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Introduction

Early in the COVID-19 crisis, European Union authorities and the Member States’ governments have reacted 
promptly and set up a forceful common policy response in the form of an EU-wide recovery plan, the 
Next Generation EU.

A first article on the subject published in September’s Economic Review (Bisciari et  al.,  2021) explained the 
economic rationale behind this plan and argued that it may be a game changer for the European Union, 
albeit with the qualifier that it would critically depend on how it is implemented.

Around 90 % of the Next Generation EU Recovery Plan goes to the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), whose 
grants are themselves allocated across countries depending on parameters reflecting their economic vulnerability 
before the pandemic and the economic losses they incur due to the pandemic. In exchange for grants, Member 
States have to submit National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs) detailing investment projects and reforms 
designed to speed up the recovery and reinforce the resilience of their economies.

In this article, we analyse the NRRPs of the four main euro area economies (Germany, France, Italy and Spain) 
as well as Belgium. These five countries are expected to receive around € 210 billion of the € 390 billion total 
RRF grants. Italy and Spain are the two main beneficiaries of the grants (receiving close to € 70 billion each) and 
they are both expected to request loans. Italy has already done so for € 122.6 billion while Spain is expected 
to request around € 70 billion later on. So, together they would receive more than half of the total amount of 
loans projected for RRF. The success of the Next Generation EU therefore depends to a substantial extent on 
the content and implementation of the NRRPs of the countries examined in this article, and in particular Italy 
and Spain. Since our focus is on NRRPs, we neither consider supplementary national funding of recovery or 
investment plans nor support measures decided by other authorities (e.g. the ECB) to prevent the economy and 
financial markets from crashing during the pandemic.
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Marta Dominguez Jiménez, Hans Geeroms, Jan In’t Veldt, Boris Julien-Vauzelle, Chantal Kegels, Pilar L’Hotellerie-Fallois, Géraldine Mahieu,  
Silvia Merler, Stefano Messina, Enrique Moral, Marco Savegnago, Katja Schmidt, Ruben Schoonackers, Pierrick Stinglhamber and Stefan Van Parys 
for helpful comments and suggestions.
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We show that investment and reforms go hand in hand in the NRRPs and that the more EU-funded grants 
governments receive, the more they are expected to deliver in terms of reforms. Combining reforms and 
investment is projected to be most beneficial in terms of future potential growth and resilience.

This article is organised as follows. The first section looks at the rationale for the NRRPs based on economic 
developments in the different countries. In the second section, we describe the Belgian NRRP both in terms of 
expenditure and reforms, distinguishing what is undertaken by the federal government, the Flemish government 
and the other governments. In the third section, we compare the NRRPs of the five countries under review, 
looking both at expenditure and reforms. In the fourth section, we analyse the macroeconomic impact of the 
investment arm of the RRF, taking into account the spillover effects across EU Member States.

1. Context of the National Recovery and Resilience Plans

The COVID-19  virus came into Europe via Italy and then Spain. These two countries were hit harder by the 
first wave of the epidemic than other countries, with the central and eastern European countries being largely 
spared in the spring of 2020. The asymmetric effects of this exogenous shock were all the greater because it 
hit the services sector hardest, and most notably tourism and the hospitality sector both of which are crucial for 
the economies of the Mediterranean rim.

Besides, Italy and Spain had suffered badly from the sovereign debt crisis in the euro area between 2011 and 2014 
(see chart 1). At the time, GDP had fallen sharply in real terms and, even by 2019, the Italian economy was still 
far below the level of activity that it had seen before the 2008 financial crisis.

Even before the financial crisis, Italy had already faced sluggish growth. Apart from the small contribution 
made by investment, it was also a case of low total factor productivity, most notably less innovation potential, 
brain drain (young graduates emigrating towards other parts of Europe) and misallocation. Added to that were 
other factors of imbalance that the European Commission (EC) had felt to be excessive in its Macroeconomic 
Imbalance Procedure (MIP) : very high government debt, inefficient public authorities and a fragile banking sector.

Unlike Italy, after the property bubble burst, Spain had returned to stronger and sustainable growth since 2014 
but it was building up even more macroeconomic imbalances. For instance, the Commission had pointed up its 
vulnerability related to the high debt, both external and internal and both private and public, in a context of 
high unemployment. Under the structural challenges, Ecofin (2021a) also noted the high proportion of workers 
on fixed-term contracts, structurally low productivity growth and shortfalls in terms of investment.

Germany, France and Belgium had approached the pandemic in less unfavourable conditions than Italy and 
Spain. In Belgium, the government sector has a relatively high debt and the EC acknowledged that France had 
macroeconomic imbalances, “in particular relating to high government debt, weak competitiveness and low 
productivity growth” (Ecofin, 2021a). Germany, however, was confronted with a rather different macroeconomic 
imbalance, namely the fact that it had posted very high surpluses on its current account in a context of under-
investment. Albeit to varying degrees, a lack of investment was a fairly widespread concern within the euro area. 
Governments had effectively sacrificed this politically less costly spending during their fiscal consolidation efforts.

Italy and Spain’s more pronounced weaknesses gave rise to specific recommendations from the Ecofin Council 
in July 2019 and 2020 for these countries, covering a wider field and a firmer attitude towards them than in 
the cases of Germany, France and Belgium.

Owing to the lopsided effects of the COVID-19  shock which hit the initially more vulnerable countries 
disproportionally hard, the acute economic crisis generated by the pandemic risked rekindling the tendency 
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towards divergence between the main economies of the euro area that had been observed during the 
sovereign debt crisis. For instance, in its spring economic forecasts in May 2020, the EC said it was expecting 
the Italian economy to bounce back less strongly than other countries’ economies. Moreover, at one point in 
March 2020, financial market participants were actually varying their sovereign bond purchase and sale habits 
between Germany, on the one hand, and Italy and Spain, on the other hand, which risked limiting the latter 
two countries’ fiscal space.

The crisis that was triggered by the exogenous shock of the pandemic therefore provided the motivation for 
the European-level implementation of a coordinated recovery plan that involved an aspect of solidarity through 
grants and by taking into account both the initial vulnerability and the economic damage caused by COVID-19 in 
the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) allocation criteria. Involving both grants and loans, this  Facility 
constitutes the main instrument of the Next Generation EU recovery plan on which the Heads of State and 
Government agreed in Brussels on 21 July 2020.

In exchange for European funds, the Member States had to commit to investing the money largely in the green 
and digital transitions, two major challenges for the long term for which the von der Leyen Commission had 
reserved a central role in its programme, as well as to adopting reforms intended to reduce their vulnerability 
and strengthen their resilience. To this end, all countries have to submit investment and reform plans as well as 
a precise implementation schedule. These are the National Recovery and Resilience Plans.

Among the ex-ante assessment criteria for the plans (and also in step with their implementation), investment 
and reforms have to tackle all, or at the very least, a significant sub-set of challenges identified in the specific 
recommendations addressed by the Ecofin Council to EU countries in the 2019 and 2020 cycles of the European 
Semester ; at least 37 % of all expenditure has to contribute to the climate transition (although the plans also 
have to target other dimensions of the green transition like biodiversity) and no measure included in the plans 

Chart  1

In May 2020, COVID-19 was expected to exacerbate the differences in GDP and in investment 
among the main euro area economies
(index 2001 = 100)
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may harm the environmental objectives in any significant manner ; at least 20 % of all expenditure must go into 
the digital transition ; it has to have a lasting effect on economies ; investment and reforms need to make up a 
coherent set of actions.

2. Belgium’s National Recovery and Resilience Plan

2.1 General description of the Plan

Belgium submitted its National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP) on 30 April  2021  (Secretary of State for 
Economic Recovery and Strategic Investments,  2021). It was the fruit of successful cooperation between the 
federal and regional governments. The RRF grants allocated to Belgium amount to maximum € 5.9  billion 1, 
i.e.  1.2 % of GDP over the period  2021-2026. Belgium has not applied for the RRF loans. The expenditure 
financed by the RRF and included in the Belgian National Recovery and Resilience Plan fits into a broader national 
recovery strategy, pursued at the federal and regional levels of government 2.

1 This amount is provisional and will be revised in June 2022 once the first official GDP figure for 2021 is published. In the case of Belgium, 
as indicated in our previous article (Bisciari et al., 2021), there could be a downward revision of this amount.

2 The Federal Transformation Fund, the Flemish Plan Vlaamse Veerkracht and the Plan de relance in Wallonia are worth citing among the 
most important elements.

Table 1

Structural challenges identified by the European Commission

Structural challenges DE FR IT ES BE

Labour market

High unemployment rate youth × ×

High share of workers on temporary contracts ×

Low participation / activity rates vulnerable 
groups women ×

Macroeconomic imbalances × × excessive ×

High current account surplus ×

High external debt ×

High private debt ×

High public debt × × × ×

Banking sector fragilities ×

Lack of competitiveness ×

Other structural vulnerabilities

Low productivity growth × × ×

Shortfalls in investment × ×

Inefficiencies in public administration ×

High tax burden on labour ×

Business environment ×
      

Source :  Ecofin (2021a).
1 The selection of challenges has been made on the basis of two sources : those identified as problematic in the Macroeconomic Imbalance 

Procedure and the long‑standing aspects with an impact on medium‑term economic performance singled out in the Council Implementing 
Decisions.
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According to the official text, the Plan wants to accelerate Belgium’s transition to more sustainable, smarter 
and more inclusive growth, while strengthening social, economic and climate resilience. It also supports the 
objective of raising public investment, by helping to make up for the structural gap in public investment. 
The proposed measures in the Plan largely focus on climate objectives and the digital transition of the Belgian 
economy. The  transition to a low-carbon, sustainable and climate-resilient economy is the central element. 
The Plan should also help speed up the digital transformation while making Belgium more resilient to the risk 
of cyber threats.

The Plan looks very ambitious, and this raises the question whether these claims are realistic. In this respect 
mention can be made of the follow-up of the implementation of the many different measures taken by different 
governments, which looks quite challenging. Additionally, there are doubts regarding the front-loading of the 
expenditures (Chart  2). Taking account of possible bottlenecks and delays in the execution of the projects, 
this seems rather ambitious. Finally, as the Plan is a collection of measures proposed by different governments, 
a recurring criticism is that it seems to lack some coherence.

The Commission concluded after its assessment of the Plan that “taking into consideration all investments and 
reforms envisaged by Belgium, its Recovery and Resilience Plan represents to a large extent a comprehensive 
and adequately balanced response to the economic and social situation” (EC, 2021b). However, the EC also felt 
the Plan could have been more ambitious in several areas. These will be elaborated upon in more detail in the 
presentation of the different measures. The Federal Planning Bureau made different impact studies of the NRRP 
on demand of the Secretary of State for Recovery and Strategic Investments. The study on the macroeconomic 
impact (Federal Planning Bureau, 2021a) came to the conclusion that the impact of the Plan will be positive but 
rather limited. The macroeconomic impact is discussed in more detail in section 4. The main conclusion of the 
study on the Sustainable Development Goals (Federal Planning Bureau, 2021b) is that the different measures 
should have many positive effects on the social cohesion and resilience, but much will depend on how they will 
be carried out 1.

2.2 Expenditure

Based on the anticipated timing of the proposed measures, the planned expenditure under Belgium’s NRRP 
can be divided over the calendar years 2021-2026. The Plan is clearly front-loaded with most of the measures 
scheduled for the first four years.

