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Abstract: Support by means of projects supported by the EU Cohesion Policy is, in less developed
regions of the EU, often a key source of financing of development. From this viewpoint, it is very im-
portant to ensure its efficient and effect use. A frequent problem in the effort to achieve such use is ad-
ministrative barriers. The purpose of this article is to identify the effect of such barriers in the process
of filing applications for the support in the case of Slovak Republic. The survey was carried out in the
form of questionnaire among applicants for the support. The survey has shown that such barriers are
perceived as a significant issue but do not pose a barrier leading to selection of other projects just be-
cause the applicants with good projects are not able to cope with such obstacles.
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1. INTRODUCTION

European structural and investment funds are EU tools intended for helping regions, in par-
ticular, the less developed ones. Importance of this financial aid for the Slovak Republic is,
however, expressed not only in the absolute amount of funds but also by their share in the total
amount of public investments. In the Slovak Republic, more than 80% of all public investments
are funded by the EU funds. It is undoubtedly a high figure (one of the highest ones in the entire
EU), which expresses a significant dependence of the national economy in this kind of aid.

A large part of the support is carried out by means of individual projects. The success rate of
the project, by means of which operational programmes and objectives of the Cohesion Policy
are implemented, is closely related to access and use of such funds by different target groups for
which they are intended. We mean, above all, applicants and beneficiaries that are local govern-
ment authorities, businesses, NGOs and state administration authorities, which prepare, submit
and implement projects funded by EU funds. The success rate of projects depends on several
factors, whereas, one of the important factors is administrative restrictions. Such restrictions
can occur at several levels. Some studies deal with administrative restrictions on the part of
providers or recipients of support (Milio, 2007; Lorvi 2013), where they point out at insufficient
administrative capacities, both quantitative and qualitative. Another issue is the necessity to
return funds as a result of administrative errors (EDA, 2018), which can be even threatening
to existence for certain applicants, especially from among NGOs, and discourages them from
further submitting projects or they deem it too bureaucratic, especially if they achieve their set
goals of projects and corrections result from legislative and/or administrative requirements.

Another frequently mentioned factor is legislative and administrative restriction or obstacles per-
ceived by applicants for projects. A frequent reservation is a useless quantity of documents neces-
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sary to filing projects and extensive documentation for submitting projects (Kostalova et. al, 2015;
Zimmermannova and Brown, 2015). Several studies and reports point out at the need to simplify
certain processes, focus more on outputs than on the formal administrative control or adjustment of
the legislation to the needs of implementation of development projects (Barca, 2009; CKO, 2013).

The purpose of the article is to analyse how the administrative burden is perceived by applicants
and beneficiaries of aid in Slovakia and if the legislative and administrative burden have influ-
ence on the success of projects in the stage of their preparation.

2. ADMINISTRATIVE BURDEN IN SLOVAK REPUBLIC

Preparation of each programming period and the process of setting rules for implementation of
EU funds includes intensive communication of the Member State with EU authorities (in par-
ticular, with the European Commission). The first official step is the preparation of legislative
measures by which the European Commission will introduce its vision and forms of implemen-
tation of the Cohesion Policy. However, a relevant factor for a Member State is a more particular
view or evaluation of its strengths and weaknesses, which are defined, with regard to implemen-
tation of EU funds, as presented by the European Commission, in the so-called Position Paper
(EC, 2012). In respect to the Slovak Republic, this document was adopted in 2012, thus, two
years prior to the official “launch” of Programming Period 2014-2020. Besides evaluation of dif-
ferent fields of the national economy, this document also focused on the field of administrative
difficulty and its unification in the preceding Programming Period 2007-2013.

The fact that the European Commission pays attention to the administrative burden is also re-
flected in the fact that the Position Paper contains a separate chapter on this matter. Thus, the
European Commission put the administrative difficulty of the very process of implementation to
the level of other key matters, such as solutions for road and rail infrastructure, environment, un-
employment, education and research and innovations. In the Position Paper, the European Com-
mission defined, as one of its main recommendations for reducing administrative burden, the
need to simplify the process of projects approval, clear setting of implementation rules and their
publication sufficiently in advance, application of the so called simplified cost options, electron-
ic data exchange and regular assessments of the administrative burden for applicants. Regard-
ing the administrative burden reduction, similarly to other policies, the legislation of the EU for
Programming Period 2014-2020 introduced several innovations and improvements. One of key
measures was introduction of mandatory electronic communication between state authorities and
beneficiaries before the end of 2015. It was the system of called mandatory eCohesion coined in
the General Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and the Council, in par-
ticular in Article 122(3), in the sense of which “Member States shall ensure that no later than 31
December 2015, all exchanges of information between beneficiaries and a managing authority, a
certifying authority, an audit authority and intermediate bodies can be carried out by means of
electronic data exchange systems”. EU authorities expected this obligation to not only simplify
the entire process of implementation but also to increase the level of transparency that is directly
assumed by the “contactless” relation between applicants and state authorities. From among other
simplifications, we can mention extended use of the so-called simplified cost options. It means
that expenditure in implemented projects are reported only in the form of a flat rate amount with-
out the need to report actual accounting documents. It is also necessary to not mention another
innovation brought about by the new legislation for Programming Period 2014-2020, which is the
direct use of EU funds from the so-called technical assistance for the purposes of simplifying
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processes on the part of applicants and beneficiaries. Also, in this way, the European Commission
wanted to point out at the necessity to deal with the administrative burden at the level of Member
States, whereas it is possible to use money from EU funds directly.

