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Abstract

This paper analyses the design and negotiations of the National Recovery and Resil-
ience Plans (NRRPs) which the EU member states were required to formulate so as
to access the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF). By focusing on three Euro-
zone members (Austria, Greece, and Slovakia) which represent distinct voices and
experiences within the EU integration project, we argue that a new form of con-
ditionality, coordinative conditionality, can be identified. While this conditionality
shares many features with previous conditionality forms, it is also unique as it results
from what has been described as coordinative Europeanisation, namely early coor-
dination between the EU and member states; informal channels of communication
alongside formal negotiations; and a heightened salience of ownership by national
governments. We argue that although evidence of coordinative Europeanisation
can be found during the design and negotiation of the NRRPs in all three countries,
the intensity of conditionality’s different aspects is mediated by the credibility of a
given member state’s government.
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Introduction

In July 2020, the EU Summit agreed to the formation of a €750 billion Next Gen-
eration EU (NGEU) plan to combat the effects of COVID-19. The bulk of NGEU
is made up of the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), which targeted all
member states with a combination of grants and loans. The provisions on joint
debt issuance were a radical shift for the EU, especially for member states like
Germany (Bulmer 2022). Not only did the Union borrow on behalf of its member
states, but the RRF also signified a shift in its economic governance approach.
What used to be limited to orthodox, regulatory premises focusing on austerity
was now complemented by a redistributive function as well as the financing of
green and digital investments (Ladi and Tsarouhas 2020; Rhodes 2021).

This article analyses the first phase of the RRF implementation, which consists
of the design and negotiation between the Commission and the member states
of the National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs). For EU policy-making,
implementation starts when a policy decision has been made at the EU level and
member states act according to that decision. We also look at the adoption of the
NRRPs, as well as the first payment requests made by member states. Theoreti-
cally, the paper draws on the framework of coordinative Europeanisation which
argues that in the context of “permacrisis”, the EU has seen an increase in coor-
dination between the member states and EU institutions during the early stages
of devising policy solutions (Ladi and Wolff 2021). Our starting point is that this
coordinative mode of Europeanisation is demonstrated in the negotiations and
first phase of the implementation of the RRF and is materialised via RRF condi-
tionality. This is a distinct type of conditionality that we label coordinative con-
ditionality. We further explore how this conditionality compares to previous con-
ditionality types, and ask whether and how the credibility of member states may
affect their negotiation power and the content of conditionality. To answer these
questions, this article investigates the negotiations between the Commission and
three member states, namely Austria, Greece, and Slovakia. All three are Euro-
zone members and are subject to European Semester rules but represent three
distinct case studies. During the NGEU negotiations, Austria was part of the “fru-
gal four”, while Greece argued in favour of generous spending and a strong infu-
sion of grants in the package. When it comes to previous conditionality rounds,
Greece has experienced both cohesion and Eurozone conditionality, while Slo-
vakia represents an east European Eurozone member which, like Greece, has the
experience of cohesion policy support.

We make a twofold argument: first, that coordinative conditionality exempli-
fies how coordinative Europeanisation has become a new addition to policy-mak-
ing practices at the EU level; second, we argue that coordinative conditionality
represents a distinct type of conditionality compared to previous types, such as
cohesion, pre-accession, and Eurozone conditionality. This distinctiveness lies in
the policy-making process of coordinative conditionality which differs markedly
from the top down, hierarchical types of conditionality that have hitherto domi-
nated EU policy. NRRP design is characterised by a cooperative mode between

e



20 S.Ladietal.

the EU and member state executives, with negotiations between the two sides
taking place in a collaborative spirit and with informal channels of communica-
tion being present alongside formal negotiations. The negotiation phase of the
RRF also points to the heightened salience of ownership by national governments
in conditionality. At the same time, coordinative conditionality appears no less
stringent than previous conditionality forms: its legal nature, the strict timetables,
and the limited time horizon of project implementation associated with the RRF
make conditionality rather inflexible and subject to more technocratic expertise
and less to political manoeuvring, at least until now. Finally, our findings point to
a factor usually neglected (but see Moury et al. 2021): the credibility of a given
member state’s government when negotiating its NRRP weighs heavily in the
adoption phase. Credibility, in turn, is fluid and not a default position for mem-
ber states. It results from long-term factors such as reputation in EU circles and
previous experience in high-stake negotiations with the Commission as well as
short-term ones, such as a conducive domestic political environment willing to
embark on reforms.

The article starts by applying the notion of coordinative Europeanisation in the
economic governance of the EU and by outlining the characteristics of the new con-
ditionality that has emerged during the design of the NRRPs. It continues with a
short methodological note, before discussing the design, negotiations, and first
stages of the implementation of the NRRPs in the three case studies. The article’s
next section analyses the findings and their salience, and the conclusion summarises
the main argument.

Coordinative Europeanisation, European economic governance, and RRF
conditionality

The agreement on “Next Generation EU” (NGEU) in the July 2020 European Coun-
cil summit is arguably one of the most telling examples of a new mode of Europe-
anisation that has become evident in the EU’s institutional response to the COVID-
19 crisis. This has been described as “coordinative Europeanisation” (Ladi and
Wolff 2021), defined as “a process where increased and often informal coordination
between member states and the EU institutions takes place at early stages of devis-
ing policy solutions that would work for everyone, thereby enhancing decision-mak-
ing speed and reform ownership” (Introduction, this SI). In this section, we demon-
strate that “coordinative conditionality” was introduced with the RRF and is a key
mechanism of coordinative Europeanisation.

Coordinative Europeanisation and European economic governance

First, coordinative Europeanisation requires evidence suggesting that member states
and EU institutions are synchronising their actions and cooperating closely with one
another in response to an emergency or crisis context at early stages of the event,
often through informal channels. The EU’s economic governance response to the
outbreak of the pandemic suggests that this element of coordinative Europeanisation

¥



Negotiating the recovery and resilience facility: the emergence. .. 21

featured heavily in the initial phase. In March 2020, the Commission suspended state
aid rules to allow for maximum flexibility, and the Council activated the general
escape clause foreseen in the Stability and Growth Pact, thus allowing for the two
institutions to synchronise their initial response (Ladi and Tsarouhas 2020: 1046).
Moreover, there is evidence that NGEU preparations had been under way between
the Commission and member states before their formal launch, allowing for better
coordination between their respective agendas (Ladi and Wolff 2021).