The RRF grants can be spent either by the federal or the regional governments. The distribution of RRF grants 
between the government entities (Federal State, Flemish Community and other Communities and Regions 
(French and German-speaking Communities and Walloon and Brussels-Capital Regions)) is the result of a 
political negotiation in the Consultative Committee. Accordingly, most of the spending is expected from the 
Flemish Community (38 %), followed by the Walloon Region (25 %) and the Federal State (21 %). Projects by 
the Brussels-Capital Region, the French Community and the German-speaking Community make up the rest of 
the expenditure.

The Plan is structured around six strategic axes. Each axis has several components, 17 in all, which themselves 
contain different measures, consisting of investment projects and structural reforms. Table 2 gives a breakdown 
of the Belgian National Recovery and Resilience Plan both in terms of axis and components and in terms of the 
government entity in charge of its implementation. 

1 The other studies analysed whether the different measures comply with the “Do not significant harm”-principle (Federal Planning Bureau, 
2021c) and whether the measures in the NRRP are consistent or complementary with the Belgian National Energy and Climate Plan of 
December 2019 (Federal Planning Bureau, 2021d).
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The first axis, Climate, sustainability and innovation, aims to speed up the transition to a decarbonised, sustainable 
and climate-resilient economy and is the most important, representing over € 2 billion, i.e. more than one-third 
of total expenditure under the NRRP. The first and the most important component proposes a renovation 
programme focused on improving the energy and resource efficiency of existing buildings, almost entirely at the 
regional level. This includes public and residential buildings. The spending is much higher in the Walloon and 
Brussels-Capital Region and the French and German-speaking Communities taken together than in the Flemish 
Community. A second component relates to measures concerning technological developments to support the 
energy transition and system integration to further reduce CO2 emissions, with emphasis on industrial sectors. 
For this component, the planned spending is highest for the Federal State and includes, amongst other things, 
promotion of innovative hydrogen technologies, the construction of an offshore energy hub and a network for 
H2 and CO2 transport. Finally, the climate and environment component aims at conservation and restoration of 
biodiversity, while strengthening adaptability and resilience to climate change. Environment is a regional matter 
and here the bulk of spending is situated in Flanders and focuses on the so-called Blue Deal, which seeks to 
improve water management and infrastructure in times of water scarcity and drought.

The measures under the second axis, Digital transformation, should help speed up the digital transformation 
while at the same time making Belgium more resilient to the risk of cyber threats. The first component, which is 
very limited in size and exclusively at federal level, aims to tackle cyber threats through projects that strengthen 
Belgium’s resilience and ability to deal with new cybercrime phenomena. The second and most important 
component in this axis aims to use digital technologies to make action at all levels of government more efficient, 
both in internal processes and interaction with citizens and businesses. Most of the spending is foreseen at the 
federal level and encompasses such initiatives as a digital platform for interaction between the social security 
authorities and citizens, as well as digital transformation at the Department of Justice. Finally, a third component 
is mainly targeted at improving connectivity by continuing the development of very high-speed fibre optic 
networks, but also developing 5G corridors that enable universal and affordable access to connectivity in all 
urban and rural areas. This component also seeks to benefit from the development of new technologies, such 

Chart  2

Planned expenditure under Belgium’s National Plan for Recovery and Resilience is front-loaded
(€ million)
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Sources : FPB, National Recovery and Resilience Plan of Belgium, own calculations.
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as artificial intelligence, by ensuring that they have a positive social impact through tackling societal challenges 
like health and well-being, environment, mobility and energy. This kind of infrastructure spending is mainly in 
the Walloon Region where connectivity of schools and business parks is being improved.

The third axis, Mobility, has the intention to improve mobility and better connect Belgian regions, while 
ensuring a modal shift in transport which benefits both the environment and the citizens. It is the second most 
important axis of the Plan, representing almost € 1.3 billion, i.e. more than 20 % of the total amount. The first 
component of this axis focuses on the development of cycling and walking infrastructure, with most expenditure 
in Flanders. The second and most important component of this axis stimulates a modal shift in transport mainly 
by improving public transport services. EU grants will be used amongst others by the Federal State to invest in 
rail infrastructure and by the Walloon government to extend a tramway network in Liège and metro lines in 
Charleroi. For freight transport, too, major works will be funded to support the modal shift from road to water 
and rail. The last component aims to accelerate the transition towards greener, mainly electric road transport 
by providing more electric buses for public transport (Flemish Community and Brussels-Capital Region) and 
accelerate the development of charging infrastructure (Federal State and Flemish Community).

A fourth axis, Social and living together, focuses on strengthening the social cohesion and at the same time 
ensuring effective and inclusive education systems by integrating the most vulnerable groups. A first component 
aims at making education systems more inclusive and at the same time improve their performance to ensure that 
the competences taught are better in line with those in demand in the labour market. The Flemish Community 
allocates more RRF grants towards developing digital skills than the other Regions and Communities. The 
most important project is the so-called Digisprong (Digijump) which intends to provide schools with digital 
instruments and tools and support them with the digitalisation of their teaching programmes. Further, under 
the second component, the social and labour market participation of so-called vulnerable groups (low-skilled, 
women, people with an immigrant background, people with disabilities, youngsters, prisoners, people with a 
risk of digital exclusion) is financed mostly in the Brussels-Capital Region by the NRRP. The proposed project 
aims to remove barriers to employment and strengthen activation policies and also to improve performance and 
the inclusiveness of the support and training systems. The third component in this axis contains only projects 
in the Walloon Region and is focused on providing infrastructure for vulnerable groups so they can cope with 
the social consequences of the coronavirus crisis and improve their living conditions and thus facilitate their 
integration into the labour market and in the wider society. This concerns new social housing and the increase 
in and renovation of childcare capacity.

The fifth axis, Economy of the future and productivity, contains measures to strengthen the foundations of the 
economy for smart and sustainable growth. The first component aims to boost the employment rate and at 
the same time ensure an inclusive labour market. The proposed, exclusively regional, measures are focused on 
the acquisition of skills relevant to current and future labour market needs. Most of the measures are proposed 
by the Walloon government and include setting up a centre for digital and technological innovation and 
education and the upgrading of leading-edge training infrastructure integrating techniques based on simulation 
and virtualisation. A second component will support research and innovation. In this regard, different federal 
and regional measures are proposed, the most important of which are a boost for R&D in Flanders, with special 
focus on digitalisation, sustainability and health, and the relocation of food and logistics platforms in Wallonia to 
promote the establishment of an agri-food system based on a short chain and the relocation of food production. 
The last component contains mainly regional measures that contribute to the development of a circular and 
low-carbon economy, most notably the measures proposed by the Walloon government on the roll-out of a 
circular economy.

The last axis, Public finances, features measures to improve the quality and composition of government finances. 
The idea is to have better control over expenditure through spending reviews at different levels of government 
and to free up resources for new policies or help with fiscal consolidation and ensure greater fiscal resilience. 
There is only one item of expenditure, for the Flemish Community, included in the Plan.
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2.3 Reforms

Belgium’s NRRP contains reforms spread across the different axes. In its July 2021 Council Implementing Decision 
on the approval of the assessment of the Recovery and Resilience Plan for Belgium, Ecofin (2021a) noted that 
“the RRP is expected to contribute to effectively addressing all or a significant subset of challenges identified in 
the relevant (for the years 2019 and 2020) country-specific recommendations (CSR)” 1. However, the proposed 

1 The 2020 country-specific recommendations related to support measures and liquidity assistance to combat the COVID-19 crisis are not 
considered in this article.

Table 2

The Belgian National Recovery and Resilience Plan is structured around six strategic axes
(in € million)

Axes Components 1 Planned expenditure

Total Federal state Flemish 
community

Other 
communities 
and regions 2

1.  Climate, sustainability 
and innovation Total 2 020 256 783 981

1.1  Renovation of buildings 1 012 11 298 703

1.2  Emerging energy technologies 608 245 169 194

1.3  Climate and environment 400 0 316 84

2.  Digital transformation Total 763 396 121 246

2.1  Cyber security 79 79 0 0

2.2  Public administration 585 318 121 146

2.3  Optic fibre, 5G and 
new technologies 100 0 0 100

3.  Mobility Total 1 292 428 468 396

3.1  Cycling and walking 
infrastructure 411 32 345 34

3.2  Modal shift 672 365 0 307

3.3  Greening road transport 209 32 122 55

4.  Social and 
living together Total 834 45 422 367

4.1  Education 2.0 442 0 372 70

4.2  Training and employment of 
vulnerable groups 165 45 50 70

4.3  Social infrastructure 227 0 0 227

5.   Economy of the future 
and productivity Total 1 008 124 453 431

5.1  Training and labour market 371 0 118 252

5.2  Supporting economic activity 439 95 280 64

5.3  Circular economy 198 29 55 114

6.  Public finances Total 8 0 8 0

6.1  Spending reviews 8 0 8 0

Total RRP 5 925 1 250 2 255 2 420

Sources :  Belgian National Recovery and Resilience Plan, own calculations.
1 Only components with an indicated expenditure in the Plan are mentioned.
2 Walloon Region, French Community, Brussels‑Capital Region and German‑speaking Community.
 



9NBB Economic Review ¡ December 2021 ¡ National Recovery and Resilience Plans

reforms often lack detail. This section gives a systematic overview of the reforms proposed in Belgium’s NRRP 
based on the CSRs for the years 2019 and 2020 (EC, 2019 ; EC, 2020a) 1.

The first CSR for the year  2019 relates to public finances and, in particular, the budget path, evaluation 
of expenditure and coordination of fiscal policies at different levels of government. The NRRP contains a 
commitment to introduce the structural use of spending reviews at different government levels (component 6.1), 
which should help address the recommendation to improve the composition and efficiency of public expenditure. 
This elaborates on the experience with projects on expenditure control that had already been carried out in 
previous years, like a project for optimising public sector spending and improving the efficiency of public services 
at federal level and the targeted spending review in the service voucher sector in Flanders. The same CSR also 
mentions the need for further reforms to ensure the fiscal sustainability of long-term care and pension systems, 
not least by limiting early labour market exit possibilities. The component 4.4 of the NRRP announces an end of 
career and pension reform at federal level. The envisaged reform seeks to guarantee the financial sustainability of 
the social security and the public finances and improve the adequacy and social fairness of the pension system. 
To achieve financial sustainability, authorities plan to achieve an employment rate of 80 %, which seems rather 
ambitious. The focus will be on retaining older workers on the labour market. Different measures are being 
considered to contribute to this objective, such as introduction of part-time pensions, introduction of a pension 
bonus and more investment in life-long learning. The Council Implementing Decision mentions in the milestones 
and targets the fourth quarter of 2021 as a target for submitting the pension reform for approval by the federal 
government’s Council of Ministers and the second quarter of 2024 for the Federal Parliament to pass it into law. 
A proposal setting out the general lines and timing of the pension reform was submitted by the Pensions Minister 
to the Council of Ministers at the beginning of September 2. This proposal is budgetary neutral and relies on 
the targeted increase in the employment rate to 80 %. Further information on the design and implementation 
strategy is needed to fully assess the potential for achieving lasting improvements.

