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“A ‘Macroregional strategy’ is an integrated 
framework endorsed by the European Council, 
to address common challenges faced by a  
defined geographical area relating to Member  
States and third countries located in the same 
geographical area which thereby benefit  
from strengthened cooperation contributing 
to achievement of economic, social and  
territorial cohesion.”
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/cooperation/macro-regional-strategies/

www.interact-eu.net
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As the EU macro-regional strategies 
continue to grow, new multi-gov-
ernment practices, evaluation and 
research weigh in to support their 
development.
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With the EU Strategy for the Bal-
tic Sea Region endorsed by the 
EU Member States in 2009, the 
concept of macro-regional strat-
egies has started and spread to 
three other regions: the Danube 
Region, the Adriatic and Ionian 
Region and the Alpine Region. 
Other macro-regional strategies 
are under discussion. 

The booklet “Making the Most 
of Macro-regional Strategies” in-
tends to take stock of this de-
velopment and its multifaceted 
aspects. Interact has the task 
to establish a learning process 
among the four strategies. This 
booklet has been planned, de-
signed and conceived in the spirit 
of promoting and spreading the 
macro-regional idea.

In this context, experts from 
academia and think tanks were 
addressed to propose contribu-
tions. Since the start of the mac-
ro-regional endeavour, research 
has played a crucial role in shap-
ing a discourse and a practice 
that can be considered as a com-
pletely new feature of EU integra-
tion and provides an innovative 
approach towards cooperation 
and territorial cohesion. The con-
tribution of academia in this has 
many aspects. First, it has helped 
to establish the macro-regions 
by providing relevant data and 
developing indicators. Second, 
academia has increasingly dealt 
with macro-regional strategies 
as objects of research, be it in 
terms of multi-level governance, 
with regards-to the place-based 

Introduction
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approach or as new forms of 
participation of citizens on the 
European level. More important-
ly, a scientific community has 
emerged that shows a true inter-
est in macro-regional strategies.

A wide range of topics is cov-
ered in this publication, such 
as the involvement of regional 
parliaments in macro-regional 
strategies, general aspects of 
governance, policy integration, 
cross-sectoral cooperation, as 
well as monitoring and evalua-
tion of macro-regional strategies. 
In addition to these horizontal 
aspects, a specific project ex-
ample in the Baltic Sea Region 
illustrates how to overcome chal-
lenges in governance and stake-
holder engagement. Furthermore, 

the concept of a macro-regional 
strategy is also proposed for the 
North Sea region in order to en-
hance regional cooperation and 
thereby share ideas and experi-
ences more effectively. Moreo-
ver, the booklet deals with issues 
such as participation and effects 
of inter-organisational networks 
in the framework of the EU Strat-
egy for the Alpine Region, capac-
ity building at both the individual 
and institutional level, as well as 
the involvement of non-EU Mem-
ber States. 
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Over the last decade, and es-
pecially in post-2013 EU co-
hesion policy, macro-regions 
have evolved into a strategic 
and conceptual instrument that 
shall complement the Member 
State-driven process of European 
integration (see Gänzle and Kern 
2016a). Macro-regional strate-
gies (MRS) highlight the role of 
regions in the implementation of 
EU legislation as well as the need 
for cross-border cooperation to 
achieve stronger territorial cohe-
sion. Their governance architec-
ture is contested; MRS involve, in 
general, a plurality of non-state 
and public actors. However, by 
and large parliaments are not 
present in this discussion. Policy 
implementation and cross-na-
tional cooperation is almost nat-
urally dominated by the executive 
branch of government, i.e., by 
public administrations. Neverthe-
less, there is not only the com-
plexity of the EU multi-level sys-
tem, but also the widespread call 
for a more democratic Union and 

the respective changes in the Lis-
bon Treaty, which bring about a 
stronger role for regions and for 
parliaments. In this context the 
question arises if and how parlia-
ments are or should be involved 
in MRS.

In the EU multi-level parlia-
mentary system, we need to take 
different kinds of parliaments 
into account. This applies also 
to MRS: At supranational EU lev-
el the European Parliament (EP) 
has formally a very limited legis-
lative role (it is the Council which 
adopts MRS). Nevertheless, the 
EP has adopted a more active 
role; it strongly supports the de-
velopment of MRS (it has, for ex-
ample, set up MRS specific MEP 
groups) to create territorial syner-
gies and reduce regional dispar-
ities (European Parliament/ DG 
for Internal Policies 2015). As re-
gards national parliaments (NPs), 
they have to give consent to the 
adoption of MRS in their own ter-
ritory; furthermore, the Council 
of the EU calls for their enhanced 

Gabriele Abels 
University of Tübingen, Germany

Macro-regional strategies 
and regional parliamentary 
involvement
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role in implementation.  But what 
about regional parliaments (RPs) 

– given that MRS are, by definition, 
a regional strategy? This contri-
bution focuses on RPs and their 
MRS participation.

The paper proceeds as follows: 
I briefly address different kinds 
of RPs and their functions in Sec-
tion 1. Section 2 then outlines 
their participation in MRS. In Sec-
tion 3 I discuss the potential ben-
efits of stronger RP involvement 
against the background of MRS 
deficits. 