Second, coordinative Europeanisation of European economic governance was
the result of a compromise that allowed both the Commission and member states to
claim satisfaction with the outcome, which brought states and EU institutions closer
together (Cachia 2021). It also entailed a rather ambitious set of proposals that had
been long in the making and whose time arrived in crisis-induced conditions (Euro-
pean Council 2022). The EU’s response to the pandemic was indeed a typical com-
promise, which sought to reconcile the restrictive stance of the “frugal four” prem-
ised on loans-based conditionality and the demands by the south for more solidarity
and generous grants to allow for a growth-oriented response. Cuts were introduced
to some EU programmes of the NGEU, in line with the “frugals’” demands, and
rebates were also successfully negotiated by Germany and others (European Coun-
cil 2020). On the other hand, and for the first time in EU history, the Commission
acquired the right to borrow on behalf of the Union’s member states, in effect break-
ing the “no transfer union” taboo that had been institutionalised at EU level on mat-
ters of economic governance (Ioannidis 2014). Through the 750 billion Euro pack-
age agreed in July 2020, of which 390 billion in grants, the Union became an active
player in the effort to stimulate EU economies post-pandemic.

Third, an innovation of the RRF is that the NRRPs bring together recommenda-
tions from different EU instruments and policy goals in actionable national plans
linked to funding. The most prominent synergy was that the NRRPs were an oppor-
tunity for the Commission to integrate the Country-Specific Recommendations
(CSRs) in actionable plans, thus giving them a second life (Bokhorst and Corti
2023). For the first time, CSRs are linked to funding, and thus, their implementation
has become more likely. This is also important for the future of the European Semes-
ter and ongoing deliberations as to the future of economic governance (Armingeon
et al. 2022). Additionally, key EU goals of green and digital transformation are cen-
tral to the RRF and the NRRPs, again showing how this new fund integrates differ-
ent policy goals and uses the COVID crisis as an opportunity for their advancement.

EU conditionality types and the RRF

The approval of the RRF initiated a new type of conditionality that differs from
previous ones. Earlier forms of conditionality were evident in the operationalisa-
tion of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and have been used
in the context of Cohesion Policy funding since the 1980s (Hooghe 1996; Barca
2009, Polverari, this SI). During the 1990s, conditionality became a core fea-
ture of EU policy in that it was used as a policy tool to ensure compliance with
EU laws, policies, standards, and norms on the part of then aspiring members
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from Eastern and Central Europe (Smith 2003). Pre-accession conditionality
was top-down in the sense that candidate countries were required to implement
the EU’s acquis communautaire, with annual reporting and monitoring forming
a central aspect of monitoring compliance. While a variety of incentives (finan-
cial, peer pressure) served to “condition” candidate countries, the ultimate aim of
becoming an EU member provided further motivation to engage and implement
EU policy. The outbreak of the global financial crisis (with the EU becoming
involved in financial assistance schemes to Hungary, Latvia and Romania), and
especially the Eurozone crisis, made conditionality a central feature of EU gov-
ernance (loannidis 2014) and introduced a third type. In response to the outbreak
of the Eurozone crisis, the European Semester has been added to the toolbox of
European economic governance. The Semester is an attempt to enhance coordina-
tion by offering more policy leeway to the Commission and enforcing time-sen-
sitive reform conditions to member states, but since it is not directly connected
with payments, we do not categorise it as a distinct conditionality type (Mariotto
2022). This only happens now via the NRRPs which, for the first time, link CSRs
to payments. The fourth type of conditionality (what we term coordinative con-
ditionality) introduced by the RRF links financial assistance eligibility not only
to the execution and subsequent implementation of credible funding schemes but
also to wider political criteria, such as abiding by the rule of law. Adding such a
criterion to financial conditionality was initially proposed by the Commission in
2018 in response to growing evidence of democratic backsliding (Blauberger and
van Hiillen 2020). The rule of law aspect of the RRF conditionality has an inter-
governmental and much more political character which needs to be assessed on
its own merit. However, it does not alter our key argument here about the coor-
dinative nature of this new type of conditionality when investigating the relation-
ship between the Commission and the member states.

Surveying the existing literature, the different types of EU conditionality are cat-
egorised according to features such as their implementation horizon, scope, impact,
and sanction mechanism (see Kolling 2022; Becker 2024). For the purposes of
this paper and partially following Vita (2018), we distinguish conditionality types
based on four elements: positive or negative; ex post or ex ante; and input and out-
put. We add a fourth element, EU or international surveillance. Positive condition-
ality rewards compliance with prescribed behaviour, whereas negative conditional-
ity withdraws an expected reward due to failure to comply. Ex ante conditionality
foresees compliance before rewarding behaviour, whereas with ex post, the recipient
state agrees to implement agreed policies after receiving aid. Input conditionality
offers a detailed account of expectations and the conduct to be adopted by the coun-
try in question, while output focuses on results and outcomes instead (Vita 2018:
18-19). Finally, surveillance of conditionality can be in the hands of the EU only, or
a combination of the EU and international institutions (see Table 1).

This categorisation is very useful for mapping the key features of different types
of EU conditionality, notwithstanding the fact that coordinative conditionality dif-
fers from previous forms in that it combines process and purpose characteristics,
meaning that the way the conditionality is agreed (via coordination between member
states and the Commission) is equally important with its purpose.