The second CSR (for the years  2019 and  2020) deals with three aspects of the labour market : to remove 
disincentives to work, strengthen the effectiveness of active labour market policies, in particular for the low-
skilled, older workers and people with a migrant background, and address skills mismatches. Different reform 
proposals to address these recommendations are included in the NRRP under the training and employment of 
vulnerable groups (4.2), end of career and pensions (4.4) and training and labour market (5.1) components. 
The Commission notes in its assessment that “the Plan falls short of presenting a holistic and integrated approach 
to support social and labour market inclusion for vulnerable groups”. In the Plan, reference is also made to 
preparations for a broad tax reform that notably aims to cut labour taxation and thereby increase the net return 
from work 3. The Commission goes on to say that “the Plan does not provide a commitment and timeline for the 
adoption of the announced tax reform” (EC, 2021b). Consequently, the reform has not been included by the 
Commission as an RRP measure supported by the Facility. Other proposed reforms concern measures to promote 
lifelong learning, to improve coaching for the unemployed and to counter discrimination in the labour market. 
The second CSR for the year 2019 also focuses on the performance and inclusiveness of education and training 
systems. Reforms under component 4.1 in the RRP target this recommendation. They are focused on raising ICT 
literacy in education, better matching of education and demand in the corporate sector and reducing school 
drop-out rates. Here too, the EC assessment makes some critical remarks : “although some measures have been 
included, the Plan does not present a comprehensive strategy to strengthen participation in lifelong learning, 
focusing on the vulnerable groups. Several measures included in the Plan aim at improving education systems 
and to address skills mismatches, but only to a limited extent basic and green skills” (EC, 2021b).

1 Although also investment projects address the CSRs, this section is limited to the impact of the reforms.
2 The increase of the minimum pension, the increase in the wage ceiling taken into consideration for the calculation of the pension and the 

abolishment of the correction coefficient for the calculation of the pensions of independent workers has already been agreed upon in the 
first stage of the reform.

3 A first step in the reform was taken in the 2022 budget by the decision to phase out the special contribution to social security, introduced 
in 1994.
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Table 3

Proposed reforms in the NRRP and country challenges identified  
in the 2019 and 2020 country specific recommendations for Belgium

Country specific  
recommendation  

(CSR)

Proposed reform  
in the RRP

Axis / Component Federal  
state

Flemish  
community

Other  
regions and  

communities 1

Public finances / Fiscal sustainability of long‑term care and pension systems (CSR #1 of 2019)

End of career and pensions 4.4 × − −

Spending Reviews 6.1 × × FWB, RBC, WAL

Labour market / Education (CSR #2 of 2019 and 2020)

Digisprong 4.1 − × −

Higher Education Advancement Fund 4.1 − × −

Fight against school dropout 4.1 − − FWB

Fight against discrimination  
in the labour market 4.2 × − −

Skills qualification strategy 4.2 − − RBC

More inclusive labour market 4.2 − × −

Cumulative regime and mobility towards 
sectors with shortages 5.1 × − −

Tax reform on labour 2 5.1 × − −

Learning account 5.1 × − −

Training and labour market 5.1 − × −

Support scheme for job seekers 5.1 − − WAL

Investment (CSR #3 of 2019 and 2020)

Improved energy subsidy scheme 1.1 − × GER, RBC

Regulatory framework  
for H2 and CO2 markets 1.2 × × RBC, WAL

Fiscal reform of fossil fuels 2 1.2 × − −

Introduction of 5G – National plan 2.3 × − −

Performance contracts Infrabel / SNCB 3.2 × − −

Mobility budget 3.2 × − −

Zero‑emission company cars 3.3 × − −

Recharging infrastructure 3.3 − − RBC

Durable mobility 3.3 − − WAL

Stimulating zero‑emission transport 3.3 − × −

New approach on emission fraud 3.3 − × −

Broadening Innovation Base 5.2 − × −

Regional strategy for economic transition 5.3 − − RBC

Governance Circular Flanders 5.3 − × −

Business climate (CSR#4 of 2019 and CSR #3 of 2020)

Simplification of administrative 
procedures : e‑government for enterprises 2.2 × − −

e‑government : tendering procedure 2.2 × − −

Faster permit and appeal processes 5.2 − × −
      

Sources :  EC (2021b), Belgian National Recovery and Resilience Plan.
1 Walloon Region (WAL), French Community (FWB), Brussels‑Capital Region (RBC) and German‑speaking Community (GER).
2 There are no milestones and targets for this reform.
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The third CSR for the year 2020 recommends that Belgium front-loads mature public investment projects and 
promotes private investment. Investment should focus on the green and digital transition, in particular on 
infrastructure for sustainable transport, clean and efficient production and use of energy, digital infrastructure, 
such as 5G and gigabit networks, and research and innovation. This aligns mostly with the preferred investment 
domains in the third CSR for the year 2019. These recommendations are targeted by different reforms under 
the following components : renovation of buildings (1.1), emerging energy technologies (1.2), optic fibre, 5G & 
new technologies (2.3), modal shift (3.2), greening road transport (3.3), supporting economic activity (5.2) and 
circular economy (5.3). The reforms aim to improve energy subsidy schemes, make federal fiscality more climate 
friendly, promote further the mobility budget as an alternative for company cars and emission-free transport, 
promote the circular economy and remove obstacles to the introduction of 5G and a better internet accessibility.

The fourth CSR of the year  2019 and part of the third recommendation of the year  2020 are targeted at 
improving the business climate. More specifically, they intend to reduce the regulatory and administrative burden 
to encourage entrepreneurship and remove barriers to competition in services, particularly telecommunication, 
retail and professional services. Reforms under the public administration (2.2) and supporting economic activity 
(5.2) components aim to address this recommendation by simplifying administrative procedures through the 
digital transformation of government services and accelerating different procedures for enterprises and citizens. 
The EC remarks that the Plan only partially addresses the recommendation to reduce the regulatory and 
administrative burden as the Plan does not address the complexity of labour law nor the recommendation to 
remove barriers to competition in services, in particular regulated professions (EC, 2021b).

3. Comparison with the other National Recovery and Resilience Plans

For the sake of comparing data, the comparison only covers the contents of the National Recovery and Resilience 
Plans as accepted by the EC in June 2021 and endorsed by the (Ecofin) Council in July. Priority has been given 
to European documents and sources insofar as the NRRPs were drafted following different structures.

Taking the amounts set out in the recovery plans as approved by Ecofin also implies that the grant figures are 
assumed to correspond to those set provisionally under the EU 2021/241 Regulation relative to the Recovery 
and Resilience Facility 1.

Also, in our comparison, no consideration is taken of spending outside the NRRP under (separate) national 
recovery plans 2 or investment plans. In reality, Germany, France and Belgium and, to a lesser extent, Italy have 
devoted more own resources to recovery or investment plans than they have received in grants under the RRF. 
For instance, the German National Recovery and Resilience Plan (worth around € 25 billion) finances part of the 
€ 50 billion “Future Package” (Zukunftspaket) which is itself part of a fiscal stimulus of € 130 billion announced 
in June 2020. In France, the France Relance programme unveiled in September 2020 officially involved some 
€ 100 billion3 and only € 40 billion of that was financed by RRF grants. In Belgium, the regional governments 
have also planned substantial additional expenditure for recovery outside of the NRRP as their recovery plans 
are only financed partially by the RRF. The most important are the Plan de relance of € 7.6 billion initiated by 
the Walloon government, which is financed by the RRF only for an amount of € 1.48 billion, and the Flemish 
government’s € 4.3 billion Plan Vlaamse Veerkracht, which is financed to the tune of € 2.255 billion by the RRF.

1 The declines in GDP over 2020 and 2021 are based on the European Commission’s autumn 2020 economic forecasts. The allocation of 
grants will nevertheless be reviewed in June 2022 on the basis of the first national accounts estimate endorsed by Eurostat in spring 2022. 
Also, some countries could receive more grants under the RRF and other less.

2 The first report from the France Relance plan’s assessment committee in October 2021 gives a comparison of the German, French, Italian, 
Spanish and UK national recovery plans in the broad sense (i.e. going beyond just the NRRPs).

3 According to the OECD (2021a), only € 87.3 billion has an impact on the general government financing balance according to the national 
accounts concepts.
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On 12 October 2021, the French government (2021b) announced the France 2030  investment plan : with its 
budget of € 30 billion until 2025, it will back up France Relance and target further investment most notably in 
the energy sector (€ 8 billion), as well as the health (€ 7 billion) and transport sectors (€ 4 billion) (OECD, 2021a). 
In Germany, the traffic-light coalition is envisaging an additional climate and digital investment plan and, in 
Belgium, as part of the budget for 2022, the federal government has given its stamp of approval to the recovery 
and investment plan proposed by the Secretary of State for Economic Recovery and Strategic Investments 
(2021). In addition to the federal investment under the Belgian NRRP, this plan includes € 328 million worth of 
federal-government-level investment already added to own funds in April 2021 plus another one billion worth 
of investment added to Belgium’s plan for growth and transition in October 2021 1.

In the same vein, in Italy, the global recovery plan has a budget of € 235 billion, but RRF funding accounts for 
€ 191  billion (including € 69  billion in grants) and React-EU, another programme under the Next Generation 
EU Recovery Plan, also brings in € 13.5 billion. The Italian government has nevertheless planned to top all this 
up with national resources to the tune of € 30  billion via a supplementary investment fund (OECD,  2021b). 
In the 2022 budget, it has injected an additional fiscal stimulus of € 30 billion, in the form of tax cuts, public 
investment and social spending.

Likewise, as far as the reforms are concerned, this article sticks to those set out in the milestones and targets 
in the Council Implementing Decisions for individual NRRPs, putting more emphasis on the milestones than 
the targets 2.

Structural reforms could have been implemented before the NRRPs were adopted or can still be freely 
implemented by governments over the 2021-2026 period without having to be included in the milestones. Some 
governments have actually preferred to not be seen imposing any constraints in terms of schedules for sensitive 
reforms such as pension reform. This was most notably the case with the German government as it did not 
want to reveal anything about this type of reform, with the NRRP due to be approved by the Ecofin Council in 
July, too close to the general election scheduled for September.

Lastly, for the purposes of the analysis given in this comparative section, the plans are considered as presented :
	¡ European funds are not ultimately used to finance tax cuts or some other kind of spending to that envisaged 

in the plan ;
	¡ governments manage to carry out all the investment on schedule, with no uptake or administrative 

management problems, nor supply constraints (no shortage of labour, equipment, etc.).

3.1 Expenditure

3.1.1 Grants

The scale of the NRRP resources differ substantially among the five countries under consideration. Italy is 
the only one to have applied directly for loans and it has asked for the maximum amount of loans allowed, 
i.e. € 122.6  billion, 6.8 % of its  2019 gross national income (Sapala and Thomassen,  2021). Together with 
€ 68.9 billion worth of grants, Italy is expected to receive no less than € 191.5 billion of RRF funding.

1 Like the NRRP, the supplementary federal projects concern renovation of buildings, emerging technologies (hydrogen and offshore solar 
power), digitalisation of the public sector, cyber security, connection to 5G in underserved “white areas” and development of 6G, rail 
transport, reinforcing scientific research, as well as various initiatives under inclusion policies.

2 Milestones consist of legislative, decree, regulatory measures or reform elements, while targets tend to represent quantified objectives in 
terms of results to be achieved.
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Spain may apply for loans later for a potential amount of around € 70  billion 1, probably for the  2024-
2026 period. It will receive the highest absolute amount of RRF grants : € 69.5 billion. As Spain is the smallest 
of the four big euro area economies, it will thus also receive the highest share of RRF grants in relation to GDP.

While being a smaller economy than Germany, France will get € 39.4 billion worth of RRF grants, whereas Germany 
will be entitled to € 25.6 billion. And as mentioned in section 2, Belgium is expected to receive € 5.9 billion.

Based on the timing of the instalments foreseen in EC documents in June and July (2021), the time profile for 
the grants and loans to be received is fairly similar across the five countries considered and is hump-shaped, 
with smaller amounts at the beginning and at the end than in the middle of the period. Expenditure is expected 
to have started and/or take place before the payment request so that the time profile of spending may be even 
more frontloaded than that for the grants as illustrated for Belgium in section 2.

