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Abstract

:

The present study aims at identifying accountability and reporting answers to the public sector challenges surrounding public value and sustainability. To that end, we take into account the Cohesion Policy Programmes, the EU major investment strategy to understand needs and possible answers in terms of accountability and reporting of the public sector. Particularly, we will consider how a specific policy, the cohesion policy, takes place in practice in the Emilia-Romagna Region case, one of the most advanced European regions in terms of capacity in managing funds received by the EU Cohesion Policy. The Emilia-Romagna Region experience shows the extent to which it planned forms of accountability and reporting that hybridize two of the most recent sustainability developments, integrated reporting and sustainable development goals, as a means to deliver sustainability and public value.
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1. Introduction


The European answer to globalization is represented by the cohesion policy (CP), the most important investment strategy in the EU used to promote and support the ‘overall harmonious development’ of its Member States and regions [1]. The present research aims to identify accountability and reporting answers to the public sector challenges in terms of public value and sustainability in the CP, considering the Emilia-Romagna Region, one of the most advanced regions in terms of CP funds management.



Cohesion means providing greater support to the less developed countries, without precluding further steps forward in the economically more advanced ones. To that end, the European Union promotes the growth of all its member states, the free circulation of goods and people and forms of cooperation useful for the dissemination and adaptation of good practices in different contexts. Local and global are considered [2,3,4] dialogic elements, where local peculiarities are valued at the European and international level, and internal and external relations and relationships are harmonized.



Cohesion is the leading investment policy of the European Union, with resources amounting to 351.8 billion euros (programming period 2014–2020), about one-third of the total EU budget. It has the aim of supporting the creation of jobs, competitiveness between businesses, economic growth, sustainable development, and the improvement of the quality of life of citizens in all regions and cities of the European Union [5]. Cohesion policy has seven-year cycles, and the 2014–2020 period is currently ending. CP aims to reduce the development disparities between the Member States regions and strengthen economic, social and territorial cohesion. In the official documents [6] and website (https://ec.europa.eu) of the European Commission, cohesion policy and regional policy are used interchangeably to define the EU’s main investment policy. In the present programming period, the main purpose concerns recovery from the economic crisis, focusing on creating new skilled jobs and inclusive society, with reference to the Europe 2020 strategy for growth. The society should be smart, for an economy based on knowledge and innovation; sustainable, for a more resource-efficient, greener and more competitive economy; and inclusive, for an economy with a high employment rate, which favors social and territorial cohesion.



The EU does not have a clear and standardized policy in terms of accountability and reporting. Although the objectives of the Cohesion Policy (CP) are economic, social and environmental, there is a lack of a systemic vision for all Member States and Regions of the European Union on how to carry out public value, accountability and reporting to pursue a unified vision on the one hand, but also with a specific focus on the objectives of this policy. Understanding of the public value created by communities and citizens cannot only be generated through reporting on properly spent financial resources. Despite the importance of the CP and its impact on EU regions, there are no studies focusing on the accountability and reporting strategies of the Regions who use CP funds. Our research would like to fill in that research gap. Through reporting and accountability initiatives, it is undoubtedly given what will be done, what is being done and what has been done with the resources of the cohesion policy, without relying on methodologies and models that can account for the value created in economic-financial, social and environmental terms, demonstrating how institutions have also grown in terms of administrative capacity in this respect.



Territorial cohesion is not all “about the money” [7], as the massive use of cohesion funds has not made the European Union closer to citizens. Euroscepticism grew in many European Union countries, and in the UK Brexit became a reality. Despite being supported by substantial European resources, some British areas, as Cornwall and South Yorkshire, voted for leave [8]. These considerations reinforce the need to identify proper accountability and reporting strategies to disclose sustainability and public value created for citizens using European funds.



To understand accountability and reporting in the CP of EU regions, we have to turn to practice. To that end, we considered the Emilia-Romagna region experience. In the programming period 2014–2020 of the CP, the Emilia-Romagna Region participated in the programming and managing the programmes of the Investment Objective for growth and employment (mainstreaming) and of the European Territorial Cooperation (ETC) objective. ETC, better known as Interreg, is one of the two goals of cohesion policy and provides a framework for the implementation of joint actions and policy exchanges between national, regional and local actors from the different Member States. The Regional Operational Programmes of the European Regional Development Fund and the European Social Fund (ERDF and ESF ROPs) are directly dedicated to developing the regional territory, and the Interreg ADRION programme is dedicated to the Adriatic, Ionian and Western Balkans area. With resources of about 2.5 billion euros, Emilia-Romagna is one of the European regions that achieves better outputs and results.



To understand how to respond to the challenge of accountability and reporting in the public administration that is capable of representing the different dimensions—economic, social, environmental and governance—of the impacts of the Cohesion Policy, two implementation tools of the Emilia-Romagna Region are analysed: the ERDF Regional Operational Programme (ERDF ROP), which finances interventions on the regional territory, and the Interreg ADRION Programme, which finances transnational projects in the Adriatic, Ionian and Western Balkans. The analysis, in anticipation of the new programming period of the Cohesion Policy 2021–2027, will take into account the needed changes to make the coordination of European Union funds effective with the objectives and targets of sustainability and value creation, and to allow the public administration to show and account for its ability to generate economic, social and environmental impacts.