¥



Negotiating the recovery and resilience facility: the emergence. .. 23

Table 1 Types and elements of conditionality

Conditionality type Conditionality elements

Implementation Scope Impact Surveillance
Cohesion Negative Ex ante Output EU
Pre-accession Positive Ex ante Input EU
Eurozone Positive and negative Ex post and ex ante Input EU and IMF
Coordinative Negative Ex post and ex ante Input EU

When it comes to the negotiations phase of conditionalities, which is what inter-
ests us the most, we need to look at the literature more closely. While cohesion
policy follows the standard set by the ordinary legislative procedure, pre-accession
conditionality was formally initiated by the Council and decided unanimously at
the highest political level, using the Commission’s recommendations, advice, and
monitoring mechanisms. The Eurozone economic adjustment programmes were
more complicated. The Commission was both part of the Troika (demanding policy
change and rule implementation in exchange for assistance) as well as the Union’s
executive arm (expected to arbitrate and mediate between Council members over
the content of austerity), while the presence of the IMF meant that the Union was in
learning mode regarding technical assistance and knowledge transfer (Moury et al.
2021). In contrast, conditionality introduced with the RRF is solely reliant on EU-
wide mechanisms and policies, premised on the European Semester and Commis-
sion priorities on green growth and the digital transition (Ladi and Wolff 2021).

Both pre-accession and economic adjustment conditionality entailed a clear
power hierarchy premised on the asymmetry of power between the principal (the
EU or the EU and the IMF) and the agent (the member state, see Konstantinidis
and Karagiannis 2020). Both CEE states and bailed-out countries were aware of that
asymmetry, and had to endure often painful policy reforms that potentially met with
resistance by domestically organised (or diffused) interest groups. Eurozone condi-
tionality was frequently punitive in nature to ensure compliance with orthodox eco-
nomic approaches propagated by the Commission, the European Central Bank, and,
less often, the IMF.

Based on the classifications in Table 1, coordinative conditionality emerges as
a new category that incorporates some elements from other types but also marks
a break with previous approaches. Coordinative conditionality has emerged in the
context of (a) policy learning, (b) time pressures, and (c) experimentation. To
start with, coordinative conditionality is ex ante, to the extent that grants and/or
loans are paid out to states only after their National Plans, which need to comply
with the priorities set out by the European Semester on six policy areas, espe-
cially the green and digital transition. These plans require approval of the Coun-
cil with “pre-financing” of national plans not received until after a national plan
is approved. This is like pre-accession conditionality, which foresees member-
ship after candidates comply with the EU acquis. RRF also entails an ex post
conditionality mechanism in that financial allocations are “made in different
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instalments and are conditioned upon the achievement of results” (Notre Europe
2022:1). Such performance-based conditionality entailing both ex ante and ex
post elements is similar to Eurozone conditionality and the European Semester’s
year-long process of compliance with commonly agreed goals, as well as the need
for member states to implement the CSRs during the Semester’s implementa-
tion phase. At acute phases of the Eurozone crisis, such as the First Economic
Adjustment Programme for Greece, conditionality was ex post to avoid default.
Later, prior actions were introduced, making conditionality ex ante. The release
of tranches was conditional on the fulfilment of targets set by the Commission,
ECB and the IMF, and, at the last phase, the ESM.

Coordinative conditionality is negative, in that non-compliance with EU policy
priorities in the NRRPs leads to non-disbursement of financial aid. Moreover, it is
input oriented, in that the design and implementation of the various projects entail
a detailed set of prescriptions as to the necessary conduct by state authorities and
the milestones and targets to be met. This approach is in that sense similar to the
approach of the Eurozone economic adjustment programmes which often went to
minute detail in prescribing policy conduct and raised important issues of policy
ownership and democratic accountability (Jacoby and Hopkin, 2020: 1166). The dif-
ference is that, this time, the milestones and targets were agreed in a coordinative
manner between the Commission and the member states. Finally, the RRF entails
important elements of cross-over conditionality: the adoption of the 2020/2092 Rule
of Law Conditionality Regulation, following the vaguer formulation of the same
principle in the July 2020 Summit, means that financial conditionality is now linked
to systematic infringements of the rule of law in EU member states (Blauberger and
van Hiillen 2021). No such linkages between other policy areas and the release of
financial assistance were observed, at least formally, for cohesion and Eurozone
conditionality.

We argue and further demonstrate through our case studies that this new type
of conditionality is an exemplar case of coordinative Europeanisation which is
premised on a more horizontal relationship of EU institutions and member states,
facilitated by a joint interest in successful policy implementation and national
reform ownership. Ownership here is synonymous to what Konstantinidis and Kara-
giannis (2020:604) call “intrinsic reform motivation”, i.e. a willingness to reform
that is endogenously generated and corresponds to the intrinsic cost-benefit calcula-
tion of reforms per se. Reform ownership is about autonomous choice of reforms by
the member state in question in anticipation of future rewards (political, economic,
and social) that retain intrinsic value and are launched according to the government’s
own plans. RRF implementation goes through the adoption of NRRPs and resem-
bles the Semester’s practice in that goals have been outlined by national authori-
ties first, submitted to the Commission for consideration, and eventually negotiated
and jointly agreed at EU level (European Commission 2023b). Note, however, that
“national ownership” as described here does not necessarily include regional and
local actors, social actors, NGOs, and civil society which, due to time constraints
and the pressing nature of the developing crisis, played a limited role in NRRP
negotiations. “National ownership” here actually means ownership by central gov-
ernments ( see Ladi and Polverari, this SI).
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Another important feature of coordinative conditionality in the case of the RRF
was the extensive use of informality by the Commission in the negotiations in the run-
up to the NRRPs’ adoption. Formal talks between the Commission and the member
state would be preceded by multiple rounds of informal consultations in an attempt to
synchronise Commission priorities with national expectations and reform ambitions.
This would then ensure that the NRRPs would be designed and engineered in a way
compatible with the Commission’s overarching goals on the digital transition and green
growth. It would also mean that the NRRPs would be easily adopted, making sure that
a signal of EU unity would be sent. The specific time limits that NGEU imposes on the
Commission regarding the study of NRRPs were added to the need for informal con-
sultations prior to the final adoption.

Third, the contrast between the economic adjustment programmes of the Euro-
zone crisis and coordinative conditionality could hardly be starker. Eurozone condi-
tionality was premised on fiscal/economic targets developed by the EU and the IMF
based on their calculations and assumptions, and oriented towards austerity and social
expenditure cuts, especially in the Eurozone periphery (Parker and Tsarouhas 2018;
Armingeon et al. 2022). The performance-based conditionality of the RRF differs from
the Eurozone one in that it is expansionary. Investments and reforms supported by the
RRF aim at economic recovery and do not necessarily require cofinancing by member
states (European Commission 2023b). Austerity is no longer the key goal.