The timing of the instalments has been slightly delayed in Spain as Spain has concluded its Operational 
Arrangements with the EC (2021s) and sent its first payment request only in November. France and Italy may come 
up with their first payment request by the end of this year too.

3.1.2 Expenditure breakdown

Capital expenditure dominates in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs) of the five countries 
considered. These expenditures comprise both public investment and transfers to the private sector (firms and 
households). Some current expenditure is however also part of the NRRPs.

1 The Spanish recovery plan “envisages a mobilisation of more than € 140 billion in public investment until 2026 with a significant 
concentration of investments (and reforms) in the first phase of the Next Generation EU plan, covering the 2021-2023 period. Given the 
high level of uncertainty with regard to key variables, the Plan provides greater details for the initial phase entailing the mobilisation of 
nearly € 70 billion in transfers from the RRF. This initial programme is intended to be supplemented by the loans set forth in the RRF to 
finance the continuation of the investment programmes after 2023” (Gobierno de España, 2021b).

Chart  3

The time profile of RRF grants and loans is hump-shaped and frontloaded in the five countries
(percentage of the total amount to be received, in € billion on the right)

2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

25.6

39.4
191.5

5.9

69.5

68.9

BEDE ESFR IT IT (grants & loans)

  
Sources : EC (2021m, n, o, p and q), Ecofin (2021b), own calculations.
In this chart and in the text, we don’t take the prefinancing of 13 % into account.



14NBB Economic Review ¡ December 2021 ¡ National Recovery and Resilience Plans

All NRRPs are required to allocate at least 37 % to climate and 20 % to digital spending 1. The European 
Commission’s assessment (see chart  4) shows that all countries meet those targets, sometimes spending 
substantially more than required on these issues.

Belgium is allocating the highest share to climate funding (50 %), followed by France (46 %). Italy, in contrast, 
only just reaches its target with 37.5 % of climate spending. These numbers nevertheless need to be put in 
perspective. Countries for which the NRRP is only a small part of their overall recovery plan, like Germany and 
France, could easily allocate most of their climate spending to their NRRP and finance other types of spending 
themselves. This differs from Italy and Spain, where most of the recovery plan is financed through the RRF. 
The targets thus do not really appear to matter for countries with larger recovery plans, and the share of climate 
spending in their NRRP overstates the actual share in their overall national recovery plans 2.

Keeping the same caveat for comparisons in mind, the share of digital expenditure also differs between 
countries. In Germany, digitalisation (52 %) is the main objective financed in the NRRP. Additional investment in 
this area is warranted as Germany scores barely above the EU average in the EC’s Digital Economy and Society 
Index (EC, 2020c), lower than might be expected given its level of national income. Other countries spend a 
much lower share, between 20 and 30 %, on digitalisation, although they perform only slightly better (Belgium 
and Spain) or even (slightly) worse (France and Italy) on the same index.

1 The target only concerns spending on climate mitigation and adaptation. Below, we also discuss other aspects of the green transition. 
To calculate the share of climate and digital spending, the EC labels each investment as fully (100%) or partially (40%) climate or digital 
(Mahieu, 2021).

2 In fact, the Green Recovery Tracker (2021) analyses the share of climate spending for the full recovery plans. Using a methodology similar 
to the EC’s, but stricter in terms of classifying expenditure as “climate”, it comes up with the following shares : France (19 %, against 29 % 
in the NRRP) and Germany (21 %, against 38 % in the NRRP).

Chart  4
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It should also be noted that, in Italy, Spain and France, about one-third of RRF grants and loans go towards 
financing other expenditure which is neither green nor digital 1. This highlights the fact that, in Italy and Spain, 
the RRF constitutes most of the recovery funding, which needs to be used to cover a wide set of priorities.

Below, we analyse in detail what constitutes green, digital and other spending in these countries’ plans. On the 
surface, the plans look similar since they all focus on the green and digital transition. However, within these 
topics, they sometimes focus on different issues, or on different approaches to address those issues. For these 
comparisons, we will rely on a classification of expenditure published by Bruegel (Darvas et al., 2021) 2, which 
provides a detailed picture of what constitutes this green and digital spending. A table with countries’ spending 
per category according to this classification (in absolute amounts) can be found in Annex 1.

3.1.2.1 Green transition

All countries spend most of the RRF grants (and loans) for the green transition on similar broad categories 
– mobility, energy and energy efficiency – but with important differences in their approaches. However, not all 
green funding is directed towards climate change as the plans also include spending on topics such as biodiversity 
and clean water and air for which the primary objective is not climate change mitigation.

1 Note that in the EC’s assessment, climate and digital are not necessarily mutually exclusive. An investment can be counted, for example, as 
100 % climate and 40 % digital. Nonetheless, this kind of overlap is rare and the share of “other spending” is close to the amount of non-
digital and non-green spending.

2 Darvas et al. (2021) allocate to each spending item a “primary classification” which corresponds to its most important field of intervention. 
For example, the primary classification for a climate intervention with a digital component would be climate (and it would also receive 
a secondary classification as digital). We will use the primary classification of expenditure. This differs from the EC’s assessment which 
classifies some spending as partly (40 %) climate or digital. Nevertheless, the share of spending allocated to digital and climate in Bruegel’s 
and the EC’s classification is broadly similar.

Chart  5
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Sustainable mobility is the most important green expenditure in all countries, ranging from 35 % (France) to 
50 % (Germany) of overall green spending. This kind of spending goes mostly into high-speed trains (40 %), 
electric mobility (33 %) and public transport (23 %) 1, albeit with big differences between countries. In Italy, most 
mobility expenditure goes towards the development of high-speed rail lines. Germany and Spain, on the other 
hand, prioritise electric mobility. But, the German scheme, which provides incentives for purchasing electric cars 
has been criticised for also including hybrid cars (Green Recovery Tracker, 2021). Belgium and France favour a 
variety of measures supporting public transport and soft mobility. In Belgium, the Federal State invests most in 
trains, Flanders in cycling infrastructure and Wallonia in other forms of public transport (tram, bus and metro).

Energy efficiency is the second most important category of green spending for all countries except Germany. Its 
share ranges from around 20 % of green spending for Germany, Italy and Spain to around 30 % for Belgium 
and France. Energy efficiency of buildings captures 98 % of this spending 2. Indeed, reaching the 2030 targets 
on energy efficiency will be a challenge, especially in Belgium. Belgium will need to increase its annual rate 
of renovation of public and private buildings from 0.5 % to 3 % to reach its 2030 emissions reduction target 
(EC 2021b).

The approach to improve energy efficiency in buildings differs between countries. In Italy, for example, most of 
this spending will be devoted to providing tax deductions – the so-called “Ecobonus” – to encourage energy 
improvements in private homes. In Belgium, funding goes mostly towards renovation of social housing and public 
buildings (mainly in Wallonia and Brussels), but also to improved subsidy schemes (most important in Flanders).

Energy is the third main category of green spending, with a share of around 20 % in the different countries, 
ranging from 10 % in France to 28 % in Germany. This funding goes mostly into renewable energy and hydrogen 
(78 %) and to a lesser extent into electricity grids (22 %).

All countries devote funding to the development of hydrogen, which includes projects for the production, 
transport and use of hydrogen in hard-to-abate sectors. In Germany, in particular, most energy projects are 
hydrogen related, in support of its National Hydrogen Strategy. With respect to renewable energy, Belgium and 
France were two out of only three EU countries that were at a “severe risk” of failing to meet their targets 
for 2020 (EC 2020b) 3. Nonetheless, they also invest more in the development of (green) hydrogen than in the 
expansion of renewables, though the Belgian plan does include support for offshore wind and networks for 
renewable heat.

In the biodiversity, circular economy, and air and water quality category, more than half of the funding goes 
towards biodiversity and a bit less than a quarter to the other topics. Spain, in particular, devotes a lot of its 
funding to preserving coastal spaces, ecosystems and biodiversity.

Other topics which receive less attention are climate change adaptation projects (6 % of green spending), which 
include the Blue Deal in Flanders to improve the availability of water ; support for green tech innovation (4 %), 
mostly in France ; and sustainable agriculture (3 %).

3.1.2.2 Digital transition

Digital spending in the five countries covers four topics : digital public sector (31 %) ; digitalisation of business 
(22 %) ; digital skills and inclusion (16 %) ; and R&D, advanced technologies and connectivity (30 %). However, the 
different countries focus on different topics.

1 Throughout section 3.1.2, such overall shares of spending on categories refer to non-weighted shares of spending in the five  
countries considered.

2 The remaining 2% concerns non-building energy efficiency, which includes investment to improve energy efficiency of production processes 
in France.

3 The final assessment of whether countries met their 2020 target will not be made until April 2022.
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Digitalisation of the public sector is an important component representing about half of all digital spending in 
Germany and France, 42 % in Belgium and 35 % in Spain, but only 20 % in Italy. Germany’s focus on the public 
sector is understandable as it scores well below the EU average on an index of digital public services (20th out 
of 27 in the EU) according to the EC (2020c). The plans contain a variety of measures including digitalisation of 
the workplace, e-government and access to services, open data and digitalisation of health.

Digital skills and digital inclusion receive by far the most attention in Spain (29 % of digital spending) and 
Belgium (38 %). Spain is aiming to improve digital skills in the general population, with a focus on SME 
employees. Belgium’s plans consist to a large extent of Flemish investment in digital schools.

Digitalisation of business is a priority for Italy (36 % of digital spending) and to a lesser extent in Germany 
(13 %). In the other countries’ NRRPs, it is conspicuous by its absence, but businesses will also benefit (directly or 
indirectly) from progress in the other areas of digitalisation covered in the plans. As in many areas of digitalisation, 
Italy is actually the worst performer among the five countries when it comes to businesses (ranking 21st out of 
27 in the EU, EC 2020c). The Italian NRRP aims to boost the uptake of digital technologies by businesses through 
a system of tax credits mostly for the acquisition of tangible and intangible assets. The German plan, by contrast, 
specifically supports the automotive industry in its digital transformation.

The last category of digital spending – R&D, advanced technologies and connectivity – is important in all plans, 
ranging from 19 % of digital spending in Belgium to 36 % in Spain. Italy and Spain invest much of this funding 
in connectivity, both through broadband and 5G, with the objective of bringing fast internet to underserved 
households and other places such as hospitals and schools. In Belgium, the federal government invests in cyber 
security and Wallonia in improving connections for schools and business parks. Throughout the plans, there is 
much attention paid to upcoming topics, notably artificial intelligence, 5G and cyber security.

Chart  6
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Sources : Darvas et al. (2021), Belgian National Recovery and Resilience Plan, own calculations.
The “R&D, advanced technologies and connectivity” category comprises “Digital-related investment in R&D”, “Investment in digital capacities 
and deployment of advanced technologies (including cyber security)” and “Connectivity”. “Other communities and regions” comprises the 
Walloon Region, French Community, Brussels-Capital Region and German-speaking Community.
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3.1.2.3 Other spending (neither green nor digital)

While green and digital investment receive most attention, many other components of the plans are important 
as well. Italy, Spain and France spend about one-third on such other topics, against 16 % in Belgium and 7 % 
in Germany, according to Bruegel’s classification. Given the large size of Italy’s and Spain’s plans, they spend 
important amounts of money on these other topics.

A variety of topics beyond the green and digital transition are covered by the plans : labour market, education 
and skills (23 %) ; R&D and innovation (18 %) ; economic, social and territorial cohesion (18 %) ; health (16 %) ; 
and culture and tourism (10 %). Many of these domains also have a digital or green component, which has 
already been covered in the previous sections. Here we focus, unless otherwise stated, on the non-digital and 
non-green aspects of these topics.

