements in the applicant’s guidelines).  A significant portion of the funds allocated to Policy Objective 1 has not yet been contracted, which creates risks regarding the level of fund absorption by the end of the programming period and, consequently, the ability to meet the assumed objectives (achieving program targets, as well as generating medium- and long-term results). Progress in implementation is uneven across programs, priorities, and regions. Most projects are in the implementation phase, with a significant portion of them in the early stages of execution. 
Enabling conditions are in place and support a consolidated institutional framework. However, the evaluation reveals a predominantly formal use, focused on compliance and reporting, with limited exploitation of their potential as instruments of strategic governance and learning, particularly in the case of smart specialization.
The complementarity of interventions is well defined at the design stage, with a clear alignment of the analyzed interventions with the relevant national strategic documents and the main complementary sources of funding. However, the density of funding available at certain times for the same beneficiaries requires increased institutional coordination to transform existing potential into synergistic effects; in the absence of such coordination, competition arises between instruments. Synergies in implementation are limited and selective, depending, with the exception of dedicated instruments, on the capacity of beneficiaries rather than on systemic coordination mechanisms.
Funding opportunities are relevant and necessary for beneficiaries, with most believing that the investments could not have been made without the financial support accessed through Cohesion Policy. Although program design and information and support mechanisms are generally evaluated positively, and beneficiary satisfaction is high, access and implementation are affected by the moderate predictability of calls for proposals, the duration of the evaluation, selection, and contracting process (which often exceeds regulatory deadlines) , procedural complexity, and frequent legislative changes.
The distribution of funds contributes in part to reducing territorial disparities, particularly through regional mechanisms. However, a coherent national mechanism explicitly aimed at reducing imbalances is lacking, and intra-regional disparities remain insufficiently addressed.
The engagement of target groups within Policy Objective 1 is genuine, functional, and consistent with the nature of the interventions, though predominantly operational and differentiated according to the type of intervention, category of actors, and administrative level. At the regional level, there is a more active culture of interaction, supported by intermediary structures (Regional Development Agencies, clusters, universities, Territorial Groups for Just Transition ). However, monitoring of this involvement of target groups is limited by the absence of dedicated indicators in reporting systems.
Public–private cooperation is recognized as an essential element of interventions under Policy Objective 1, particularly in the area of research, development, and innovation, but remains insufficiently developed and operationalized in implementation, due to delays in launching calls for proposals. Limited, ad hoc progress is being made, and this progress depends on actors with high capacity.
Horizontal principles are integrated into the design and implementation of interventions, but the focus is predominantly on formal compliance with requirements, with limited assessment of actual impact and reduced use of data for strategic adjustments.
Key recommendations
Based on the conclusions drawn, the evaluation proposes a set of 8 prioritized recommendations addressed to the structures of the Ministry of Investments and European Projects and the Managing Authorities. Among these, the evaluation’s main recommendations concern:
· Accelerating the launch of calls for projects and the contracting of funds to reduce the risk of decommitment and increase the potential for achieving program indicator targets;
· Strengthening instruments that facilitate collaboration between the public and private sectors by continuing programs to stimulate partnerships between research organizations and businesses, encouraging the expansion of collaboration networks through scoring mechanisms in the applicant guidelines, and explicitly integrating this theme into program impact assessments;
· Developing consolidated timelines that include available funding sources in each area (including those outside the Cohesion Policy) and increasing the predictability of upcoming calls under OP1, while ensuring sufficient human resources and the necessary expertise within the Managing Authorities and Intermediate Bodies for periods of higher activity (particularly evaluation, selection, and contracting);
· Promptly supporting beneficiaries in addressing horizontal challenges arising from legislative changes, including by increasing the standardization of solutions and intensifying communication and collaboration among program authorities for this purpose;
· Fostering synergies among funding sources through dedicated instruments;
· Strengthening the operational dimension of the integration of horizontal principles by developing more practical guidelines (examples of best practices, model outcome indicators for equality and inclusion, simplified guidelines on the “do no significant harm” principle tailored to small and medium-sized enterprises).
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