3. SLOVAK MEASURES IN THE FIELD OF REDUCING
ADMINISTRATIVE BURDEN

The place of the first summarisation of measures aimed at reducing the administrative burden
in Programming Period 2014-2020 is the Partnership Agreement (2014). It is a document of stra-
tegic nature in which member states specify main direction and areas of support from the EU
funds and it is subject to approval by the EU authorities after being submitted by the relevant
Member State. The document for the Slovak Republic was approved in 2014; besides different
sectoral areas supported by the EU funds, it also defined specific measures aimed at reducing
the administrative burden of the process of their implementation.

Particular measures the Slovak Republic intended to introduce in order to reduce the adminis-
trative burden were defined in Chapter 2.6 of the Partnership Agreement. Among the most im-
portant ones, let us mention introduction of aforementioned principles of eCohesion, training of
administrative capacities of state authorities, extension of possibilities for the use of simplified
cost options, establishment of a network of information and consultancy centres and measures
aimed at simplifying the public procurement. As we can see, these are measures by means of
which the Slovak Republic reflected, above all, recommendations from the Position Paper. In
any case, it is possible to say that the measures in questions had the potential to ease access of
applicants to the EU funds or ease implementation of already approved projects. Besides de-
fining different measures, it is necessary, in our opinion, to also analyse the extent of their de-
ployment. Regarding these measures, we can conclude, after an analysis, that most of them have
been implemented by the Slovak Republic. Principles of eCohesion were fully implemented,
by the specified deadline, to the electronic system ITMS 2014+, which enables fully electronic
communication between beneficiaries and managing authorities. The system even goes further
that imposed by the European legislation as it enables, beyond its framework, to use the func-
tionality of fully electronic submitting of projects by means of accounts set up in ITMS 2014+,
In respect to increasing the awareness of possibilities for acquiring EU funds, let us mention
establishment of the network of so-called Information and Consultancy Centres. It is a system
of 7 centres set up in premises of regional government authorities (with the exception of the
Bratislava self-governing region), which are ready to provide free information about possibil-
ities of acquiring funds or assist applicants with preparation of projects. It is a unique project
funded from the technical assistance that brought the possibility of acquiring EU funds closer
to citizens in regions. The system of simplified cost options was fully incorporated to the na-
tional methodology (so-called System for Management of European Structural and Investment
Funds); template forms for public procurement were issued by the Public Procurement Office
and, equally, a uniform system of trainings for administrative capacities at managing authorities
was developed at the Office of the Government of the Slovak Republic.

4. METHODOLOGY
The survey was carried out in 2018, anonymously, by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister
of the Slovak Republic for Investments and Informatization and then sent to all applicants for

the NFC from the EU funds under coordination of one of authors of the article. Altogether, 906
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responses were received, which means a high rate of return at the level of 45.05% of all appli-
cants and beneficiaries in Programming Period 2014 — 2020 at that time.

Most respondents were from Banska Bystrica, Nitra and KoSice regions (18%, 16% and 15%),
followed by Presov, Bratislava and Zilina regions (11% each) and Trnava and Trenéin (9% and
8%). The legal form of respondents that provided answers to questions also reflected the legal
form of most frequent applicants of beneficiaries of the EU funds. Majority of responses in
our questionnaire survey came from representatives of municipalities (58% of all responses),
followed by the business sector (15%), state budgetary agencies (9%), regional government au-
thorities or their agencies (5%), NGOs (4%) and the academic sector (3%). There was also
equal distribution of operational programmes, in which different respondents had experience.
Due to the fact that most responses came from the local government authorities, majority of
answers concerned projects in operational programmes primarily intended for the needs of the
local government. In particular, OP Quality of Environment — 22%, Rural Development Pro-
gramme — 20% and Integrated Regional Operational Programme — 18 %. Anyway, each of the
11 operational programmes implemented in Programming Period 2014-2020 was represented
by responses.