Much R&D and innovation in the plans is directed towards green and digital topics. But in other areas, too, 
there is support for R&D, notably in Belgium (46 % of neither green nor digital spending) and Germany (37 %). 
Germany finances vaccine research. In Belgium, this includes support for an “EU Biotech School and health hub” 
in Wallonia, for the aerospace and space sector by the federal level and for a variety of sectors, with the focus 
on digitalisation, sustainability and health, by the Flemish government.

Spending classified as economic, social and territorial cohesion is highest in Italy (25 %), Germany (25 %) 
and Belgium (23 %). However, many of the projects we have already discussed also contribute to different 
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Sources : Darvas et al. (2021), Belgian National Recovery and Resilience Plan, own calculations.
The “Other” category contains spending on SMEs ; sports ; infrastructure ; justice and combatting corruption ; and crisis preparedness and 
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Capital Region and German-speaking Community.



19NBB Economic Review ¡ December 2021 ¡ National Recovery and Resilience Plans

forms of cohesion within countries. This category covers mostly projects that address social cohesion. In each 
of these countries, this involves investment in childcare, while Italy and Belgium (Wallonia) will also invest in 
social housing.

Health is an important aspect of the French (27 %) and Italian (19 %) plans. On top of the efforts for further 
digitalisation of the health system, the French plan funds renovation and equipment for hospitals and care homes 
for the elderly. Italy invests in hospital infrastructure and technology as well, but also focuses on proximity in 
health services, by funding telemedicine, local health services and care at home.

Investment in the labour market, education and skills (non-digital) is highest in France (48 %) and Germany 
(36 %). In France, this includes subsidies for hiring interns, trainings for people in short-term work schemes 
and subsidies for employers using “professionalisation contracts” (combination of work and training). Similarly, 
Germany will support apprenticeships by giving financial support to firms for hiring apprentices. Belgium funds 
several projects in this domain, including investments in higher education and life-long learning in Flanders, 
and in the integration of vulnerable people on the labour market in Brussels.

Both Spain (15 %) and Italy (10 %) use the plans to support their cultural and touristic sectors, with most funding 
going towards the latter and an emphasis on the green and digital transition of these sectors. Given the impact 
of COVID-19 on tourism, Spain will support, in particular, its islands that are heavily reliant on tourism. It will also 
fund implementation of sustainability plans more broadly on its territory in different destinations and invest in 
digitalisation, energy efficiency and the rehabilitation of historical sites. Similarly, Italy will support the digitalisation 
and competitiveness of the tourism sector, including by enhancing the attraction of small historical towns.

Finally, the “Other” category covers a wide variety of topics. In the case of Spain, it involves almost exclusively support 
to SMEs (19 % of neither green nor digital spending). For Italy, it consists of a mixture of spending on infrastructure 
(3 %), justice and combatting corruption (4 %), SMEs (3 %), sports (1 %) and uncategorised investment (4 %).

3.2 Reforms

In section 1, we illustrated that Italy and Spain were facing more structural challenges – and more comprehensive 
ones  – than Germany, France and Belgium 1. These were translated into more in-depth country-specific 
recommendations for the years  2019 and 2020 compared to their peers. In this section, we first show that, 
in  exchange for higher grants and loans, reforms are more numerous and deeper in Italy and Spain than in 
the other countries, then that both Southern European countries have responded in a satisfactory manner to a 
higher number of CSRs and, finally, that most major reforms are frontloaded in these countries.

3.2.1 Number and depth of reforms

In the case of Italy and Spain, the National Recovery and Resilience Plans contain more reforms and the Council 
Implementing Decisions refer to more targets and milestones than in the other three countries considered, even 
if we should take these numbers with a pinch of salt for several reasons. First, in some cases, reforms may be 
divided into small components spread over time. For example, in some countries like Belgium, we find milestones 
for spending reviews every year. Second, France regards the extra targeting of its coronavirus support measures 
(including the short-time work scheme) as a reform, while equivalent measures have not been recognised 
as reforms or milestones in other countries. Third, in some cases, recurrent instruments are presented as 
reforms : for instance, the Belgian federal government has concluded performance contracts with the railway 
infrastructure (Infrabel) and operator (SNCB) for more than two decades. Fourth, the distinction made by the 
EC between investment and reforms is not always straightforward.

1 See section 2 for a full description of the reforms planned in Belgium.
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The reforms envisaged in the NRRPs and translated into milestones in the annexes to the Council Implementing 
Decisions are deeper and more comprehensive in Italy and Spain than in the other countries.

Germany is the country that has integrated the least reforms and milestones into its NRRP. The milestones to 
which the German government committed to are mostly enabling and sectoral reforms. The main German 
reforms seek to unlock long-standing investment bottlenecks thanks to a simplification of the planning and 
approval procedure for the transport sector, a joint programme between the federal government and the 
Länder to remove barriers to investment and an increase of staff of the public consulting agency supporting 
municipalities and other public entities. Digitalisation of the public sector and/or specific public services such as 
health is a reform that will be (at least partly) financed by the RRF grants in all countries under consideration. 
It is also often part of the efforts to reduce the administrative burden for citizens and businesses.

In Belgium, the reforms are both more numerous and more diverse than in Germany. Several horizontal structural 
reforms are mentioned such as those related to pensions and labour market (including a focus on the end 
of career). They are notified as milestones but they remain at this stage largely unspecified. The introduction 
of spending reviews may also be considered as a tool for a horizontal structural reform. Such a tool is also 
mentioned in all countries considered but Germany. Enabling and sectoral reforms are also components of the 
Belgian NRRP.

In France, there are not many or any in-depth horizontal structural reforms in the NRRP and the related milestones 
are also few and far between, so some reforms that have already been implemented have been recorded as 
creation of a new branch within Social Security in 2020 to cover people against the loss of autonomy. The NRRP 
covers the reform of unemployment which should encourage companies to offer more permanent contracts 
instead of fixed-term contracts. Health system reforms should make the careers of healthcare workers more 
attractive and facilitate the organisation of local care. Other reforms (notably the Law on the acceleration 
and simplification of public action, loi ASAP 1) are helping to reduce the administrative and regulatory burden 
weighing on companies and citizens.

France may be distinguished from the other countries under consideration by its reform of the public finances 
governance framework, especially by (re)establishing a multi-annual spending norm and reinforcing the 
prerogatives of its fiscal policy council. As for public administration, recruitment procedures will be revised. 
Besides, the modalities of transfer of powers between the State and local authorities should be simplified 2.

1 By way of example, this Law simplifies prior authorisation procedures for the construction of an industrial plant, relaxes the rules governing 
online sales of medicine as well as the right to public procurement for SMEs and facilitates offshore wind farms or the use of energy cheques.

2 Via the 4D law for “decentralisation, differentiation, deconcentration” and “decomplexification”.

Table 4

More reforms are included in the Italian and Spanish National Recovery and Resilience Plans than  
in the Plans of the other countries

DE FR IT ES BE

Reforms 15 21 58 102 35

Milestones and targets (covering reforms and investment) 129 175 527 416 210

of which :

Milestones 54 70 213 169 126

Targets 75 105 314 247 84
      

Sources :  EC (2021r), ECOFIN (2021b), Ministero dell’Economia e delle Finanze (2021b).
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At the other extreme, Italy and Spain are countries where numerous substantial horizontal structural reforms are 
both planned and subject to milestones, besides enabling and sectoral reforms. In both countries, such reforms 
relate to active labour market policies, compulsory education and universities, health, tax administration and 
fight against tax evasion and fraud, public procurement and insolvency framework.

A comprehensive (mostly parametric) pension reform to be implemented in several steps is one of the 
30 components of the Spanish NRRP and these steps are translated into hard milestones 1. The Italian NRRP does 
not include any such reform since the “quota 100” – a temporary mechanism allowing people to retire at 62 after 
38 years of work introduced by the Conte I Government – was expected 2 to come to an end by the end of 2021.

The Spanish government is also more committed to labour market reforms than Italy. Such reforms are planned 
to reduce the use of temporary contracts, to set up a new flexibility and stabilisation mechanism to provide 
internal flexibility for firms and stability for workers in the face of cyclical and structural shocks, to move back 
partly from local to sectoral bargaining, to align the rights of people working in subcontracting companies 
with those of employees in the contracting company, to simplify and enhance the effectiveness of recruitment 
incentives and to reform the regulation of non-contributory unemployment support 3.

As for pension reforms, several of these labour market reforms are subject to the outcome of the social dialogue 
process and their final design is therefore yet to be determined. The ongoing implementation of the latter 
reforms is not taking place without tension within the minority coalition government (Dombey and Hall, 2021) 
and the “disjointed pieces of reforms could clash with each other” as some measures tend to introduce more 
flexicurity and others less flexibility (Corti et al., 2021). In a more diplomatic tone, the Ecofin Council (2021a) 
noted that “these reforms should be part of a comprehensive approach that balances the need for flexibility 
and security in the labour market” and added that “this applies in particular to the flexibility and stabilisation 
mechanism and to the reform of collective bargaining”.

In Italy, besides measures tackling undeclared work, the two main labour market reforms identified by Corti et al. 
(2021) are a national programme for employment guarantee and a national new skills plan 4.

Conversely, Italy is implementing a comprehensive reform of both the public administration and justice, the lack 
of it in Spain being criticised notably by Corti et  al. (2021). The Italian reform of the public administration 
encompasses several dimensions : public employment including hiring processes, simplification, career, skills (also 
reforming the teaching profession) and reduction of late payments to citizens and businesses. In Spain, initiatives 
are limited to reduce temporary employment in the public sector. The main targets of the justice reform are 
the reduction in both the length of legal proceedings and the backlog of cases, while significant milestones 
comprise, on top of the reform of the insolvency framework and the digitalisation of justice, reforms of civil 
justice, criminal justice and tax courts.

1 The final design of the Spanish pension reform has been left open, as it depends on the outcome of the social dialogue process. 
Nevertheless, it builds on the Toledo Pact recommendations, which benefit from a broad parliamentary consensus (EC, 2021f). It aims 
at striking the right balance between preserving adequacy and long-term sustainability. Some elements will raise pension expenditure in 
the medium to long term, in particular measures re-linking pensions to the consumer price index on a permanent basis and dissociating 
initial pension levels from changes in life expectancy. Other measures are expected to partially mitigate the impact of the reform on fiscal 
sustainability : measures seeking to bring the effective retirement age closer to the statutory retirement age, changing the tax base for the 
self-employed, widening the contribution period for the calculation of pension benefits and increasing the maximum contribution bases 
together with the corresponding pension benefit levels.

2 In the Budget 2022, the Draghi government closed this opportunity for early retirement but allowed a last step with a “quota 102” 
in 2022, meaning that people aged 64 would be allowed to retire if they have contributed to the system for 38 years. Also, the age 
at which women may retire earlier has been postponed by two years from 58 to 60 years for salaried workers and 59 to 61 for self-
employed, an 18-month window still being included on top of it. Conversely, further jobs have been recognised as arduous allowing 
early retirement, including kindergarten and primary teachers, warehouse, delivery and cleaning workers, beauticians, porters and health 
technicians (il Sole 24 ore, 2021).

3 This reform pursues the following objectives : (i) to extend unemployment protection ; (ii) to simplify the system ; (iii) to link the benefit to a 
personalised activation itinerary ; (iv) to facilitate the transition to social protection when the beneficiary does not return to work and is in a 
vulnerable situation (Ecofin, 2021b).