This paper builds on the literature about accountability and reporting in the public sector aimed at identifying a possible solution for measuring and disclosing, from both an internal and external perspective, the public value of public sector organizations in the three dimensions of economic, social and environmental elements and analyses the implications of sustainability on the EU investments in public sector organizations. The research design is based on a change model, namely the context-content-process model of strategic change; it helps to identify the strategic changes in terms of accountability and reporting to foster sustainability and public value, particularly fitting in the case of Emilia-Romagna. The results show that the current demands in terms of accountability and reporting from the EU, Emilia-Romagna Region and territories can be satisfied by using a hybrid model of accountability and reporting that is more able to represent the value creation process and results in public sector organization. Also, results show the necessary changes the Emilia-Romagna Region already embraced to address the desired model of accountability and reporting. These results can be of interest for public sector organization managers at any level and stakeholders and can serve to encourage them to develop value-related practices. They can also be useful for policymakers and regulators when evaluating the benefits of EU policies concerning the environmental and social practices in public sector organizations.



The paper is structured as follows. The next section presents a synthesis of previous research on value, accountability as reporting in the public sector, and examines the challenges of public sector organizations and their possible public value developments. Section 3 presents the methodology, research design and context. Section 4 contains the analysis of the results and the discussion. The last section draws some conclusions, highlighting the research contributions, the way forward, and limitations.




2. Literature Review on Value, Accountability and Reporting in the Public Sector


Academic studies of public sector accounting have seen enormous developments over the past three decades [9,10,11,12]. A specific area of study is public sector accountability and related value, accounting and reporting. Accountability in the public sector is a complex concept with different dimensions [13,14,15]. The public sector with its multiple stakeholders requires an extensive range of accountability forms toward the value representation, unlike the private sector, and goes beyond the financial dimension, engaging with dimensions such as the political (or democratic), public, managerial, bureaucratic, professional and personal responsibility [15].



Public value theory is now a distinct paradigm from new public management and public governance, and it is considered a new way to conceive the public managers’ role [16,17,18]. Public value discourse has led to the development of different conceptualizations: from public value as a way to contribute to the public sphere [19], to PV as what is added in terms of societal outcomes [20,21], to public value as an actor-focus ‘strategic triangle’ approach for public managers [22]. However, PV and its theorizing remain ambiguous. In contrast to academia’s interest in PV theory, it has been noted that public value management and measurement is a long way from being translated into practice, within and across organizations [20,21,22,23]. This may be due to the lack of rigorous empirical research aiming at a deeper understanding of the PV phenomenon, from which new insights and theory-building efforts could be developed [21,22,23,24]. In this context, the term PV accounting implies a focus on the definition, justification and measurement of PV generated through the production of public services, from both a theoretical and practical point of view.



Today, the public sector faces global and emerging problems such as climate change, sustainable economic development, modern slavery, tax avoidance, biodiversity and ecological accounts [12,25,26]. These issues have been identified as the guiding principles linking concerns for the environment and for the development of humanity [27]. Interdisciplinary accounting scholars should study how public sector accounting and accountability can respond to the challenges posed by the changing and increasing role of the immaterial public dimension [12], for example, using an alternative accountability mechanism such as Integrated reporting [28,29,30], which aims to disclose the value created over time (short, medium and long term). Integrated reporting provides the accountability processes and operational modes through which public interests and public value are decided, planned and represented in the space of common synthesis [31].



Scholars [32] have listed the seven contemporary challenges that public sector organizations face in terms of accountability and reporting. Each challenge embeds specific actions to embrace in terms of public value. The first challenge is represented by the traditional financial reporting [33], which provides a representation of the financial statements. For the public sector, with the advent of the organizational and managerial theories of new public management, a financial reporting model borrowed from the private sector has developed. Several countries have developed their accounting standards that define guidelines for the preparation of public budgets. The focus on just the traditional financial report should be supplemented by standards and reports on social benefits and public value [33] to avoid underrepresentation of the value and contribution of the public sector.



The second challenge is represented by the management accounting that is at the basis of the performance management systems in the public sector, and that can link the budget to various output and result metrics [34]. Some scholars [35], in their examination of the change in the nature of public budgets in recent decades, observed how management accounting has changed from a traditional budget perspective in which the budget role is limited to decide how much to spend on what, to one which involves limiting expenses to available revenues and avoiding high costs. Since the beginning of 2000, the budget started working as a stimulus for the economy and society, a governance and managerial territorial device and the primary accountability tool in the public sector. Another area of challenge is represented by the need to improve the quality of public service delivery [36], particularly after the 2008 financial crisis which required the public sector to contrast expenses and quality of public service delivery [37]. The sheer complexity of, and the over-simplistic approach to, performance management in the public sector makes performance management quite tricky.



The third challenge is the broad area of non-financial information required by the directives of the European Commission. Directive 2014/95 of the European Union regulates the disclosure of certain organizational practices and performances [38,39]. The Directive requires non-financial information to help measure, monitor and manage the performance of businesses and their impact on society [6]. The Non-Financial Reporting Directive requires that public sector organizations disclose in reports such as annual reports, sustainability reports and integrated reports five areas of relevant information related to the environment, social and employee aspects, human rights, anti-corruption and bribery, and diversity on the board of directors. The Directive requires organizations to report on performance and impacts relating to non-financial issues, which is strongly related to different aspects of public sector value [40]. According to the EU Commission, to disclose information, organizations can make use of any reporting model they wish to use, following different national or international guidelines, such as the UN Global Compact, the OECD guidelines or the ISO 2600. At present, the GRI Global Reporting Initiative standards are the most commonly used framework [41]. The guidelines and standards have improved internal public sector processes [42].



