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Context and Purpose of the Evaluation

This document summarizes the main findings of the “Evaluation of the 2021-2027 Partnership
Agreement, Phase I” — LOT 4, Policy Objective 4—A more social and inclusive Europe through the
implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights, PA 14 Evaluation “Progress Toward a More
Social and Inclusive Romania.” 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 them, with a view to taking corrective measures, if necessary. 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 in the thematic areas related to Policy Objective 4, namely
education and educational infrastructure, access to the labor market, health, social inclusion and
dignity, culture, and sustainable tourism. The evaluation analyzes progress toward 19 specific
objectives within the following 13 programs: the Education and Employment Program 2021-2027,
the Inclusion and Social Dignity Program 2021-2027, the Smart Growth, Digitalization, and
Financial Instruments Program 2021-2027, the Health Program 2021-2027, the Just Transition
Program 2021-2027, and 8 regional programs.

The reference date for the evaluation is April 30, 2026.

The evaluation objectives were structured around a set of 9 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 effectiveness of enabling conditions; €) complementarity and synergies with other
interventions; f) beneficiaries’ access to funding; g) the contribution to reducing territorial
disparities; h) the engagement of target groups; and i) the integration of horizontal principles.

Evaluation Methodology

The evaluation was conducted based on an analytical framework that combines a theory-based
evaluation approach with elements of realistic evaluation. Thus, the evaluation employed a mixed-
methods approach, incorporating both qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis
methods, and produced six case studies organized by thematic area, with the project serving as
the unit of observation.

As part of the evaluation, two surveys were conducted among beneficiaries and potential
beneficiaries, yielding a total of 618 responses; 59 interviews (at the level of the Partnership
Agreement, program authorities, and beneficiaries); and 40 focus groups with representatives of
the Partnership Agreement Coordination and Monitoring Committee, the Monitoring Committees
of the programs covered by the evaluation, beneficiaries, and representatives of target groups.
The preliminary findings of the evaluation were validated during five thematic expert panels.
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Progress on Policy Objective 4

For Policy Objective 4, 11.92 billion euros were allocated, of which 9.02 billion euros were
contracted, representing a contracting rate of 75.73%. The specific objective with the highest
contracting rate is regional specific objective 4.2—Infrastructure for education and training
(128%). At the opposite end of the spectrum are Specific Objective 4.9—Promoting the
socioeconomic integration of third-country nationals; European Specific Objective 4.12—Social
integration of people at risk; European Specific Objective 4.3—Gender-balanced participation in
the labor market; and European Specific Objective 4.4 — Adaptation of workers and enterprises
to change, Just Transition Objective 8.1, Regional Specific Objective 4.4 — Integration of third-
country nationals, and Regional Specific Objective 4.7 — Lifelong learning and career transitions,
for which the contracting rate is 0%.

The highest contract award rate is recorded in the Bucharest-Ilfov Regional Program (221.97%),
followed by the Southwestern Oltenia Regional Program (189.27%) and the Northwestern
Regional Program (130.88%). At the other end of the spectrum, the lowest contract rates are
recorded for the West Regional Program (35.67%) and the South Muntenia Regional Program
(66%). The Just Transition Program has a contract rate of 0.00%, and the West Regional Program
has a rate of only 35.67%, both indicating significant delays.

The overall reimbursement rate is low, standing at 23.13% of the value of contracted projects.
The 2021-2027 Social Inclusion and Dignity Program has the highest reimbursement rate, at
37.29%, and a contracting rate of 69.63%.

Key Findings and Conclusions of the Evaluation

The interventions funded under Policy Objective 4 address real and persistent needs in the areas
of education, employment, social inclusion, health, culture, and tourism. The relevance of the
evaluated funds remains high in relation to existing structural challenges, given that the issues
that underpinned the 2021-2027 programming continue to manifest themselves to a significant
extent. The progress made to date is largely local and sectoral and has led to only limited
structural transformations.

Although the intervention logic of Policy Objective 4 is coherent and well-founded, the current
stage of implementation limits the ability to observe systemic effects of the interventions.
Although the level of contracting is, on the whole, high, implementation is at an early or
intermediate stage. Progress recorded through April 2026 varies across the specific objectives. In
particular, for interventions targeting vulnerable groups, the complexity of the projects and the
gap between infrastructure investments and the operationalization of services are causing delays
in achieving results. Consequently, results for final beneficiaries are expected primarily toward
the end of the programming period.

The evaluation identified synergies between Cohesion Policy funds and other financing
instruments, particularly the National Recovery and Resilience Plan; however, these synergies are
more developed at the strategic level than at the operational level. The complementarity observed
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in implementation depends to a large extent on the initiative and capacity of individual
beneficiaries. Institutional mechanisms for coordination, integrated monitoring, and leveraging
the cumulative effects of investments remain underdeveloped.

Access to funding is unequal, as is, consequently, the territorial distribution of funds. Access to
resources continues to be significantly influenced by the institutional capacity of beneficiaries,
which favors organizations and territories with greater experience and resources. At the same
time, the participation of target groups in the planning, implementation, and evaluation of
interventions remains limited and uneven. The integration of horizontal principles is primarily
focused on procedural compliance, with limited emphasis on bringing about transformative
change.

Overall, fully realizing the potential of Policy Objective 4 depends on strengthening the
sustainability of interventions, institutional capacity, coordination among funding sources, and the
systematic use of evidence in decision-making.

The identified vulnerabilities require different levels of priority in addressing them. The most
urgent challenge is posed by the seven specific objectives under Policy Objective 4, which have
a 0% contracting rate—a situation that undermines the effectiveness of Cohesion Policy funds in
Romania. A second priority is to strengthen the sustainability of interventions by developing
mechanisms that contribute to the continuation of public social services after funding ends, as
well as improving the capacity to recruit and retain—particularly young people who are neither in
employment nor in education or training (NEETSs) and vulnerable individuals. The other constraints
identified—including the uneven administrative capacity of beneficiaries, insufficiently
operationalized complementarity between funding sources, and the predominantly procedural
nature of the integration of horizontal principles—are structural in nature and can be addressed
gradually through the measures proposed in the recommendations of this evaluation.

Strengthening institutional capacity, the systematic use of data to inform decision-making, and
the reinforcement of coordination mechanisms remain important prerequisites for fully realizing
the potential of Policy Objective 4.

Key Recommendations

Based on the conclusions drawn, the evaluation proposes a set of five main recommendations,
as follows:

e Promptly launch calls for proposals and accelerate the related contracting process, after
reallocating resources, where appropriate, to areas with increased needs and demand;
ensure that beneficiaries have the capacity to support this process.

e Strengthen operational complementarity between funds and programs through
coordination mechanisms, the synchronization of calls for proposals, and the shared use
of monitoring data.

e Developing an integrated monitoring and reporting system that allows for tracking the
cumulative results and impacts of investments financed from multiple sources in the

assessed areas.
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PLANURILE DEVIN REALITATE

¢ Implementing a public policy to ensure the sustainability of funds under Policy Objective
4, which should also address risks, structural reforms, and the necessary resources.

e Streamlining implementation by expanding simplified, results-oriented financing
mechanisms.
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