A final aspect of this type of conditionality pertains to the relative influence and
credibility that member states hold during the RRF decision-making process but
also during the approval of the payment requests during implementation. Although
the Commission is in the driving seat of the process and negotiates bilaterally with
the member state, other member states retain the power to intervene and potentially
decide on the outcome. The so-called “emergency clause” exists for cases in which a
member state raises concerns about another member state’s fulfilment of the agreed
milestones and targets (Ladi and Tsarouhas 2020). However, up to now, although
member states are observing what is happening with the implementation of other
member states’ NRRPs, no payment request has been declined, although payments
have been delayed in the case of Hungary, since governments do not want to risk a
reciprocal halting of funding either for financial or for public opinion reasons.

To summarise, the three features of coordinative conditionality that we expect to
observe in our cases are:

1) Increased coordination between the EU and the member state at early negotiation
stages.

2) An informal phase in the negotiations followed up by formal negotiations.

3) National reform ownership as a key goal and outcome of the negotiations.

Research design and methodology
The article adopts a comparative design of the negotiations and initial imple-

mentation of NRRPs by three member states: Austria, Greece, and Slovakia. Our
case study selection has been influenced by EU integration cleavages identified
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by Ferrera (2017), such as the east—west divide as well as the creditor/debtor
dichotomy. All three are medium-sized countries as far as their population is
concerned (according to Eurostat on 1/1/2021, Austria: 8.932.664, Greece:
10.678.632, and Slovakia: 5.459.781), but they represent different voices and
different experiences in the EU’s political economy (Eurostat, 2022). Austria,
a creditor state to the EU budget, was a vocal member of the “frugal four”
(along with Denmark, Sweden, and the Netherlands) that sought to downplay the
grants element in the NGEU and resisted debt mutualisation. Greece, a debtor
state, was part of the cohesion friends’ group and among the nine signatories
of a response to the pandemic that would include the so-called “coronabonds”
(Forbes 2020). All three countries are beneficiaries of the EU’s cohesion pol-
icy, with Slovakia receiving the biggest amount of funds per person (3.070 euro
per person in the 2014 population census), followed by Greece (2.300 euro per
person in the 2014 population census), and finally Austria (790 euro per per-
son in the 2014 population census) (European Structural and Investment Funds,
undated). However, Greece has the longest engagement with EU cohesion policy
and, through the years, has improved its absorption capacity (Vasardani et al.
2018).

Another factor is the position of the three countries during the Eurozone cri-
sis. Greece was one of the five Eurozone states that were bailed-out, while Aus-
tria and Slovakia belonged to the “lenders”. This means that Greece had hands-
on experience of the conditionality attached to its three Economic Adjustment
Programmes. A difference is that Slovakia has experienced the stricter version
of pre-accession conditionality during the 1990s and early 2000s, in compari-
son with Greece and Austria which became members of the EC/EU in earlier
enlargement waves. Finally, all three NRRPs belong to the first wave of approv-
als by ECOFIN in July 2021, which means that the negotiations for the adoption
and the first stages of implementation have taken place in parallel (Council of
the EU, 13/7/21). Greece is the largest beneficiary, with 30, 50 billion Euros
allocated to it, while Slovakia will receive 6, 33 billion Euros and Austria 3,
75 billion Euros (European Commission, undated). The stakes are much higher
for Greece than for the other two countries. Given the significant differences
between the three member states when it comes to EU funding and negotiations
with the EU institutions, their inclusion enables our analysis to investigate the
extent to which such differences determine the negotiations and first stages of
coordinative conditionality implementation.

To explore our research question, a qualitative research design was employed.
An analysis of the relevant European and national policy documents and legis-
lation was conducted, and 21 interviews with key actors in Brussels, Athens,
Bratislava, and Vienna (face-to-face, as well as online) took place between June
2022 and March 2023. We aimed to understand what was included and what was
not in the NRRPs, and to map the negotiations between the member states and
the European Commission. By also assessing the first stages of implementation
and the disbursements that have been made available to date, we further explore
the dynamics between the different parties.
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Cases analysis
Austria

The Austrian case is characterised by the strong interplay between domestic politi-
cal dynamics and the RRF plan. The timing of the pandemic’s outbreak and sub-
sequent approval of the RRF in early 2020 meant that the crisis was handled by a
newly installed government in Vienna. The coalition between the centre-right Peo-
ple’s Party (Osterreichische Volkspartei, OVP) and the Greens (Die Griinen) was
sworn into office only two months prior to the onset of COVID-19. Lengthy negotia-
tions between the Austrian coalition partners had taken place from November 2019
to January 2020.

Interviews were conducted with senior Ministry of Finance (MoF) personnel
tasked with conducting the negotiations and coordinating tasks with all relevant
actors. It was also the institution that drafted the plan. Line Ministries were respon-
sible for supervising their own work and that of the agencies tasked with parts of the
plan (European Commission 2021). The Austrian plan is premised on four “recov-
ery” pillars: sustainable recovery, digital recovery, knowledge-based recovery, and
just recovery. It entails a total of 106 milestones and 65 targets (Vinzenz 2022: 3).
The plan was approved in the summer of 2021 and foresaw a disbursement total
of 3.75 billion Euros in grant payments, which increased to 3.96 billion in October
2023; 450 million Euros were received as part of pre-financing in September 2021.!
Another 700 million Euros were paid to Austria in the spring of 2023, following
the fulfilment of 44 milestones and targets related to the sustainable recovery pillar.
In October 2023, the Commission approved Austria’s modified plan that added the
REPowerEU chapter (to make Europe independent of Russian fossil fuels by 2030),
which added 210 million Euros to its plan (European Commission 2023a).