In the second half of the survey, we analysed differences between those that got funding for
their projects and those that did not. From the sample, we removed applicants with multiple
projects that receive funding for some projects and were refused for other ones. Such sample
would then not be statistically relevant from the viewpoint of more detailed characteristics such
as region or size.

5. SURVEY RESULTS

When assessing the administrative burden, we also reviewed if it is perceived in a different way
by applicants that received the funding and those that did not. There was a statistically relevant
difference only for processing annexes to applications; the difference in perceiving filling in
applications and the use of public procurement procedures was only minor and statistically not
relevant worse compared to successful applicants. It indicates that although the administrative
burden is perceived considerably negatively, probably it will not lead to not supporting good
projects because of failure on the part applications to cope with the administrative burden. More
detailed outcomes are provided in Table 1. A statistically more relevant difference only occurred
in the preparation of annexes to applications.

Table 1. Average assessment of the administrative burden of certain processes by applicants

. . Pearson
Activity Average yes Average no Chi Quadrate Test
Performance of public procurement 4017588 4023026 0105
procedures
Preparation and filling in applications for 3.405276 3449231 0025
the NFC
Preparation of mandatory annexes to
applications for the NFC 332 3:335882 0.000

Source: outputs of the survey. Yes — applicants whose projects were supported,
no — applicants whose projects were not supported
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A bigger difference can be observed in answers to questions concerning availability of infor-
mation, where the higher share of unsuccessful applicants indicated lack of such information.
Results can be seen in Table 2. On the contrary, it indicates that the very perception of the ad-
ministrative burden can be partially caused by lack of information. Applicants that do not have
clear and sufficiently communicated information in advance, can then, in the final stage of the
project, perceive the pressure caused by lack of information as the administrative burden.

Table 2. Assessment of availability and quality of necessary information concerning
the use of the non-repayable financial contribution from EU funds in the Slovak Republic

Insufficient Rather insufficient Rather sufficient Sufficient
Yes 8 79 198 150
No 31 76 142 95

Source: outputs of the survey.

When we look at the differences in perception of the administrative burden by different groups,
we did not identify differences in the perception of the administrative burden by different groups,
we did not identify any significant difference based on the place of operation of applicants (re-
gional dimension) or from the viewpoint of the size of applicants. However, the sample in this
case is not representative and it is not possible to talk about statistically relevant difference. If we
look at certain differences from the viewpoint of the breakdown into the public and private sec-
tor, results are shown in Tables 3 a 4. The most important difference in the perception of the pub-
lic procurement (Table 3) among successful applicants was in the private sector. This sector does
not always have much experience with implementation of the public procurement procedures fir
to the fact that, with the exception of the projects, I tis not bound by any rules in purchases.

Table 3. Average assessment of the administrative burden related
to the public procurement procedures by applicants

Yes No
Public sector — central government 4.02 4.333333
Public sector — local and regional government 4.19863 4.221239
Private sector 3.957447 4.173077

From the viewpoint of annexes to the application (see Table 4), we can see a more distinct dif-
ference between successful and unsuccessful applicants only in the private sector, we can also

Source: outputs of the survey

see that there are not significant differences between the private and public sector.

Table 4. Average assessment of the administrative burden related to the preparation of manda-

tory annexes by applicants

Yes No
Public sector — central government 3.345455 3.6
Public sector — local and regional government 3.487085 3.458537
Private sector 3.192982 3.444444

Source: outputs of the survey

After comparing the responses to responses focused on the implementation of projects, it is
possible to see more distinct differences between the private and public sector. It indicates that
this sector can see the biggest problems in the implementation of projects themselves, not in
applying for the support.
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6. CONCLUSION

Administrative burden represents a significant problem in the perception of how the support from
the European Structural and Investment Funds works. Results show that this perception is not
changing in the course of time even though a lot of measures have been implemented in order to
reduce such perception. There may be several explanations for it. One possibility is that also the
processes declared as reduction of the difficulty can mean as its increase for certain applicants.
An example of that is electronization of applications that can be viewed by people with lower
level of ICT use or knowledge as reduction of the comfort in submitting projects. The second
possible explanation is a shift in the perception of the administrative burden. The entire public
and private sector have moved significantly forward in this direction in the past years (electronic
extracts, less need to go to offices, mobile applications, etc.), so the reduction of the burden, as it
was “slower” than in other sectors, could have led to negative perception by applicants.

At the same time, we pointed out at the fact that there are no significant differences between the
perception of the burden between successful and non-successful applicants, as well as between
public and private sector. Thus, results rather indicate the need for general activities aimed at
improving the situation not the need for specific measures for certain target groups or regions
that perceived the burden significantly worse.
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