4 Both plans have to be adopted by the national government after agreement with the Regions. The aim of the first is to overcome the excessive 
heterogeneity of the services provided at the local level while the second aims to reorganise training of workers in transition or unemployed, 
through strengthening the vocational training system and defining essential quality levels for upskilling and re-skilling activities in favour of the 
unemployed, the beneficiaries of a citizenship income and workers in short-time work schemes or derogating from wage integration.
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Italy is also committed to competition reforms. In particular, annual competition laws (to be adopted each 
year over the 2021-2024 period) aim to remove barriers to competition in various sectors, notably in utilities, 
waste management and transport (ports, etc.).

3.2.2 Coverage of country-specific recommendations

In its Council Implementing Decisions on the NRRPs of the five countries considered, the Ecofin Council (2021a) 
expects the reforms undertaken by the five countries to contribute to effectively addressing a significant sub-set 
of the challenges identified in the relevant country-specific recommendations.

Table 5

Italy and Spain are expected to meet more of their 2019 and 2020 Country‑Specific Recommendations 
in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans than the other three countries

Broad Category Policy areas DE FR IT ES BE

Public finance and taxation Fiscal policy and governance

Sustainability of public finances

Tax burden on labour

Broaden tax bases done

Tax evasion, administration and avoidance

Financial sector Financial services done

Housing market

Access to finance done

Labour market, education and  
social policies

Employment Protection Legislation and labour contracts done

Unemployment benefits

Active labour market policies

Incentives to work, job creation and market participation

Wages and wage setting

Health and long‑term care

Poverty reduction and social inclusion done

Education

Skills and life‑long learning

Structural policies Research and innovation

Competition and regulatory framework

Competition in services

Telecom, postal and local public services

Energy, resources and climate change

Transport

Public administration and  
business environment

Business environment

Public administration

Civil justice

Shadow economy and corruption

Sources :  EC (2021l), own selection and presentation.
Dark green = fully satisfy the CSR ; light green = significantly satisfy the CSR ; orange = only partially satisfy the CSR ; blank = there is no CSR 
in this matter ; done = this CSR was satisfied before the NRRP was endorsed. For Spain, we have noticed that the colour of several cases 
differs in the EC (2021q) presentation but we have given priority to the horizontal analysis.
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The share of CSRs with satisfactory coverage in the RRP (green cases in the table above) is larger in countries 
like Italy and Spain that get a larger share of RRF grants in relation to the size of their economy and have had 
to face more challenges and more comprehensive recommendations.

Belgium is the sole country considered where the CSRs are mostly only partially covered in the NRRP (orange 
cases). This has to be read in relation with a worse assessment by the EC and Ecofin (2021) on the “coherence” 
criterion. While acknowledging that the plan displays a set of reforms and investments that support the 
objectives of recovery, green and digital transition and resilience, the individual measures are coherent with these 
objectives and the plan does not present any inconsistencies or contradictions and some measures are mutually 
reinforcing and complementary also across government levels, Ecofin (2021) notes in its Implementing Decision 
for Belgium that “In some instances, the potential of some investments could have been further reinforced by 
more far-reaching complementary reforms. In particular, the measures to increase employment and improve 
labour market performance are not accompanied by concrete measures to reduce disincentives to work from 
the tax system”. Lack of specification for the tax reform in energy and labour has been criticised. The lack of 
reform for competition in services has also been stressed by the EC and endorsed by Ecofin.

3.2.3 Timing of reforms

In all five countries, most milestones 1 for reforms are expected to be reached by the end of 2023  (see table in 
Annex 2). The reforms are thus frontloaded. And with the exception of Germany where legislative elections took 
place in September 2021 and where the first milestones are set only for 2022, very significant reforms are even 
expected by the end of this year. In most countries, governments needed to put in place the governance framework 
for an as smooth as possible implementation of the Plan and to remove barriers and bottlenecks to investment.

The time pressure put on governments and parliaments to approve reforms has been very high especially in 
Spain as this country has been the first to introduce a request to receive RRF grants 2. The first list of structural 
reforms relate notably to the labour market, pensions, education, spending reviews,…

The Italian government is also working very hard to reach the first list of 27 reform milestones to be met by the 
end of the year which includes a range of issues including the entry into force of legislation for civil and criminal 
justice and insolvency framework, the simplification and entry into force of a procurement system, the approval 
of Decrees on the two main labour market reforms (guaranteeing employability of workers and national plan 
for new skills), the reinforcement of the Economic and Finance Ministry for the spending review that will take 
place in the next few years, a university reform, etc.

In exchange for the loans to be received, the Italian government is also required to meet further milestones, 
mainly in terms of investment but also reforms, in particular the approval of simplification and acceleration 
of procedures 3.

In Belgium, the milestones expected to be met by the end of 2021 for a first instalment to be received in the 
first half of 2022  include a submission for approval by the Council of Ministers of the federal government of 
the pension reform proposal, the federal decisions on the learning account, the mobility budget and the zero-
emission company car reform, as well as a national plan for the introduction of 5G, the Walloon revision of 
the support scheme for job-seekers and the Flemish decisions on the governance of Circular Flanders and on 
stimulating zero-emission transport.

1 Targets of reforms are mostly expected to be reached in the second part of the programme (2024-2026).
2 The timing used in the table in the Annex is that mentioned by EC staff in their presentations in meetings to discuss the Council 

Implementing Decisions on the approval of the assessment of the individual National Recovery and Resilience Plans.
3 These include the creation of Commissioners in special economic zones and the ownership transfer of bridges.
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4. Macroeconomic impact

All National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs) contain an estimate of the short- to medium-term as well as 
long-term macroeconomic impact on their domestic economies. These estimates were made within individual 
national governments (DG Trésor in France) or through independent institutions like the Federal Planning Bureau 
(2021a) in Belgium or DIW Berlin (2021) in Germany. These estimates rely on different modelling approaches so 
it is difficult to compare them. Moreover, these estimates generally do not take into account the fiscal spillover 
that each NRRP may have on the other EU economies.

Therefore, we refer to the Quest simulations performed by Pfeiffer et al. (2021) as they are consistent for all EU 
Member States and they quantify spillovers from NGEU investment 1. They rely on several assumptions including 
the following :
	¡ they include not only RRF grants but also other smaller NGEU grants ;
	¡ the (RRF) loans are only those requested by Member States before 8 June 2021. Therefore, an amount of 

€ 122 billion in loans is included for Italy but nothing for Spain (even though the Spanish government intends 
to request RRF loans later on) ;

1 Other institutions and analysts have produced simulations of the macroeconomic impact of the NGEU for the euro area or the EU as a 
whole. Some of these simulations also include results for some or all (individual) countries. The four big euro area economies are illustrated 
in Bankowski et al. (2021). Codogno and van den Noord (2021a and b) have focused their discussion on the core versus periphery but they 
have illustrated results for Italy and Spain. However, in a previous stylised simulation, Codogno (2020) had estimated the additional GDP 
growth that could be expected by each EU country on the basis of an ad-hoc set of multipliers. Amiot and Broyer (2021) also simulated 
implied annual GDP growth and cumulative GDP growth for all EU27 countries in both a low-impact and high-impact GDP growth scenario 
with the differences between the two scenarios reflecting different assumptions in terms of absorption rates and multipliers.

Chart  8

The impact of the NGEU on real GDP is higher in Member States receiving a larger share of grants 
while smaller economies may also benefit greatly from spillovers
(contribution in percentage points to the deviation of real GDP from a no-NGEU baseline, implementation over 2021-2024)
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	¡ all grants are assumed to be spent on additional and productive investment projects, while EU loans are 
assumed to be 50 % additional 1 ;

	¡ in the fast scenario that we consider here, all Member States allocate spending evenly across four years 
(2021-2024) ;

	¡ they do not consider any further expenditure financed by the Member States while most Recovery Plans 
actually incorporate further spending financed from national resources and governments have considered 

1 This assumption is more binding for some countries than others. In Germany, most expenditure is not found to be additional as “Germany 
allocates a large part of its investment funding to already planned projects” (Corti et al., 2021). For Belgium, we do not consider all NRRP 
expenditure as additional. In other words, we consider that some Belgian projects would also have been implemented without NGEU.

Chart 8 (next)

The impact of the NGEU on real GDP is higher in Member States receiving a larger share of grants 
while smaller economies may also benefit greatly from spillovers
(contribution in percentage points to the deviation of real GDP from a no-NGEU baseline, implementation over 2021-2024)
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Source : Pfeiffer et al. (2021).
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additional investment plans notably with a view to accelerating the green and digital transitions or closing 
the accumulated public investment gap.

In all countries, as a result of a similar four-year implementation period, the impact on real GDP increases during 
the investment period, reaches a maximum in the fourth year and then decreases as there is no new public 
investment contributing automatically to GDP. From the fifth year onwards, there will still be a positive impact 
of public investment on private investment and productivity.

The macroeconomic impact of the Next Generation EU is estimated to be over 2.5 percentage points of GDP in 
Italy and Spain as they receive substantial grants. Even though Spain will get more grants than Italy, the impact 
on real GDP is greater in Italy than in Spain as, unlike its Iberian neighbour, Italy has requested huge loans.

Reflecting significant uncertainty, the order of magnitude found in the EC simulations may to some extent 
differ from that found in the simulations performed by the recipient countries themselves. The Spanish 
authorities estimate a cumulative increase in GDP level of 2.8 %, 4.1 % and 4.2 % for the first three full years 
of implementation of the NRRP (2022 and 2024) when strong demand effects will be accompanied by a gradual 
contribution from the supply side. This estimate is higher than that of the EC estimates because of the use of 
higher multipliers 1 and because of more frontloaded and concentrated expenditure.

The Italian authorities also estimate a higher impact of the NRRP on the GDP than in the EC simulations : by 2026, 
Italian GDP is expected to rise by 3.6 % according to the Ministero dell’Economia e delle Finanze (2021b), rather 
than the 1.5 to 2.5 % estimated by the Commission. Part of the gap stems from differences in size of the NRRPs : 
while the EC considers only € 144 billion, the Italian Finance Ministry included € 183 billion worth of spending, 

1 The Spanish authorities justify the higher and more persistent multipliers used in their projections on the assumption that deeper and more 
persistent negative output gaps amplify the effectiveness of fiscal stimulus in crisis years (EC, 2021f).

Chart  9

The four big euro area economies are generating most of the fiscal spillovers
(contribution in percentage points to the deviation of real GDP after four years from a no-NGEU baseline, implementation over 2021-2024)
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(EC, 2021e), but it says only around 62 % of these resources are expected to be used for public investment 1. The 
Italian projections also assume a higher efficiency of public capital than the Commission analysis.

In Belgium, the impact estimated by the Federal Planning Bureau (2021a) is smaller than that calculated by 
the Commission, even when spillover effects are not taken into account. The FPB found that economic activity 
would be on average 0.14 % of real GDP higher over the period 2021-2026 than in a baseline scenario without 
a Recovery Plan, with a maximum impact of 0.21 % in 2022. Among the factors explaining the difference, first, 
the Commission considers all expenditure as investments while FPB has used the expected economic breakdown 
of the spending, with 88 % of the NRRP’s expenditure directly intended to increase the capital stock through 
public investment and aid to private investment and, secondly, the FPB has only considered the RRF while the 
Commission has also included the non-RRF items of the NGEU (such as React-EU, …). In Germany 2 and France 3, 
the national estimates are closer to the Commission’s results.