Regarding coordination, the 450-page long coalition agreement document that
the coalition partners had painstakingly worked out a few months before the July
2020 summit was a good fit with the Commission’s plans regarding digital infra-
structure and the green transition. Nevertheless, coordination was domestic, in that
the two parties (who had never coalesced at the federal level before) negotiated
with one another instead of the Commission. The fact that the coalition agreement
entailed important elements of the Commission’s agenda had more to do with the
coincidence of the green transition planned by Brussels and the presence in govern-
ment of the Green Party.

The domestic coalition negotiations were at least partly reflected in the RRF
plan. The best example is the eco-social tax reform, a flagship reform introduc-
ing a CO2 tax and constituting a Green Party pre-election pledge. The relevant
law was inserted in the Recovery and Resilience Plan’s fourth pillar entitled “Just
recovery” (Bundesministerium der Finanzen, 2021: 411) and entailed two mile-
stones on setting up a task force to abolish environmentally damaging subsidies

! Pre-financing flows once the two-party negotiation has been successfully concluded, i.e. the member
state is in compliance with Commission’s requirements.
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(2021) and passing the relevant law (2022). Our interviewees (AT1, AT2) con-
firmed that the Commission put little to no pressure on the government: this was
a hotly contested domestic political matter. The RRF allowed Austrian authorities
to move ahead with the reform.

Regarding informality, our research suggests that it was present in the Aus-
trian RRF negotiations. This is down to two reasons. First, strict time constraints
meant that the Commission was in touch with national authorities, while the
intra-state coalition negotiations were taking place and as the RRF negotiations
were launched (AT2). Austria was also informally in touch with other member
states to prepare better for the negotiations and identify areas of common con-
cern. In doing so, national authorities were able to outline their own position
when negotiating the implementation of CSRs. This was also designed to ensure
that the high speed of negotiations would not occur at the expense of Austria.
One of our interviewees put it as follows: “Actually, you know, there is the princi-
ple of equal treatment between member states, and it was clear that the Commis-
sion would not get 100% of the CSRs. We talked to German friends because Ger-
many has had similar recommendations on the pension system, and the Germans
immediately made clear [to the Commission] that there was no way to go for this
CSR in the German case. So, we claimed equal treatment. We said, “we have
two elements, which is more than nothing” (AT1). Second, due to the congru-
ence of policy preferences between the Commission and the Green Party, the EU
was able to informally exert pressure on the negotiating sides. One of our inter-
viewees explains: “the eco-social tax reform was in the coalition agreement...
[but] that was probably the key reform that the Commission incentivised us to
include...the Commission was quite insistent on that” (AT2).

The outcome of the negotiations between the two sides was a compromise. Two
interviewees pointed to the pension reform plans, inserted in the RRF plan, as a hard
negotiation item (AT2, EUS). The 2019 and 2020 CSR recommendations for Aus-
tria pointed to the need for pension reform by raising retirement limits and ending
the practice of early pensions for certain occupational categories. Pension reform
forms part of the NRRP and relevant goals and milestones have been set. Being the
outcome of a compromise, however, the Austrian plan does not entail the CSR-rec-
ommended changes in the statutory retirement age. Instead, it disincentivises early
retirement and reforms the “pension splitting system” to reduce the very high gender
pension gap of 37.4% (Bundesministerium der Finanzen, 2021: 567). As one of our
interviewees put it: “the can was effectively kicked down the road” (AT1).

This brings us to reform ownership, coordinative conditionality’s third feature.
Ownership of the RRF plan lies largely with Vienna, and national priorities were
emphasised in the RRF (AT1). Austria maintained high leverage during the nego-
tiation process for various reasons. It is one of the few countries that did not see
the need to obtain loans via the Commission for purely economic reasons: with a
very low interest rate (ECB 2023), the country would be able to cover its borrowing
needs in the market without resorting to NextGenEU. This enabled a more focused
negotiation with the Commission, since only grants were at stake. Further, Aus-
trian interviewees confirmed that they were aware of the country’s high credibility,
and that the country was seen as serious and efficient by Brussels (AT1, AT2). The
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Commission’s perception is similar, praising the efficiency of the Austrian team in
coming up with the plan in a short period of time (EUS).

Our interviews confirm that Austria’s frugal four membership influenced talks
with the Commission. As one interviewee put it: “some member states got expendi-
ture targets first and material targets later on” (AT1). Southern European mem-
ber states, such as Spain and Italy, were mentioned in that context regarding their
alleged (in) ability to spend the allocated money on time and efficiently. Moreover,
the RRF is seen as a slightly rushed process, and complaints of unnecessary bureau-
cracy were voiced. Another criticism levelled at the Recovery Plan relates to the
“fact that some of the milestones are artificial they just put them in” (AT2).

The Austrian case study points to a mixed record regarding features of coordina-
tive conditionality. While it is true that coordination played an important role, such
coordination was mostly an esoteric affair involving the two political parties nego-
tiating a new government. While informality featured prominently in the negotia-
tions, it acquired more of a cross-country character, as Austria consulted other mem-
ber states to arrive at the final negotiation outcome. Finally, Austria’s reputation for
accuracy and organisational rigour in policy-making circles in Brussels offered it
valuable credibility that facilitated the early, successful outcome of the RRF nego-
tiations. The fact that reform ownership was very high and the Commission’s agenda
fitted well with national priorities helped. Negotiations on certain NRRP items
proved hard, although they were efficient and ultimately productive since the Com-
mission saw an opportunity during the RRF negotiations to push for the fulfilment
of outstanding CSRs.

Greece

The Greek case study is of particular importance since the country has a recent expe-
rience of external conditionality during the Eurozone crisis and adopted three dis-
tinct Economic Adjustment Programmes from 2010 to 2018. In that respect, scope
conditions for policy learning and a direct comparison between “Eurozone condi-
tionality” and the RRF equivalent is explicitly possible. Moreover, Greece exited
the third and last programme in 2018 and was part of the Commission’s Enhanced
Surveillance procedure, which concluded in the summer of 2022 (Euractiv 2022).
By the time the RRF was adopted, Greece had a new, one-party centre-right govern-
ment in place, keen to emphasise state reform and promote an evidence-informed
approach to policy-making, not least in the area of EU financial support. To that end
and prior to the launch of the RRF, the government created an expert’s committee
to identify reform opportunities, concrete policy proposals, and some of the factors
that have impeded their implementation in the past (Pissarides et al. 2020).