The fourth challenge consists of the Integrated Reporting framework and integrated reporting practices. The Integrated Reporting Framework (IRF) integrates financial and sustainability information in one report [43]. The integrated report “improves understanding of the relationships between financial and non-financial factors that determine an organization’s performance and how an organization creates sustainable long-term value by disseminating material information about an organization’s strategy, governance and performance” [43]. The International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) states that more than 1000 companies around the world have prepared an integrated reporting form [30,44]. IIRC and its supporters expect IR to represent the future of corporate reporting and will become the “corporate reporting norm” [43]. The belief that underlies IR is that it is a wide range of factors that determine the value of an organization [45]. Some of these factors are financial and are accounted for in financial statements; others such as intellectual capital, risks related to climate change, and energy security are not and must be accounted for otherwise. The action of communicating, in the original text “disclosing”, indicates another principle of great importance for the public sector, which means opening up, being transparent and allowing and facilitating dialogue within the organization and between the organization and the external environment. It is clear that the needs and changes that have characterized the public sector for some time converge here and that it is urgent to report and to take responsibility for the planning and implementation of policies [46].



The fifth challenge is the Social and Environmental Accounting, a process of accounting for the social and environmental that affects the actions that organizations perform towards specific groups of stakeholders and society in general [28]. Social and Environmental Accounting emphasizes the concept of corporate responsibility. It is an approach to the reporting of the activity of a company that emphasizes the need to identify socially appropriate behaviours, the determination of the subjects to whom the organization must be accountable for its social performance and the development of appropriate reporting measures and techniques [47].



The sixth challenge proposed by Guthrie and Sardesai [32] is represented by the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals or, in abbreviated form, SDGs, and the various tools used to disseminate the information related to them. In 2015 193 countries of the United Nations General Assembly adopted an Agenda for Sustainable Development for People, the Planet and Prosperity called “Transforming our world. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” consisting of 17 Goals for Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in an extensive action program, including a total of 169 ‘targets’ or milestones. The SDGs represent a common language at an international level with which to promote, monitor and report the actions of various governments by deeply connecting the social, economic and environmental aspects with a view to the sustainable development of the territories [48].



The seventh challenge is represented by the public value reporting area. The public value represents the value produced for the community. The value for the public is the result of the evaluation of how the actions of the public sector affect the satisfaction of the basic needs of individuals, groups and society as a whole. It parallels public sector management success with starting and remodelling public sector organizations in ways that increase their value to the public in both the short and long term [22]. Public value echoes and, in a way, sums up some of the previous challenges; the IR in terms of value creation over time and the Agenda 2030 objectives with the objectives of the public sector organizations. Public value is an inter-spatial (that is, it is aimed at different categories of stakeholders in public action) and inter-temporal concept (that is, it focuses on the citizens of today but also looks to those of tomorrow). To improve the external impacts of its action, a Public Administration must also monitor and develop the state of its resources, through administrative improvement projects (internal impacts). The adoption of advanced operating methods that allow for continuous growth in terms of effectiveness and efficiency of the administrative activity depends inextricably on the quantity and quality of available resources. We can therefore deduce that the public sector creates Public Value when it is capable of jointly improving both the wellbeing of users and stakeholders and the health of the body itself, not limited to the episodic generation of utility for today’s citizens, but by increasing the ability of the institution to create public value also for the citizens of tomorrow, according to a principle of intergenerational equity [49].



Public sector organizations have the responsibility to pursue the objectives of the 2030 Agenda, due to their responsibility to promote wellbeing and equity, which is an addition to their regulatory power [25,38,41,50,51]. In more recent years, the < IRF> is used by numerous public sector organizations, with a clear connection to the SDGs, producing a sort of hybrid disclosure (IR and SDGs-related) that has enriched the value representation potential [52,53] in the public sector. Various authors [29,54,55,56,57,58] examined the practice of the newest and challenging reporting challenges like Sustainability reporting, Integrated reporting and SGDs reports. GRI emerges as a standard in the field of sustainability reporting, and the IR framework is consistently increasing [59]. Also, international organizations that deal with accounting [60,61] and consulting bodies [59,62] deepen the effects of reporting models in practice.




3. Method, Research Design and Context


The present research is about the forms of accountability that can make the social, environmental and economic impacts of a public administration “accountable” and it is extremely recent. The forms of accountability, as such, are still not very widespread, sometimes adopted on an experimental basis, especially in public administration. In such conditions, in which the outlines of phenomena are recent research, should focus on the in-depth analysis of these phenomena, to allow them to fully appreciate their specificities. Yin [63] indicates that in these contexts, the technique to be adopted is the qualitative one, which allows one phenomenon to be studied in depth in its specificities.



For the purpose of the study, the use of a case study is particularly fitting. The case study can be defined as a research methodology that focuses on understanding the dynamics in a management situation [64]. It is an empirical methodology ‘that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context when the boundaries between phenomena are not clearly evident and in which multiple sources of evidence are used’ [63] (p. 23). The case study allows the researchers to develop an in-depth understanding of complex phenomena and causation in practice [63,65]. As Lincoln and Guba [66] and Guba and Lincoln [67] suggest, a case study offers working hypotheses whereby the appropriateness for understanding other cases can only be assessed by comparing the similarities between the source case (the studied organization) and target cases (other organizations). The same authors highlight the limits in drawing inferences about the generality of findings from a case study. The case study selection is based on the following elements: the presence of long and consolidated experiences in reporting (both financial and non-financial reporting), an organization in the public domain and the availability of the organization to disclose further information if needed. Therefore, the Emilia-Romagna Region was selected for the analysis, satisfying the abovementioned requirements.