In all Member States, fiscal spillovers from the public investment by other Member States contribute to the 
positive impact of the NGEU on the volume of economic activity. These spillovers benefit small open economies 
like Belgium more than the four big economies. Belgium is even expected to benefit more from the spillovers 
from the other NRRPs than from its own Recovery Plan.

Due to their size, the four big euro area economies are generating most of the fiscal spillover effects across each 
other and on the other (smaller) economies such as Belgium.

Boxes within the Commission’s analysis of the individual NRRPs (EC,  2021b, c, d, e and f) contain further 
information on the maximum number of jobs created thanks to the NGEU. These figures correspond to the 
peak deviation from the baseline in the Pfeiffer et al. (2021) simulations. Given the much higher fiscal stimulus 
(especially when loans are included), the number of job creations is estimated to be much higher in Italy and 
Spain than in the other countries. Expressed in relation to the scope of fiscal stimulus facilitated by NGEU grants 
and loans, the NRRPs are found in the simulations to be more job-intensive in Germany and France than in the 
other Member States surveyed. This result confirms the poor employment content of the extra growth generated 
by the Italian NRRP found by Merler (2021).

1 A minor share of the funding will be used for incentives for business investment and reducing taxes on labour and, to a limited extent, for 
current government expenditure and transfers to households (EC, 2021e).

2 On behalf of the German Federal Ministry of Finance, DIW Berlin (Clemens et al., 2021) found a maximum impact of just the German 
NRRP (thus without any spillover from the NRRPs of the other EU27 countries) of 0.16 percentage point of GDP in 2025 (deviation from 
the baseline in that year).

3 As can be read in the French NRRP (Gouvernement français, 2021a), DG Trésor estimated the impact of the NRRP on its own at around 
1.5 % of GDP in 2021 (including a 0.2 percentage point contribution of spillovers, knowing that Germany, Italy, Spain and Belgium 
account for 40 % of world demand addressed to France) while the impact fluctuates between 0.5 and 1 % of GDP up to 2040.

Table 6

Estimates of jobs created per billion euro spent vary substantially from one country to another

Number of  
jobs created

Fiscal stimulus in € billion  
(NGEU grants)

Jobs created  
per € billion injected

DE 135 000 31.2 4 300

FR 157 000 46.2 3 400

IT 240 000 88.8
(210.8)

2 700
(1 100)

ES 250 000 88.6 2 800

BE 12 000 6.7 1 800

Sources :  EC (2021a), EC (2021 b, c, d, e and f), Pfeiffer et al. (2021), own calculations.  
Figures within brackets for Italy include loans.
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In Belgium, even taking the spillover effects of the other NRRPs into account, the NRRP is expected to generate 
only 12 000 new jobs, less than 2 000 per billion euro received (and spent). Hence, it appears that the Belgian 
NRRP is more geared towards achieving productivity gains (and wage increases) than employment gains. In its 
economic impact assessment (that neither included the impact of the reforms nor the spillovers), the Federal 
Planning Bureau (2021a) drew a similar conclusion.

Besides, as for some national simulations like that performed by the Federal Planning Bureau (2021a), the 
macroeconomic impact simulated by Pfeiffer et al. (2021) relates only to the expenditure side of the NRRPs while 
the reforms are also adopted with a view to boosting the economies’ growth potential. Also, positive interactions 
between investment projects and reforms are not considered in these July 2021 simulations.

The lasting impact of reforms is nevertheless discussed qualitatively 1 in the Commission’s analysis of the 
individual NRRPs as it is one of the 13 criteria to be taken into consideration in the assessment.

Conclusion

This article has analysed the National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs) of the largest EU Member States 
– Germany, France, Italy and Spain – as well as Belgium. In exchange for EU grants and loans, these countries 
have submitted NRRPs describing the investment and reforms that they intend to carry out with a view to 
strengthening their economies both in the short term and in the medium and long run. Together, these countries 
account for more than half of all grants (and loans) from the EU Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF). Owing to 
their vulnerabilities before the COVID-19 crisis and the severe economic damage caused by the pandemic itself, 
Italy and Spain will be the main beneficiaries.

According to these plans, grants (and loans) will be used mainly to finance green and digital investment as 
requested. Italy, Spain and France also intend to spend about one-third on projects other than green and digital 
ones (either other investment or current expenditure), a much higher share than in Belgium and Germany. 
Given the large size of Italy’s and Spain’s NRRP, they are expected to spend significant amounts on these other 
projects. Reflecting the need to remedy existing economic vulnerabilities and their specialisation in tourism, Italy 
and Spain have diversified their spending across categories such as labour market, education and skills ; R&D and 
innovation ; economic, social and territorial cohesion ; health ; culture and tourism.

As expected, the countries that have received the biggest amount of grants are also found to be those that 
have committed to more comprehensive reforms designed to effectively address all or a significant sub-set of 
challenges identified in the relevant country-specific recommendations, the latter reflecting imbalances and 
structural weaknesses. As the RRF is a performance-based programme, the countries need to attain the agreed 
milestones to receive the grants according to a hump-shaped and frontloaded disbursement timeline. Italy and 
Spain were also planning to reach substantial reform milestones across a wide array of domains in a very short 
period of time. Substantial reforms, even horizontal ones, have already been implemented in 2021 before the 
first instalment of grants was requested.

Reforms to be implemented in 2022 and over the next few years are still significant, especially in Italy and Spain. 
Their governments seem to have fully understood that the RRF is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the less 
resilient countries and/or those most affected by the COVID-19  crisis to help remedy their structural problems 
through investment and reform. Going forward, the success of the NGEU will depend on the actual implementation.

1 The boxes on the growth impact of the NRRPs also mention previous estimates (Varga and in’t Veld, 2014), where simulations were 
made of the GDP-generating impact over 10 and 20 years of structural reforms halving the gap vis-à-vis the best performers in terms of 
indicators of structural reforms.
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The analysis in this article also puts the Belgian investment projects and reforms into perspective. In exchange 
for much less RRF grant money (maximum € 5.9 billion), the reforms Belgium has committed to the EU are more 
limited in number and depth and less comprehensive than in the case of Italy and Spain. For Belgium too, this is 
a good opportunity to help push through structural reforms supporting the green and digital transitions and 
enhancing the growth potential of its economy in a sustainable way.
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Annexes

Annex 1

Comparison of digital, green and other spending in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans
(in € million, unless otherwise stated)

Germany 2 France 2 Italy Spain Belgium Federal 
state

Flemish 
community

Other 
communi
ties and 
regions 1

Digital spending

R&D, advanced technologies and  
connectivity 3 466 2 040 12 270 4 499 266 79 0 187

Digital public sector 7 323 3 014 7 750 4 315 585 318 121 146

Digital skills and digital inclusion 1 473 739 5 460 3 593 526 30 411 85

Digitalisation of businesses 1 899 385 14 330 0 3 0 0 3

Sub‑total digital 14 161 6 178 39 810 12 407 1 379 426 532 421

         

Green spending

Biodiversity, circular economy,  
air and water quality 0 1 516 5 290 3 733 2 223 29 80 114

Energy efficiency 2 577 6 125 19 420 6 820 1 012 11 298 703

Other 0 3 590 14 810 1 051 512 0 291 221

Sustainable mobility 5 928 6 980 33 360 13 203 1 293 429 468 396

Energy 3 259 1 975 13 400 6 085 531 245 169 117

Sub‑total green 11 764 20 186 86 280 30 892 3 571 713 1 306 1 552

         

Other spending  
(neither green nor digital)

Other 50 340 10 530 5 194 8 0 8 0

Culture and tourism 0 703 6 410 3 925 0 0 0 0

Economic, social, and  
territorial cohesion 500 0 16 590 2 792 227 0 0 227

Labour market, education and  
skills (non‑digital) 725 6 949 10 970 6 087 256 15 129 112

Health 0 4 003 12 690 1 069 35 35 0 0

R&D and innovation  
(non‑green and non‑digital) 750 2 593 8 220 7 162 449 60 280 109

Sub‑total other spending 2 025 14 588 65 410 26 229 975 110 417 448

         

Total (in € billion) 27.9 40.9 191.5 69.5 5.9 1.2 2.3 2.4

Sources :  Darvas et al. (2021), Belgian National Recovery and Resilience Plan, own calculations.
1 Walloon Region, French Community, Brussels‑Capital Region and German‑speaking Community.
2 The total amounts in the German and French plans exceed their allocated RRF grants because these represent gross (including VAT) amounts.
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Annex 2

In Italy and Spain, the most comprehensive reforms are frontloaded 
(calendar of the main reform milestones)

Germany France Italy Spain Belgium

June  
2021

RD teleworking
Digital competence plan
Organic law on education
Law on climate change 
and energy transition + 
RDs on energy
Reduce temporary 
employment in PA
RD minimum vital 
income
Various spending reviews
Various changes in taxes

December  
2021

Labour market :
Short‑time work schemes
Unemployment insurance
Health and security 
at work

Loss of autonomy as a new 
branch of Social security
Simplification of 
governance of hospitals
Various governance of 
public finance 1

Green budget and transfer 
of management of the rail 
network of local interest 
to the regions
Housing : better targeting 
of “aides personnelles 
au logement”

Public administration :
steps to implement the 
NRRP (governance, …)
Simplification and entry 
into force of procurement 
system
Civil and criminal 
Justice and insolvency 
framework : entry into 
force of enabling legislation
Entry into force of RD “ICT 
procurement” and “Cloud 
first and interoperability”
Review of possible actions 
to reduce tax evasion
Spending review 
(reinforcement of Finance 
Ministry)
Law to promote renewable 
gas production and 
consumption
Management and 
sustainable use of water
Single customs desk
Whole university system
Framework law 
for disability
RDs Guaranteed 
employability of workers 
and national plan for new 
skills
Loans :
Various simplification 
and acceleration of 
procedures / processes 
(+ Commissioner in 
Special economic zones + 
ownership transfer of 
bridges, …)
New organisational model 
for territorial healthcare 
assistance network
National program on 
air pollution control

Labour market :
Simplification of 
contracts
Internal flexibility, job 
stability and reskilling of 
workers in transition
Collective bargaining
Rights of persons 
working in subcontracted 
companies
Access to professions of 
lawyers and procuradores

Assignment of 700 MHz 
spectrum band and 
reduction of 5G spectrum 
taxation
Modernisation of tax 
agency and enhanced 
assistance to taxpayers
Indexation of pensions 
and alignment of the 
effective and the legal 
retirement ages

End of career and pensions 
(proposal submitted for 
approval to the Council 
of Ministers of the federal 
government)
Learning account (FED)
Support scheme for job 
seekers (WAL)
Introduction of 5G 
(national plan)
Mobility budget and 
zero‑emission company 
cars (FED)
Governance Circular 
Flanders and stimulating 
zero‑emission transport 
(FLA)
Spending review (pilot)

Sources :  Ecofin (2021b) and National Recovery and Resilience Plans, own selection.
AI = Artificial intelligence, ALMP = Active labour market policy, EV = Electric vehicles, FED = Federal government , FLA = Flemish Community , 
FWB = Fédération Wallonie‑Bruxelles (French Community) , GER = German‑speaking Community , HR = Human resources, MD = Ministerial 
decree, PA = Public administration, PD = Partnerscharft Deutschland, PES = Public employment Services, RBC = Région de Bruxelles‑Capitale , 
RD = Royal or Inter‑ministerial Decree (or Decree in a republic), VET = Vocational and educational training, WAL = Wallonia.
1 Within the Law “4D” (for “decentralisation, differentiation, deconcentration” and “decomplexification”), local authorities earn the right 

to differentiation ; implementation of several recommendations of the Commission pour l’avenir des finances publiques (multiannual 
expenditure rule and extension of the “prerogatives” of the fiscal council ; COVID‑19 debt containment scheme ; audit mission of the Court 
of Auditors on public finances ; results of the productivity reforms).