The Greek Recovery and Resilience Plan was adopted in the summer of 2021 and
is structured along four pillars. These are (1) green transition, (2) digital transforma-
tion, (3) employment, skills. and social cohesion, and (4) private investments and
economic transformation (Greece 2.0, 2023). The plan includes 331 benchmarks
(267 milestones and 64 targets). A total of 30.5 billion Euros, divided into 17.8 bil-
lion in grants and 12.7 in loans, are foreseen for disbursement, and approximately,
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14, 64 billion Euros have been made available to the Greek authorities by December
2023, with pre-financing of 6 billion Euros shortly after the approval of the NRRP
in 2021.

Regarding the first feature of coordinative conditionality, there is ample evidence
of early coordination between the Greek authorities and the EU during the design
phase of the NRRP (Theodoropulou, 2022). Negotiations between the two sides
were launched early on, as Athens sought to underscore its technocratic credentials
and aimed at being among the first EU member states to successfully conclude the
RRF negotiations. It realised that goal, as it began negotiations in the autumn of
2020 and was able to conclude talks by early summer of 2021. Negotiations were
shaped by a very important factor chosen by the Greek side: first, and in contrast to
Austria, political supervision and coordination was present from the very start. The
Prime Minister’s Office undertook the process of coordination on the RRF talks,
setting up a six-member Task Force tasked with reporting to the PM and ensuring
that progress was made, both with regard to milestones and targets as well as the
financial side (GR1, GR2, and GR4). Distrustful of the ability and capacity of the
civil service to bring the talks to a swift and successful conclusion and marred by
the Eurozone crisis experience (Parker and Tsarouhas 2018), the government took
it upon itself to mobilise resources and showcase that Greece had changed, both in
words and in deeds. A government official describes the process: “the Greek Task
Force was formulated in July 2020 simultaneously with the EU decision on the RRF
and started working in August, and, very quickly and intensely, we were in close
collaboration with the European institutions during this process. It was a process
which was running in parallel with the Enhanced Surveillance Procedure with the
same EU staff involved. And we were ready after internal consultation within the
government but also with social partners and the private sector to conclude a draft
that we submitted at the end of March-beginning of April 2021” (GR1). However,
as with all other member states, the short time horizon of the RRF accelerated the
feedback process and forced the hand of the authorities in handling swiftly.

Commission staff confirm that a process of learning had already started becom-
ing visible towards the end of the third programme under the previous administra-
tion (EU4), yet the reform drive and ability to organise and coordinate various Min-
istries in the RRF case improved after 2020. Greece’s marred reputation, a legacy of
the Eurozone crisis and associated acrimony between Athens and Brussels, did not
overshadow the RRF negotiations (EUS). The Commission staff role matters here
as well. By the time RRF talks were launched and because of their prior engage-
ment with Greece during the Eurozone crisis negotiations, seasoned Commission
staff had become familiar with some of Greece’s structural issues, its funding needs,
as well as key personnel in the country’s political and administrative structures.

The informality of the negotiations, which is the second feature of coordinative
conditionality, is also clearly present in the Greek case. Negotiations are presented
as both formal and informal, detailed and often prolonged, but conducted in good
faith and successful overall (EU3, EU4, and GR3). An EU official remembers: “I
was a bit involved with the “Pissarides” report which I think is one of the things that
distinguishes the Greek programme from many of the other programmes, which is
that there was actually an analysis of growth opportunities and challenges and what
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sort of policies were required to meet them, by a group of academics, and I was just
involved on the edges of that, but I commented on a number of the different chap-
ters” (EU2).

The third feature of coordinative conditionality, reform ownership, was high-
lighted by almost all our interviewees. The Pissarides report came in handy to the
Greek authorities when the RRF was launched, since many of the reform areas iden-
tified in the report coincided with the Commission’s agenda, not least with regard
to the need for a digital upgrade of the country’s infrastructure and green growth
(EUS). This time round and in sharp contrast to the Eurozone crisis, Greek authori-
ties were prepared to both articulate a solid investment plan to the European Com-
mission and negotiate its content in good faith. Moreover, Athens was this time in
the driving seat of the reform process, in the sense that it claimed reform ownership
instead of passively accepting or rejecting reform proposals stemming from the EU.
The points of contention were few: both sides admit that Greece’s road construction
plans were substantially reduced in the final agreement since the Commission saw
little value added in extending such support, not least since roads were unrelated
to the digital and green priorities (EU1, EU2). With that exception, however, and
due to the Pissarides report mentioned above, there was a high degree of overlap
between the Commission’s priorities and the government’s reform agenda (GR1).
The Greek task force made sure to integrate disparate plans into a cohesive whole
and offer the Commission, already at the beginning of the negotiation process, an
analytical and rather detailed draft plan. It is important to note that CSRs but also
recommendations from other international organisations were incorporated into the
national plan straight from the beginning (EU4, EU5). An EU official stated: “Now
compared to the first draft, I must be very honest, we did negotiate a lot, but it still
remains the plan of the government” (EUS).

To conclude, the Greek case demonstrates all three features of coordinative con-
ditionality. The structural fund’s experience, but even more importantly the nego-
tiation and implementation of three Economic Adjustment Programmes during the
Eurozone crisis, facilitated the design of the NRRP and the negotiations with the
Commission (GR1, GR4, and EUS). The fact that a reformist government was in
power with its own plan for growth and reforms was also important. The process this
time round was smooth, and the Greek authorities enjoyed high levels of credibility.