As for the primary sources used in the case analysis, the documents collected fall into the following categories: financial statements, documents published on many websites, programmes, regulations and laws, administrative reports, code of ethics, public accessible data and dashboards and sustainability reporting. For the development of the case, the first step was represented by the construction of an event history database [68], built up by ordering the main actions and facts relevant to the introduction of sustainability and public value chronologically, and triangulating different sources to ensure convergence of data. This has allowed the reconstruction of ‘who did what and when’ and it is the basis of the chronology of events presented. In reconstructing the timeline, we have tried to understand what events led to the decision to introduce and progress sustainability in the organization. It also helped to clarify by whom they had been taken forward, because of different actions, and how. As argued by Brown and Jones [69] the chronology of events is also fact-based, at least in part, as it is based on an ex post-reconstruction and the partial accounts contained in the documents. The analysis was then developed by comparing the various sources of narratives and assessing accuracy and internal consistency [70].



Our research design is guided by Pettigrew and Whipp’s [71] strategic change context-content-process model. The “context” dimension refers to the “why” of change, and it can be internal and external. The context is external when it considers the supranational or national regulation and the economic, political and social context; the context is internal when it takes into account the ongoing strategy, the structure, the culture, the management or political process of the organization which help to shape the process through which ideas for change arise. The “content” refers to the “what” of change, the area or areas of transformation and the targets and assumptions of change. Finally, the “process” is related to the “how” of change, namely, actions, reactions and interactions of interested parties in negotiating the proposals of change, the models of change, the implementation approach and the patterns through time. The rationale for employing this model as a data-collection framework is that sustainability implementation requires change at both strategic and operational levels [72]. The model is widely used to analyse public sector change programmes [73,74,75,76]. The model’s basis is the contention that these three dimensions are interrelated and any study in the public sector organizations must consider all three dimensions.



The research context, as already introduced, is the Emilia-Romagna Region, in Italy. With almost 4.5 million inhabitants, Emilia-Romagna is located in central-northern Italy, in the heart of the most industrialized area of the country with serious environmental issues. It, therefore, boasts a geographical position of connection between the north and south of Italy and between the Mediterranean and Northern Europe. A region is called to action by the EU following identified steps: there is a chain of institutional steps that starts from the principles of the EU common strategic framework, passes through the negotiations that begin with the Commission’s position paper on the situation of individual states. The negotiation ends with the approval of the Partnership Agreement, prepared in collaboration with central and local institutions and economic and social partners, which defines spending strategies, methods and priorities. Following this path, the Commission proceeds with the approval process of the individual national and regional operational programs. Within this logic, four European macro-regional strategies have been defined, which have become the basis for defining the 2014–2020 and 2021–2027 programming.



In the programming period 2014–2020, the Emilia-Romagna Region acts as the Managing Authority of the ERDF Regional Operational Programme and of the Interreg ADRION Transnational Programme. During the period 2014-2020, both programmes, being the main tools for implementing the Cohesion Policy, are called upon to contribute directly to the development of territories and to the cohesion of the European Union, increasingly focused on sustainable development. Also, the mainstream (ERDF ROP) operates at the national and regional level and directly addresses local development issues. Interreg, in its various forms—cross-border, transnational and interregional, faces problems that transcend national borders. The two types of programmes are therefore closely related in their mission of creating public value, and it is in the dynamism between local and global that the knowledge and innovative drive are generated which are the added value for the realization of sustainable development of the territories.



The ERDF ROP is one of the mainstream programmes managed directly by the regional administration. It is part of a multilevel governance context that starts from the common strategic framework, where the main programming lines are defined at the European level, passes through the definition of a partnership agreement between the Member State and the European Commission, in which the investment lines to be applied at the national level, and arrives at the drafting of the regional operational programme which identifies specific actions to be developed in the local area. With reference to the ERDF ROP, the programming cycle was analysed, from the definition of the objectives to the methodologies and practices of monitoring, evaluation, reporting and communication, and involvement of stakeholders. The Interreg ADRION, within the same strategic framework of ERDF ROP, is part of the cooperation programmes that aim to solve problems that transcend the national dimension and to overcome the constraints and obstacles due to borders and which they require common solutions, to be developed jointly between partners from different nations, at a supranational level. Interreg—in territories with similar problems, but often disconnected from each other—finances system actions, networks, agreements, master plans, to trigger synergies and find feasible solutions at the local level, through other community instruments, including those of the mainstream programmes.



The selection of the ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION programmes of the Emilia-Romagna Region is based on the presence of a long and consolidated experience in reporting or monitoring the progress and implementation of the intervention in different areas, financial and non-financial (i.e., physical and procedural), within a Regional public organization, which feels the need to organize and make available the results of its policies as a contribution to the creation of value and to have them fully recognized by the reference communities. ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION refer to the same Cohesion Policy, to the same financial instrument and to the same institution acting as managing authority. For ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION, there are different forms of reporting, mostly aimed at verifying the correctness of the spending process, rather than the real impact on the territory, already required by the EU. On the other side, EU and the States are more involved in the general rules and frameworks, and less on the territorial and local stakeholder involvement. Given this approach, multiple reporting experiences have also been carried out with regard to segmented stakeholders, up to the general public and citizens, but a systematic view is lacking.




