                       The Stairway to Excellence
The Dutch province of Noord-Brabant takes the lead in Europe's new agenda   
1. Background
On 3 February 2012 the European Commissioner for Regional Policy, Johannes Hahn visited the Dutch province of Noord-Brabant. His visit was more than a mere first introduction  to the region's urban, academic and business communities, rather focussing on how this region - along side the member states and the European institutions - can contribute to Europe's economic recovery.
Brabant's key players count on Europe's continuing support, while remaining keen to deliver their input and ideas for expanding the continent's competitiveness as a whole. In this regard, Brabant has taken the initiative. In late 2011, a delegation led by Her Majesty's Governor in Noord-Brabant, Wim van der Donk managed to convince Commissioner Hahn to visit the province.
The negotiations concerning the criteria meant to govern the amount of financial support the region can expect in the years between 2014-2020 are currently taking place between the European Parliament and Council. From an early stage, Brabant has made clear its own criteria. These are explained and outlined below by Lambert van Nistelrooij, Member of the European Parliament in the EPP group. 
2.  Brabant's criteria
2.1.  The new financial period for 2014-2020
The challenge faced by Europe's member states is a common one. The Lisbon Treaty reaffirms the cornerstones of Europe: its community of values, its single internal market and its aspiration to strive towards an ever closer political union.  The cohesion policy - for which Commissioner Hahn is responsible - is founded on all three of these. 
Close to half of the Union's expenditures are directed towards this policy. It concerns both investments in R&D as well as structural support for weaker regions.  The challenge of the coming years will be how to achieve a successful synergy between:
        I. The 5 regional funds (a.ka. the cohesion funds),   		        governed by Commisioner. Hahn
        II.. the R&D funds (a.ka. Horizon 2020),                          governed by Commisioner Gueghen Quinn 
In order to stay on the road to recovery an integrated policy is required, one that is up to date with Europe's unfolding challenges. Given Europe's demographic decline and ailing competitiveness, the regions must be enabled to get the best out of themselves. Europeans in various regions therefore need to coordinate their supportive programmes so that the added benefit is multiplied - i.e. by creating a synergy between the cohesion funds and Horizon 2020. This new approach is the focus of the 'Stairway to Excellence'.
2.2. Territorial cohesion
The year 2009 was when agreement on territorial cohesion was finally attained.  Lambert van Nistelrooij was accepted by the European Parliament to cover this rapport in 2010. Territorial Cohesion means that Europe simultaneously develops leading regions, and developing regions that manage to qualify. Put in other words, this policy rewards the leading regions, but stops short of a winner takes all approach. Solidarity and self-interest are thus balanced in an equated fashion. Europe as a whole benefits, while less developed regions have a better chance to keep their citizens employed.
Territorial Cohesion implies three core concepts: Concentration, Cooperationa and Connection: These concepts are enshrined in the Lisbon Treaty, and form a foundation the approach that is currently broached by Noord-Brabant and question of how to allocate the regional funds between 2014 and 2020.  
The '3 C's' are now also part of the Stairway to Excellence. Leading research will remain to be the prerogative of the most excelling applicants in mostly older member states. However, those regions in the new member states that promise a high potential can count on building new forms of cooperation as well. The means of this new approach stem from the Structural funds, which were preiviously invested in mostly infrastructural projects. Instead, the new approach aims to instil production and job creation by investing in R&D and knowledge infrastructures.
               2.3 Excecuting the “Stairway to Excellence”
The discussion on this new approach started in Brussels in 2011. The European Commission has already put forward a number of proposals for the financial instruments meant to attain the ambitious new goals. The European Parliament will seek to organize its first hearing on the 'Stairway to Excellence' in May. Lambert van Nistelrooij is rapporteur for the European Parliament on the Cohesion Funds, and EPP's spokesman for the R&D funds (including the European Institute for Technology (EIT)). 
In order to further develop this new approach Lambert van Nistelrooij cordially invites you to attend the expert confernce on Wednesday 4 april 2012. The meeting will take place between 10 and 12.30, and will precede four days of consultation with stakeholders concerning the new financial period 2014-2020, which will take place between 2 and 6 april 2012. The agenda will be posted online on www.lambertvannistelrooij.nl 
Please register at Lambert.vannistelrooij@europarl.europa.eu 
 Supplements:
A “Stairway to Excellence” will be assembled, and will form the basis of the consultations mentioned above. 