Slovakia

Like Austria, the Slovakian Plan was adopted in the summer of 2021 and included
only grants (approximately 6.3 billion Euros) and not loans. The Slovak NRRP is
ambitious, comprising 196 benchmarks (97 milestones and 99 targets) (Sapala and
Stanicek 2003, p.10) and consists of five chapters: (1) the green economy, (2) qual-
ity education, (3) science, research, and innovation, (4) better health, and (5) effec-
tive public administration and digitalisation. Pre-financing of some 822.7 million
Euros was approved in October 2021 with Slovakia receiving its first payment of
458 million Euros in July 2022, a second payment of 815 million Euros in October
2022, and a third payment of 662 million Euros in December 2023. Preparations
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for the NRRP dovetailed with a shift within domestic politics. The February 2020
national elections saw the Ordinary People and Independent Personalities (OL’aNO)
movement emerge as the largest parliamentary group, winning 53 seats. These were
the first elections since 2006 in which Direction-Slovak Social Democracy (SMER-
SD) did not win the most seats. OL’aNO formed a coalition with three other politi-
cal parties from the right of the political spectrum in March 2020. The wave of opti-
mism surrounding the change of government should not be underestimated; as in the
eyes of interviewees, it provided a window of opportunity to introduce significant
domestic reforms within Slovakia irrespective of the RRF. OL’aNO won the election
on a message of change in the context of structural reform, investments, and tackling
corruption which ran in parallel with the introduction of the RRF (SK1, SK3, and
SK4).

There is some evidence of early coordination between the Slovakian Govern-
ment and the EU during the design of the NRRP, albeit domestic politics remained
important. Upon taking office, the newly formed Government began preparing its
own national plan in the context of its aims and ambition, which was designed to
build on the current domestic political momentum and to prepare for the prospect
of the EU’s RRF (SK3). Early signals from Brussels regarding the launching of the
RRF provided the executive with sufficient time to strategise for domestic priorities.
“A Modern and Successful Slovakia”, coordinated by the Ministry of Finance, was
launched during the first week of October 2020 and proposed reforms to the tax and
pension systems, education, health care, and the green transition. While domestic
politics was therefore important, the future possibility of the RRF helped to frame
some of the ideas within “A Modern and Successful Slovakia” (SK2, SK3).

Coming to the second feature of coordinative conditionality, there is significant
evidence of an informal phase of negotiations prior to the commencing of formal
negotiations. Following the launch of “A Modern and Successful Slovakia”, infor-
mal dialogue between Bratislava and the Commission began in November 2020
and was coordinated by the Ministry of Finance, although other Ministries were
included for specific policy areas (SK2). The informal discussions with the Com-
mission explored which aspects of “A Modern and Successful Slovakia” could be
used within the NRRP. As noted by one interviewee, “so we sent our outlines of “A
Modern and Successful Slovakia” to the Commission to then be able to filter out of
it what can go into the RRF, and of course, it changed many times”. The Govern-
ment established the National Implementation and Coordination Authority (NIKA),
which was eventually attached to the Prime Minister’s Office, to further steer coor-
dination (EU7). Credibility was further established by key personnel from the Euro-
pean Commission’s representation in Bratislava transferring (on secondment) to the
national civil service. This provided NIKA with significant technical expertise from
within the Commission (EU7).

Formal negotiations, which began in January 2021, were used to explore and
gain feedback on individual chapters within the plan. The Slovakian negotiations
and final adoption of the National Recovery and Resilience Plan were one of the
more intense sets of negotiations between the Commission and the member states
(EU6). While Slovakia was far from being the largest recipient of grants from the
Facility, an issue for the Commission relates to its somewhat below-average record
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of implementing EU policy and the limits of absorption capacity of the Cohesion
Funds (ibid). It was within this area that the intensity of the negotiations featured.
The importance of the RRF was grasped by the Government—the grants awarded by
the RRF represent some 6.5 per cent of GDP and were perceived as potentially mak-
ing a significant contribution to the economy (SK2, SKS5). Meanwhile, Slovakia also
regarded the process of negotiations with the Commission as one of policy learn-
ings. Those directly involved in the negotiations pointed to the legacies of enlarge-
ment preparations, as well as preparations for membership of the Euro, which has
resulted in a political and bureaucratic culture, whereby external validation (by the
EU) serves to legitimise domestic policy reform and provides opportunities for pol-
icy learning and reflection (EU6, EU7, SK2, SK3, and SK4).

Coming to the third feature of coordinative conditionality, reform ownership,
Bratislava was keen to learn from the EU and wanted to be seen as “a good stu-
dent”. Within this context, all of the CSRs were incorporated into the Plan and were
considered essential to get the NRRP approved as quickly as possible. As noted by
one interviewee: “if we had 10 Country-Specific Recommendations, we wanted to
be seen to respond to 11; we really wanted to show off what we are doing and that
we are really in” (interview SK2). When it came to the negotiations between the
two sides, while the Government’s initial ideas for its NRRP were broadly in line
with the aims of the RRF, Bratislava was keen to put education at the centre (inter-
view SK2). Given some of the structural issues with the Slovakian health care sys-
tem, many of which were highlighted during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Com-
mission was keen to prioritise health care reforms. Consequently, the Government
shifted its focus and made health care reform the priority within the Plan, although
it should be noted that health care had been an important priority within “A modern
and Successful Slovakia” (ibid). Interviewees also noted that the negotiations were
conducted in good faith beyond the elevation of health care vis-a-vis education, and
there was a strong sense of national ownership (EU6, EU7, SK2, SK3, and SK4).

A second area where differences between the Commission and Bratislava were
present related to technical discussions, including those surrounding the agree-
ment of milestones and targets. This was a particularly difficult set of negotiations
between the two sides (EU6). Given the Commission’s concerns regarding imple-
mentation and absorption, the Commission required detailed milestones and targets
throughout the life course of the plan, rather than them being unevenly distributed.
Meanwhile, Slovakia was aiming at fewer milestones with the majority of the funds
being released towards the end of the period (EU7). The Commission’s approach
was designed to generate a reform and investment momentum and to ensure ade-
quate monitoring and compliance, and it was the Commission’s approach which was
eventually agreed upon (ibid).