4. Results and Discussion


4.1. The Context of Accountability and Reporting for Sustainability and Public Value


The context of change can be external or internal. The international (EU) and national (Italian) external economic, political and social contexts are key elements to understand the forms of accountability of the Emilia-Romagna Region to answer to the socio-economic and territorial scenario.



The Cohesion Policy (CP) operates on two levels, European and national, giving life to a multidimensional system based on vertical and horizontal subsidiarity, as the way to attribute of concurrent competences which, together with the principles of decentralization and autonomy, finds flexible application through integrated strategies at multiple levels of government [77].



The CP works at central and local levels to different extents. The concept of cohesion initially included the economic and social dimension, and then, with the Lisbon Treaty, the territorial dimension was added in 2000. Starting from the principle of subsidiarity, it was established that policies must respond to the real and concrete needs of the territories [78], through a process of consultation and participation of territorial stakeholders to create economic, social and territorial value in EU regions. To that end, in the CP governance is a key element. Institutional relations envisage vertical multilevel governance, ranging from the EU, the State and the Regions, and horizontal, involving different actors from the same territory. On the vertical side, the Parliament and the European Council approve the multi-annual budget of the European Union, which allocates the resources for the CP. At the same time, a process of analysis and discussion on the results of the previous programming starts in the Member States, in order to outline the objectives and guiding actions for the following period. Once the budget has defined and distributed among the Member States, it starts a phase of national and regional actions. The approval of the individual programming documents is a responsibility of the European Commission, after a process of negotiations with States and Regions. Horizontal governance, at the level of the individual territories involved, is essential to ensure correspondence between what is planned and what local communities and territories need because cohesion policy is place-based.



The internal context involves the ongoing strategy, the structure, the culture, the management and the political process which help shape the process through which ideas for change arise. Within the multilevel governance system, there is an ongoing strategy of the institutional, economic and social partnership. It plays a fundamental role, and implies close cooperation between the Commission, the Member States, the social partners and the bodies that represent civil society at the national, regional and local level. During the planning phase, the dialogue between the European Union, States and the Regions, and at the territorial level, the involvement of stakeholders is quite consolidated, with interesting and advanced evidence in various contexts. The stakeholder consultation and engagement is required in the programme approval procedures according to the Common Provision Regulation (Regulation (EU) No. 1303/2013) and to the European Code of Conduct on Partnership in the framework of the European Structural and Investment Funds (Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) No. 240/2014). The partnership constitutes a clear added value in contributing to the effective implementation of the European Structural and Investments (ESI) Funds, involving it throughout the programming cycle—preparation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation—with a focus on the selection of partners, who must be representative of the interested parties and therefore of the stakeholders. The principle of inclusion focuses attention to the involvement of the most vulnerable and marginalized communities, at the highest risk of discrimination or social exclusion. The partnership strategy requires a permanent involvement of the local, territorial actors through agreements in the construction of territorial development paths [79]. The national level is divided into two further levels, regional and local, to manage the partnership strategy. Within this distinction, the Italian Regions play a fundamental role in the management of the political process of development of their territories, being called upon to directly manage shares of the structural funds through regional operational programmes. The ERDF ROP is one of the mainstream programmes managed directly by the regional public authority which identifies specific processes to be developed at the local level.



In the Emilia-Romagna Region, for both the programmes, ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION, a common regulation (Common Provision Regulation CPR) is envisaged. It defines precise and punctual evaluation criteria, financial and output indicators and specific rules that regulate their peculiarities. Both financial and output assessment plans are mandatory for both programmes. These assessments are carried out through indicators established at the European level (with few adjustments on local peculiarities), chosen from sets common to all priorities. Therefore, the direct and short-term results are measured, in a way not always appropriate to the specific intervention line, and the medium-long term impacts are not taken into consideration. The Emilia-Romagna Region, within the framework of the unitary programming, expressed by the Regional Strategic Document, has established the unitary Regional Evaluation Plan, in which the system of overall evaluations and specific evaluations is foreseen. Regional assessments, still in progress, also highlight the limits mentioned above.



The last element of context that has a strong connection with sustainability and public value is represented by recent actions undertaken to contrast climate change and environmental degradation, which are considered the main problems of the current period of human history, and whose consequences will force to adapt/modify the way of living and working. To that end, the Green Deal launched in December 2019 by the new President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, provides for a multisectoral commitment to become, by 2050, the first continent with zero impact on the climate [80]. “The European Green Deal is the European Union’s response to the climate and environmental-related challenges that are this generation’s defining task. It is a new growth strategy that aims to transform the EU into a fair and prosperous society, with a modern, resource-efficient and competitive economy where there are no net emissions of greenhouse gases in 2050, where the environment and health of citizens are protected, and where economic growth is decoupled from resource use” [81]. Through research and innovation, the European Union intends to become a world player in the circular economy and clean technologies. To that end, it would drive a just and socially fair transition to the low carbon economy, applied above all in industrial sectors with high energy intensity, defining clear priority of intervention for Regions. In this respect the Emilia-Romagna Region would be enormously affected by the new scenario, given the production intensity of the Region.




4.2. The Content of Accountability and Reporting for Sustainability and Public Value


The content of accountability and reporting for sustainability and public value is linked with the main areas of transformation of the CP, and with the targets and assumptions about that change.



The traditional accountability and reporting rules are embedded within the Regulation (EU) no. 1303/2013. It contains the standard provisions to all financial instruments relating to the CP for the period 2014–2020. It identifies 11 common thematic objectives that must be translated into specific priorities in each operational program. Within each operational programme, financial and output indicators must then be identified, the level of achievement of which defines the performance of the programme, and are reported to the Commission through annual reports. In terms of financial accounting challenges, the Emilia-Romagna Region has clear rules to follow.