2 Housing ; quality of architecture and building environment ; horizontal property law to facilitate funding for rehabilitation ; strengthening 
inter‑territorial cooperation ; reinforcing public policies evaluation ; local administrative regimes ; efficiency of judicial procedures ; waste and 
contaminated soil ; business creation and growth ; start‑ups ; 5G Cybersecurity ; sports.

3 The Pinel scheme opens the right to a tax reduction calculated on the purchase price of new or rehabilitated housing to achieve the 
technical performance of new housing.

4 Laws on Equity, universality and cohesion of the NHS, on the Framework statute for statutory health service staff and on guarantees and 
rational use of medical products.
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Annex 2

In Italy and Spain, the most comprehensive reforms are frontloaded (continued 1)
(calendar of the main reform milestones)

Germany France Italy Spain Belgium

June  
2022

Extension of tax exemption 
for purely EVs
Acceleration of planning 
and approval procedures 
in the transport sector
Digitalisation of PA : 
implementation of the 
Online access Act
Social guarantee 2021
Childcare financing Act

Public employment in 
the PA : entry into force 
of enabling legislation + 
reform of teaching 
profession
Tax administration
Justice : recruitment 
procedures for 
administrative courts
Public procurement : 
entry into force of the 
Code
Spending review : savings 
target 2023‑2025
National strategy for 
circular economy
Technical support for local 
authorities
Procedures for 
energy‑efficiency 
interventions & 
management of 
hydrological risk
Loans :
National program on waste 
management

General and integrated 
framework for the 
provision of public health
Integrated VET
Insolvency, telecom 
and audio‑visual 
communication laws (entry 
into force)
Taxes on fluorinated gases 
(+vehicle registration and 
traffic)
Law tax evasion and fraud
Social security contribution 
and pensions for the 
self‑employed

End of career (action plan)
Lifelong learning (FLA)
Improved energy subsidy 
scheme (FLA, RBC, GER)
Regulatory framework for 
H2 and CO2 markets (FED)
Recharging infrastructure 
and strategy for economic 
transition (RBC)
e‑government tender (FED)

December  
2022

Law Climate & Resilience 
and RD anti‑waste and 
circular economy
Acceleration and 
simplification of public 
action, 4D law (entry into 
force of the laws)
Civil service transformation 
(recruitment & equal 
opportunities)
Reorganisation of the 
provision of services by 
Pôle Emploi

Tax courts and 
administration
Civil and criminal justice 
and insolvency : entry into 
force of delegated acts
Annual Competition 
Law 2021
Integrated water services 
(entry into force)
Competitive award of 
concessions in ports
Procedures for the strategic 
planning process
Compulsory education
Tertiary advanced schools
ALMPs and VET : entry into 
force at the regional level 
of all plans for the PES
Loans :
Student housing regulation 
(entry into force)

Labour market :
Activation policies 
(modernisation)
Hiring incentives
Unemployment support

Assignment of 26 GHz 
spectrum band
National procurement 
strategy
Entry into force of many 
laws 2

Anti‑fraud law
Various pension reforms

Digisprong (FLA)
Fight against school 
dropout (FWB)
Faster permit and appeal 
processes (FLA)
Broadening innovation 
base (FLA)
5G : revision of legislative 
framework on radiation 
standards (FLA, WAL, RBC)
Durable mobility (WAL)
Spending review

Sources :  Ecofin (2021b) and National Recovery and Resilience Plans, own selection.
AI = Artificial intelligence, ALMP = Active labour market policy, EV = Electric vehicles, FED = Federal government , FLA = Flemish Community , 
FWB = Fédération Wallonie‑Bruxelles (French Community) , GER = German‑speaking Community , HR = Human resources, MD = Ministerial 
decree, PA = Public administration, PD = Partnerscharft Deutschland, PES = Public employment Services, RBC = Région de Bruxelles‑Capitale , 
RD = Royal or Inter‑ministerial Decree (or Decree in a republic), VET = Vocational and educational training, WAL = Wallonia.
1 Within the Law “4D” (for “decentralisation, differentiation, deconcentration” and “decomplexification”), local authorities earn the right 

to differentiation ; implementation of several recommendations of the Commission pour l’avenir des finances publiques (multiannual 
expenditure rule and extension of the “prerogatives” of the fiscal council ; COVID‑19 debt containment scheme ; audit mission of the Court 
of Auditors on public finances ; results of the productivity reforms).

2 Housing ; quality of architecture and building environment ; horizontal property law to facilitate funding for rehabilitation ; strengthening 
inter‑territorial cooperation ; reinforcing public policies evaluation ; local administrative regimes ; efficiency of judicial procedures ; waste and 
contaminated soil ; business creation and growth ; start‑ups ; 5G Cybersecurity ; sports.

3 The Pinel scheme opens the right to a tax reduction calculated on the purchase price of new or rehabilitated housing to achieve the 
technical performance of new housing.

4 Laws on Equity, universality and cohesion of the NHS, on the Framework statute for statutory health service staff and on guarantees and 
rational use of medical products.

 



33NBB Economic Review ¡ December 2021 ¡ National Recovery and Resilience Plans

Annex 2

In Italy and Spain, the most comprehensive reforms are frontloaded (continued 2)
(calendar of the main reform milestones)

Germany France Italy Spain Belgium

June  
2023

Digitalisation of PA 
(implementation of 
the online access act 
and European identity 
ecosystem)

Civil and criminal justice :  
entry into force of the 
reform
Public employment :  
entry into force of legal 
acts for the reform
Public procurement :  
entry into force of the 
reform of the Code
Reduction of late 
payments by PA and 
health authorities
Entry into force of  
a framework law which 
strengthens the actions in 
favour of non‑self‑sufficient 
elderly people

Whole university system
Entry into force of Family 
diversity law & social 
services law
Tax benefit review and 
modifications

Performance contract 
Infrabel / SNCB (FED)
Emission fraud : legal 
framework for vehicle 
emission monitoring (FLA)

December  
2023

Housing (more targeted 
“Pinel” scheme 3 and 
zero‑interest rate loans)
Research programming law
New Public finances 
programming law

Digitalisation of Justice
eProcurement fully 
operational
PA : strategic HR 
management
Industrial property system
Annual competition law 
2022 into force
Compulsory and  
higher education :  
into force

Digitalisation of PES
Law on sustainable mobility 
and transport financing
Laws on industry, copyright 
and cinema
Various laws on health 4

Labour market :
Fight against 
discrimination, cumulative 
regime and mobility 
towards sectors with 
shortages (FED)
More inclusive labour 
market and higher 
education advancement 
fund (FLA)
Requalification strategy 
(RBC)

Simplification of 
administrative procedure : 
online creation of business
Spending review

June  
2024

Public accounting rules
Spending review : 
completion for 2023
Tax administration : 
operational capacity
Simplification procedures 
(onshore and offshore) 
renewable energies
Undeclared work 
(implementation)

Adoption of pension 
reform by the Federal 
Parliament

December  
2024

Annual assessment of 
quality of public spending

PA : implementation 
of simplification and 
digitalisation of 200 critical 
procedures affecting 
citizens and business
Annual competition law 
2023

Modern and digital 
public administration

E‑government :  
implementation of  
a new tool
Emission fraud (FLA)
Spending review

Sources :  Ecofin (2021b) and National Recovery and Resilience Plans, own selection.
AI = Artificial intelligence, ALMP = Active labour market policy, EV = Electric vehicles, FED = Federal government , FLA = Flemish Community , 
FWB = Fédération Wallonie‑Bruxelles (French Community) , GER = German‑speaking Community , HR = Human resources, MD = Ministerial 
decree, PA = Public administration, PD = Partnerscharft Deutschland, PES = Public employment Services, RBC = Région de Bruxelles‑Capitale , 
RD = Royal or Inter‑ministerial Decree (or Decree in a republic), VET = Vocational and educational training, WAL = Wallonia.
1 Within the Law “4D” (for “decentralisation, differentiation, deconcentration” and “decomplexification”), local authorities earn the right 

to differentiation ; implementation of several recommendations of the Commission pour l’avenir des finances publiques (multiannual 
expenditure rule and extension of the “prerogatives” of the fiscal council ; COVID‑19 debt containment scheme ; audit mission of the Court 
of Auditors on public finances ; results of the productivity reforms).

2 Housing ; quality of architecture and building environment ; horizontal property law to facilitate funding for rehabilitation ; strengthening 
inter‑territorial cooperation ; reinforcing public policies evaluation ; local administrative regimes ; efficiency of judicial procedures ; waste and 
contaminated soil ; business creation and growth ; start‑ups ; 5G Cybersecurity ; sports.

3 The Pinel scheme opens the right to a tax reduction calculated on the purchase price of new or rehabilitated housing to achieve the 
technical performance of new housing.

4 Laws on Equity, universality and cohesion of the NHS, on the Framework statute for statutory health service staff and on guarantees and 
rational use of medical products.
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Annex 2

In Italy and Spain, the most comprehensive reforms are frontloaded (continued 3)
(calendar of the main reform milestones)

Germany France Italy Spain Belgium

June  
2025

Implementation of 
the simplification 
and digitalisation of 
50 additional critical 
procedures
PA : increase absorption of 
investment
Spending review : 
completion for 2024

December  
2025

Reducing administrative 
burden for citizens and 
businesses

Annual competition law 
2024

June  
2026

Innovative data policy
Modernisation of registers
Digital pension overview
Expansion of consulting 
agency PD
Evaluation of measures

Law Climate & Resilience 
(implementing act)
4D Law (evaluation)
Structural aspects of 
Research programming law

Accrual accounting system : 
public entities trained and 
applied for 90 % of whole 
public sector
Subnational fiscal 
framework
Spending review : 
completion for 2025

Completion of projects 
on AI

      

Sources :  Ecofin (2021b) and National Recovery and Resilience Plans, own selection.
AI = Artificial intelligence, ALMP = Active labour market policy, EV = Electric vehicles, FED = Federal government , FLA = Flemish Community , 
FWB = Fédération Wallonie‑Bruxelles (French Community) , GER = German‑speaking Community , HR = Human resources, MD = Ministerial 
decree, PA = Public administration, PD = Partnerscharft Deutschland, PES = Public employment Services, RBC = Région de Bruxelles‑Capitale , 
RD = Royal or Inter‑ministerial Decree (or Decree in a republic), VET = Vocational and educational training, WAL = Wallonia.
1 Within the Law “4D” (for “decentralisation, differentiation, deconcentration” and “decomplexification”), local authorities earn the right 

to differentiation ; implementation of several recommendations of the Commission pour l’avenir des finances publiques (multiannual 
expenditure rule and extension of the “prerogatives” of the fiscal council ; COVID‑19 debt containment scheme ; audit mission of the Court 
of Auditors on public finances ; results of the productivity reforms).

2 Housing ; quality of architecture and building environment ; horizontal property law to facilitate funding for rehabilitation ; strengthening 
inter‑territorial cooperation ; reinforcing public policies evaluation ; local administrative regimes ; efficiency of judicial procedures ; waste and 
contaminated soil ; business creation and growth ; start‑ups ; 5G Cybersecurity ; sports.

3 The Pinel scheme opens the right to a tax reduction calculated on the purchase price of new or rehabilitated housing to achieve the 
technical performance of new housing.

4 Laws on Equity, universality and cohesion of the NHS, on the Framework statute for statutory health service staff and on guarantees and 
rational use of medical products.
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