In short, all three elements of coordinative conditionality can be found within the
Slovakian case study and the experience of accession preparations, as well as those
experienced during preparations for the adoption of the Euro, which facilitated the
design of the NRRP, as well as negotiations with the Commission. Nevertheless,
as a consequence of the 2020 elections, the subsequent openness of the new gov-
ernment further ensured a more cooperative approach between Brussels and Brati-
slava during the process of preparing and negotiating the NRRP, albeit with some
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differences between the two sides. As commented on by an EU official: “we were
very lucky to find a new government in office with, objectively speaking, quite an
ambitious reform and investment agenda they wanted to pursue” (EU6).

Comparative analysis and concluding remarks

The analysis of our three case studies reveals a shift in the mode of operations of
EU institutions as a response to the COVID-19 crisis and a changing relationship
between the EU and its member states. It can be argued that the first phase of the
RREF, which consists of the design and negotiation of the NRRPs between the Com-
mission and the member states, confirms the existence of a new mode of Europe-
anisation, namely coordinative Europeanisation (see Ladi and Polverari, this SI). In
the case of the NRRPs, coordinative Europeanisation materialises via coordinative
conditionality. Importantly, this new mode of Europeanisation is a result of policy
learning from previous crises and the difficult political compromises linked to the
pressure that policymakers felt during the peak of the crisis ( see Angelou, 2024 this
SI). It all happened without opening a discussion about treaty change and further
integration, with most EU actors stressing the one-off nature of the RRF arrange-
ments. However, this immediate response had positive implications regarding the
EU’s image as a decisive actor in tackling the economic turndown of the pandemic
and is influencing discussions about the future of EU economic governance, and
EU integration more generally, in the post-emergency political environment.

The three features of coordinative conditionality are not totally novel, neither in
their conception nor in their implementation. However, it is the first time we see
them in play at the same time and in almost all member states (also see Bokhorst
and Corti 2023). It can be argued that coordinative conditionality was enabled by
the investment-enhancing goal of the RRF, which is a major shift from the previ-
ous conditionality, which was aiming at austerity and cost cutting measures, causing
political tensions within the member states and the European instituions.

When the design of the NRRPs commenced, increased coordination between the
member states’ governments and the Commission took place at an early stage of the
negotiations in two of our three cases. Although Austria did not coordinate with the
Commission early due to domestic political variables, it nevertheless considered all
EU priorities in the design of the NRRP since these were seen as important by the
newly formed coalition government. The Greek and Slovak administrations, given
prior experience with EU funding (i.e. cohesion policy, pre-accession negotiations,
and the Eurozone crisis), engaged in discussions with the Commission much earlier.
An informal phase of negotiations was present in all three cases because of already
established relationships between EU and national officials, as well as time pres-
sure regarding the release of funds and policy implementation. The more recent the
relationship (as in the case of Greece), the more frequent the informal deliberations
were. Finally, the third feature of national ownership of the conditionality was cen-
tral in all three cases, and it can be argued that the significance of national owner-
ship is a lesson learned from the side of the Commission during the Eurozone crisis
(EU4, EUS, Table 2).
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Coordinative conditionality combines soft and hard elements to solve policy prob-
lems. The design of benchmarks was initiated by the member states, and national
ownership was highly valued by EU policy makers, although coordinative condi-
tionality privileges the executives within the member states rather than a broader set
of representative actors. It is telling that even the term conditionality is not preferred
by EU officials: “I would not call it conditionality; that is a very weak thing; maybe
that is how it is perceived, but it should not be; I mean this is totally bottom-up; it
was of course the negotiation; we have the CSRs, but the whole logic of the RRF
is the member states putting forward the design” (EU4). However, once the bench-
marks are set, coordinative conditionality becomes harder in the sense that national
plans take the form of a legal contract between the Commission and the member
states. Disbursements (full or partial) take place ex post when agreed benchmarks
have been fulfilled; a payment request has been submitted by the member state; and
the Commission confirms that the targets set have been met. The Commission needs
to be careful with its recommendations since payments are eventually approved by
the Council, meaning that, any member state can ask questions or block the pay-
ment. The Commission must defend, together with the member state, the decision to
approve the disbursement of a payment in front of the Council and is vulnerable to
criticisms of its own internal evaluation processes. Coordination between the Com-
mission and the member state is thus needed at this stage for the payment to take
place.

Some interesting observations can be made about credibility when comparing the
three cases. In all three countries, a change of government occurred near the time of
the design and negotiation of the NRRPs, which facilitated the interaction with the
Commission since the new governments still had high levels of credibility vis-a-vis
the EU, as well as their electorate. All three new governments marked a significant
shift from the previous period and were trusted for their willingness to introduce
policy change. They brought with them new plans and agreements that were used
for the development of the NRRPs. Although a good working relationship with the
Commission is reported in all three countries and they all seem to enjoyed satisfac-
tory levels of credibility, some differences exist between them. Slovakia and Greece
both felt obliged to include all CSRs in the national plans, while Austria achieved
a compromise regarding unpopular pension reforms. Interestingly, Greece’s experi-
ence with the Eurozone Economic Adjustment Programmes enhanced its credibility,
since this was perceived by EU officials as a learning curve for the country. It can
be said that credibility is a function of long-term reputation of a member state in the
EU, but is also influenced by short-term developments (i.e. a new reformist govern-
ment or improved EU funding absorption capacity over time).

It is still early to judge whether coordinative conditionality will be more effec-
tive than previous forms of EU conditionality, and whether the reforms initiated
by the process will endure and prove adequate. Given the focus within the mem-
ber states during the negotiations on the executive, coordinative conditionality
may also generate weaknesses during the implementation stage at the domestic
level, not least if national governments change, or actors not involved in the for-
mulation of the NRRPs oppose certain aspects. It is also unclear whether this
new type of conditionality will expand to other policy domains, similar to how
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the European Semester now encompasses the social as well as fiscal dimension.
What can already be said is that it brings the Commission and the member states
closer together since coordination is necessary throughout, thus reinforcing the
Semester’s design. If successful, we would expect coordinative conditionality to
be applied in other policy areas where both the EU institutions and member states
strive for win—win outcomes, operate under a “relative gains” assumption, and
see eye to eye in terms of future reform needs. The negotiation and early stage
of implementation of the RRF suggest that coordinative Europeanisation is now
paired with a new type of conditionality.
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