It is in the reporting function that margins for improvement and practices have been identified [82], to be defined to ensure the sharing of the results achieved and to be achieved, compared not only with the European context but also with the global and international one. In reporting, the most currently represented dimension is the financial one, above all to avoid, on the part of those who manage the individual programs (States and Regions) having resources reduced, as they are not spent on a schedule. For both ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION financial and impact assessment are mandatory in the 2014–2020 programming period. These assessments are carried out through indicators established at European level (with few adjustments on local peculiarities), chosen from sets common to all priorities. Therefore, the direct and short-term results are measured, in a way not always appropriate to the specific intervention, and the medium-long term impacts are not taken into consideration, not allowing an integrated view of the effect of action realized on the social, environmental and governance levels.



In the period 2014–2020 of the CP we can sum up that in the Emilia-Romagna Region there was a need for knowledge in terms of financial accounting based on cash inflows and outflows, but no needs in terms of management accounting. Also, there was no need to follow the EU directive’s requirement on non-financial information and diversity, even if there is a need of pre-defined indicators linked with non-financial information, mainly social and environmental impacts of the actions achieved. Under this perspective, the EU directive on non-financial information does not challenge the Emila-Romagna Region.



The first tension to change in the content of accounting and reporting started with the SDGs. The European action in favour of sustainability has begun a phase in which the 2030 Agenda is part of European policies and is part of the ongoing debate for the definition of the 2021–2027 programming period. In 2015, when 193 UN countries adopted the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the SDGs have started to influence EU policies and the Cohesion Policy. The European Union attention to the SDGs is testified by the numerous initiatives, acts and documents approved from 2016 onwards. In 2016, with the Communication COM (2016) 739 final of the European Commission “The sustainable future of Europe: next steps”. The development goals for Europe present a multidimensional perspective, which combines and integrates the economic dimension with the social, environmental and institutional one. After having joined the 2030 Agenda, the European Commission released in 2016 its first reflections in the document “Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030”. Following the EU path, the Emilia-Romagna Region started its thinking on sustainability from the SDGs challenge.



Due to the SDGs’ influence, the new regulatory framework 2021–2027 for the CP shows some distinctive elements in comparison to the past situation [83]. During the 2014–2020 period, the focus of the CP was on overcoming the 2008 economic crisis with an emphasis on work and employment, while for the period 2021–2027, it identifies three priority macro-areas: sustainability, research and innovation, and the digital. The 11 thematic objectives of the 2014–2020 programming have been consolidated into five objectives thanks to a process of simplification and concentration, they are a smarter Europe, through the promotion of an innovative economic transformation and intelligent; a greener, low-carbon Europe, through the promotion of a transition to a clean and fair energy, green and blue investments, the circular economy, adaptation to climate change and risk management and prevention; a more connected Europe—a more connected Europe, through the strengthening of mobility and regional connectivity to information and communication technologies; a more social Europe—a more social Europe, through the implementation of the European pillar of social rights; a Europe closer to citizens—a Europe closer to citizens, through the promotion of sustainable and integrated development of urban, rural and coastal areas and local initiatives.



After the European elections in 2019, the President of the European Commission has repeatedly reiterated the need to put people at the centre of politics. The European Green Deal aims to improve people’s wellbeing, to make Europe climate neutral by 2050, to protect natural heritage, with benefits for people, the planet and the economy. The European Green Deal is a paradigm shift concerning the way of living, consuming and producing in EU countries, a great challenge and opportunity. The messages of the President of the European Commission are very clear in this regard: “The European Green Deal is our new growth strategy. It will help us cut emissions while creating jobs” [84]; and First Vice President Frans Timmermans: “We propose a green and inclusive transition to help improve people’s wellbeing and secure a healthy planet for generations to come” [84]. With the Green Deal, the Commission then provided for the adhesion to Agenda 2030, and the integration of the SDGs which should be at the centre of the process of elaboration and implementation of EU policies. It does not surprise that the opening paragraph of the Commission Communication of 14 January 2020 “A strong social Europe for transitions”, makes a direct reference to the SDGs: “… Social justice is the foundation of the European social market economy and is at the heart of our Union. It underpins the idea that social fairness and prosperity are the cornerstones for building a resilient society with the highest standards of wellbeing in the world, as also reflected in Europe’s ambition to progress towards fully meeting the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals” [85] (p. 1).



At the level of the Emilia-Romagna Region, ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION, even if to different extent and focus, must act to ensure widespread wellbeing and fairness in its interventions. It is essential to link interventions with a composite and varied audience of stakeholders, to deliver effective solutions in the various territorial areas. In turn, it can be easily understood that the accountability of the public administration managing those programmes cannot focus only on the financial dimension: it must include the transformations that can be supported by its action at the economic, social, environmental and governance levels and SDGs. The impact indicators for the evaluation of the interventions proposed in the 2014–2020 programming period are however still linked to the direct impact of the intervention on the recipients (immediate or short-term effects) and not always appropriate to the topic for which they are used as they are chosen between sets of indicators common to all priorities.



Another element of transformation in the content of accounting and reporting is envisaged in the need to show how links are created between institutions and stakeholders from different countries, how methodologies of action and planning models are shared, and how operational proposals and guidelines are drawn up, which sometimes lead to the signing of agreements and which can represent the basis for new models and new practices to be implemented locally. Likewise, the experiences and good practices developed by regional programmes can be compared on a global level and become an element of dissemination, adaptation and development of the CP. The stakeholder participation is certainly one of the most relevant aspects in the intertwining and dynamics of ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION. The programmes may face territories with similar problems, but often disconnected from each other, from which it descends the need of finances system actions, networks, agreements and master plans, in order to trigger synergies and find feasible solutions at the local level, through other community instruments.



The accountability and reporting challenges for sustainability and public value involved in the ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION programmes requires impact measures, stakeholder activities and the sustainability priorities of the EU, and offers a direct link with SEA, sustainability reporting, integrated reporting and public value. Some accountability and reporting tools are already in use by the Emilia-Romagna Region. Still, they are mainly limited to financial reporting and management accounting, as they are required by the specific regulations of the CP. As for the assessment of the impacts of the funded interventions, it is becoming increasingly important, and it is crucial to strengthen and better structure the relationship and the constant and functional involvement with stakeholders, with whom to discuss, monitor and evaluate the activities carried out, as well as the new development dynamics. For the Emilia-Romagna Region, a model of this type has already been implemented, first with the Pact for Employment [86] and now with the Pact for Employment and Climate [87], both co-created and signed by relevant stakeholders, with the objective of monitoring, evaluating and promoting together results and impacts achieved. To that end, the Pact for Employment and Climate includes three actions: monitor the progress of the actions taken and assess their impact, starting from a common and uniform database for the whole territory, fundamental in the environmental field; evaluate any additions or changes, starting from new scenarios, new criticalities end opportunities; promote the implementation of the strategies on territories.



Simultaneously, the Pact for Employment and Climate requires the definition of indicators of economic, social and environmental impacts. With them, it will be possible to measure (ex-ante, ongoing and ex-post) results achieved in the strategic areas identified by the Pact. These indicators will be consistent with those that will measure the 2030 Agenda Regional Strategy [87] (p. 35).




4.3. The Process of Accountability and Reporting for Sustainability and Public Value


The process of accountability and reporting for sustainability and public value is represented by, namely, actions, reactions and interactions of interested parties in negotiating the proposals of change, the models of change, the implementation approach and the patterns of change through time [88]. The process involves the three main areas of the content of change, already identified, namely the sustainability (and SDGs) turn of the EU and its priorities in the 2020–2027 programmes, the integration of non-financial measures with the financial-ones to measure and communicate the sustainability path and achievements, and the role and effects of stakeholder and participation in the programmes to increase public value.



The SDGs represent a form of accountability able to show the creation of public value of the Cohesion Policy at the local level as they represent a common language to promote, monitor and report the actions of governments by deeply connecting the social, economic and environmental aspects with a view of territory development [48]. It is worth noting that the monitoring of the SDG achievement can be carried out annually worldwide. International organizations such as the World Bank and national and regional statistical institutes are involved in this assessment.



Since there is no direct relationship between the political objectives of European Cohesion and the SDGs, a great deal of work will have to be done to find the cause-and-effect relationships between what is funded and achieved by the POR FESR and Interreg ADRION programs and the progress of the SDGs. This element represents probably the key challenge for the Emilia-Romagna Region in terms of accounting and reporting. It is clearly linked with the Social and Environmental Accounting challenge. Nonetheless, social and environmental tensions are expressed in SDG terms.



The Emilia-Romagna Region, within the framework of the unitary programming, expressed by the Regional Strategic Document, has established the unitary Regional Evaluation Plan, in which the system of overall evaluations and specific evaluations is foreseen. The analysis of the trend in the long term (last ten years) and in the medium term (last five years) of the impacts obtained by the Cohesion Policy instruments on the reference territories, read in the framework of the SDGs indicators, will be able to account for how much these instruments have contributed to the improvement with respect to the SDGs.



The process of accountability and public value in the Emilia Romagna Regions also considers with interest the Integrated Reporting Framework (IRF), in which financial and sustainability information is integrated into a single report [43]. The action of disclosing stated within the IRF indicates a principle of great importance for the Region: opening up, being transparent and allowing and facilitating dialogue within the organization and between the organization and the external environment. In recent years, the IR connection with the SDGs empowered accountability and reporting towards sustainability and public value in public sector organizations [89,90]. In the CP, including sustainability with a widespread approach worldwide can bring significant benefits to policies and the relationship with the stakeholders.



There are many benefits of combining SDGs and IR [51] to foster sustainability and public value in the Emilia-Romagna Region. To push forward the process, the Region settled down clear strategies of action. The mandate program of the Regional Council, XI legislature, among the actions of the Vice-President Elly Sclein states the need of coordination of the European Union funds and the promotion of European cooperation, with the aim of promoting more effective forms of accountability. To that aim, the actions implemented by CP have to be linked with the objectives and targets of sustainable development of the 2030 Agenda [91].



The Emilia-Romagna Region is strategizing such initiative in political terms in the Document of Regional Economy and Finance (DEFR), approved by the Legislative Assembly in October 2020 within the strategic objective of Vice-President Schlein “Coordination of European Union Funds and promotion of European territorial cooperation”. It states that “The regional development strategies in the context of the Pact for Employment and Climate must be supported by an integrated accountability that highlights the contribution of the European Funds to the achievement of sustainable development objectives and targets of the sustainable development, as well as the ability of the [regional] system to generate economic, social and environmental impacts” [92] (p. 143). Among the expected results for 2021, there is the “Preparation and test of an IRF (Integrated Reporting Framework) to develop the accountability of the contribution of the European funds of the CP and the Development and Cohesion Fund to the achievement of the regional targets connected to the goals of 2030 Agenda (SDGs)” [92] (p. 145).



The next steps in the accountability and reporting for sustainability and public value in the Emilia-Romagna Region for the next 2021–2027 CP, particularly ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION, would be the following. In the phase of defining the new programming cycle, the SDGs relevant to the topics dealt with by the ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION should be identified. The various stakeholders to be involved must be identified and listed in order of relevance. The analysis already started at the regional level with the document “Unified regional strategic guidelines”, that can be used for the drafting of the regional operational programs, and territorial cooperation, identifies the territorial needs for future interventions.



Then, it is essential to identify which targets to operate on, among the SDGs identified in the previous phase, and which actions of the ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION programmes affect the selected SDGs targets, allowing the organization to create public value. Subsequently, within the ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION, the connections with the identified targets should be highlighted and a specific reflection should verify how the actions and implementation methods provided for can affect the targets in the short, medium and long term. It would be possible to turn the defined accountability and reporting strategy into practice, through the development of integrated thinking that connects operational strategies of the programs with the performances and the effects on SDGs.



To that end, it will be necessary to integrate the mainstream programmes at a regional level with the Interreg programmes in which the mainstream area falls. The integration at the level of the programmes must consequently be connected to the specific development objectives of the Region (mainly the Pact for Employment and Climate). For the constant involvement of stakeholders, a web platform designed for an ongoing dialogue would be crucial. The various levels of Regional governance must also be adequately informed and trained for action according to integrated thinking and the SDGs. In the end, finally, it would be possible to prepare the integrated reporting declined through the SDGs and disseminated on an annual basis and accompanied by specific comparison interventions at international, European and national levels.



The Emilia-Romagna Region will benefit from adopting accountability and reporting tools linked with sustainability and public value. The long and medium-term impacts of the Cohesion Policy on territories, placed in the framework of the SDGs and IR indicators, effectively contribute to creating value and citizens’ perception of the effects of such policies. The resulting form of accountability, which hybridizes SDGs and IR, allows a holistic and global vision of the regional interventions and shows its ability to generate economic, social and environmental values in the Region. Through a new relationship with society, the hybrid model can also provide a cultural and managerial change of the Region.





5. Conclusions


The path towards sustainability and the assumption of responsibility towards current and future generations has become the central political theme of the EU, which launched the European Green Deal. The assumption of the objectives defined by the 2030 Agenda and the related targets in the accountability of the Cohesion Policy therefore becomes necessary to connect territorial development to the issue of sustainability. In the current international context, which requires addressing global and emerging problems with adequate solutions in different territorial areas, the accountability of the public administration must be focused not only on the financial dimension. Still, it must include the representation of the impact that its actions produce on the social, economic, environmental and governance context.



Within that context, the study aimed at identifying accountability and reporting answers to the public sector challenges in terms of public value and sustainability taking into account the cohesion policy, in the case of the Emilia Romagna region, one of the most important European regions in terms of funds received by the EU Cohesion Policy. The Emilia Romagna region experience shows the extent to which it turned to plan forms of accountability and reporting that hybridize two of the most recent sustainability developments, integrated reporting and sustainable development goals, as a mean to deliver sustainability and public value.



From the discussion of the Emilia Romagna experience, it emerged that the integrated vision of SDGs is one of the most relevant aspects in the dynamics of ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION. However, the integrated approach requires further developments concerning accountability. It is necessary to relate to the public organization, which can plan and manage the interventions and the external environment, where the planned interventions are highlighted. It becomes essential to strengthen and better structure the relationship and constant and functional involvement with stakeholders, discuss, monitor and evaluate the activities carried out, and the new development dynamics and provide clear indications on value creation.



The Emilia-Romagna Region is moving towards a hybrid form of accountability and reporting to show economic, social and environmental impacts. This accountability includes three different founding elements, namely the creation of public value in the short, medium and long term through an integrated reporting of financial and non-financial information; the integration of the actions carried out with the sustainable development objectives and targets (SDGs); the involvement of stakeholders, in particular with stakeholder participation and public engagement processes. The phases with which to implement the model to the case studies analysed can be summarised as follows: identification of the SDGs relevant to the topics covered by the ERDF ROP and Interreg ADRION, relevant for the external context, through consultation with the stakeholders, identified and placed in order of relevance; identification of the SDGs target and actions that affect the selected targets, in compliance with the program result indicators; development of an accountability strategy that connects targets, actions and programs implementation methods; test of the reporting strategy and its connection with the specific development objectives of the Region (Pact for Employment and Climate); preparation of a report, declined through the SDGs, compared with the analyses carried out at a global, European and national level and disseminated with specific communication actions and further participation.



The research poses some limitations which are discussed below. The analysis was carried out on a very specific context and its applicability in other territorial contexts, at different scales, must be verified. The accountability and reporting elements for sustainability and public value are based on a predominantly corporate perspective that does not fully adapt to the operating methods and purposes of the cohesion policy that produce their development effects in the medium and long term.



In conclusion, in order to account for sustainable territorial development policies and strategies, the effects of which cannot be assessed immediately, it is necessary to develop paths and processes that also take into account the time lag between actions carried out and impacts and take into account the progressive approach, over time, to the set objectives. The development of this path deserves further investigation in the field, with a view to managing sustainability and the creation of public value which, starting from the results of our research, optimizes the operational methods of public interventions.
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