RPs in the EU: their position  
and functions
Many EU Member States have 
RPs, which can come ‘in different 
shapes’ and with different func-
tions. According to established 

‘catalogues’ of basic parliamen-
tary functions (for a detailed dis-
cussion see Abels 2015), we can 
distinguish between, on the one 
hand, functions that focus on ex-
ecutive-legislative relations. In 
this group legislation clearly dom-

inates; in addition, parliaments 
can be involved in the creation 
of the executive branch and they 
control the executive via various 
means. On the other hand, parlia-
ments fulfil representative func-
tions in relation to the electorate/
citizens. Communication with the 
people is the core; parliaments 
have to be responsive and to ar-
ticulate the interests of the peo-
ple. In addition, in the context of 
EU integration, parliaments have 
to adopt a networking function, 
horizontal as well as vertical in-
ter-parliamentary cooperation be-
come very important. 

The legislative function is con-
sidered to be paramount. Hence, 
there is a widespread and influ-
ential distinction between ‘real’, 
i.e., legislative parliaments and 
parliamentary assemblies. The 
first group of RPs with legisla-
tive powers can be found in eight 
EU Member States (Austria, Bel-
gium, Germany, Italy, Spain, the 
United Kingdom as well as in Fin-
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land and Portugal).1 The areas in 
which these RPs enjoy the right 
to legislate, however, differs ac-
cording to domestic constitution-
al provisions. This group of 73 
RPs was even directly strength-
ened by the Lisbon Treaty and 
can be directly involved – under 
certain conditions – in the new 
system of subsidiarity control.2 

A second group of non-legis-
lative parliamentary assemblies 
is less well researched. This lat-
ter group includes, for example, 
the Conseils Régionaux in the 18 
French administrative regions, 
the Sejmiks in 16 voivodeships 
in Poland, the assemblies of the 
12 provinces in The Netherlands 
or of the 5 regions in Denmark, 
the 13 regional assemblies in the 
Czech Republic or the 21 county 
assemblies in Croatia. Thus, we 
find RPs not only in federal or 
strongly regionalized states, but 
also unitary states have intro-
duced assemblies at subnational 
level as part of decentralization 
of powers. These assemblies 
come under different names and 
also their degree of autonomy 
and their portfolios differ; policy 
responsibilities often include, for 

1 	 In Finland this is restricted to the Åland Island, and 
Portugal to the Azores and Madeira.

2 	 Article 6 of Protocol No. 2 on Subsidiarity and Proportion-
ality of the Lisbon Treaty stipulates that, “it is for each 
national Parliament or each chamber of a national parlia-
ment to consult, where appropriate, regional parliaments 
with legislative powers”. For a detailed discussion of the 
development in six out of the eight EU member states Abels 
and Eppler 2015; Högenauer and Abels 2017.

example, tourism, transport, cul-
ture, regional development. 

Given that existing MRS incor-
porate regions with and those 
without legislative powers, it is 
important to consider both. Fur-
thermore, MRS are not legislative 
in nature, but they focus on the 
implementation of regional pro-
grammes. Therefore, the non-/
legislative distinction is some-
what obsolete in the study of 
MRS. Moreover, all RP share a vi-
tal feature: they are directly elect-
ed by the citizens in their region. 
It is this accountability relation, 
which feeds into the represent-
ative function of RPs and their 
communicative role, and which 
I consider to be most important 
with regards to MRS. 
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Regional parliamentary  
involvement in MRS
There is no comprehensive study 
on the involvement of RPs in 
MRS. Thus, in what follows the 
empirical evidence is varying. It 
is limited to the two oldest MRS, 
i.e., the Strategy for the Baltic 
Sea Region (EUSBSR) and for the 
Danube Region (EUSDR). Howev-
er, these are considered pilot re-
gions. Overall, there is evidence 
of some parliamentary involve-
ment in the EUSBSR and the 
EUSDR. There are two possible 
levels of involvement: (1) at the 
cross-border level via inter-par-
liamentary cooperation; e.g., the 
MRS’ annual fora provide an op-
portunity for RPs to meet and dis-
cuss, (2) in addition, there can be 
domestic involvement; e.g. RPs 
may discuss the MRS with the 
public and they can scrutinize 
regional administrations’ perfor-
mance in MRS implementation.

The EUSBSR was the first MRS 
(see Gänzle and Kern 2016b). 
Started in 2009 it involves eight 
EU Member States (Denmark, Es-
tonia, Finland, Germany, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Poland, Sweden), sev-
eral of which have RPs, plus three 
third countries (Belarus, Norway, 
Russia). In the region, strong par-
liamentary cross-border cooper-
ation existed for many decades. 
Therefore, some observers con-
sider the Baltic Sea Region “as 
a laboratory or inter-parliamen-
tary ‘dialogue’” (Fasone 2013). 

The Nordic Council was founded 
in 1952 to promote inter-parlia-
mentary co-operation among the 
Nordic countries in a number of 
policy areas.3 In 1991 the Baltic 
Sea Parliamentary Conference 
was set up as a “forum for po-
litical dialogue”, which provides   
a “unique parliamentary bridge 
between all the EU- and non-EU 
countries” (BSPC 2016, p. 2). It 

“promotes and drives various ini-
tiatives and efforts to support a 
sustainable environmental, social 
and economic development of 
the Baltic Sea Region” (ibid.). The 
BSPC organises annual confer-
ences and gathers national par-
liamentarians from 11 countries, 
but also from 11 regional parlia-
ments (from Germany: Bremen, 
Hamburg, Mecklenburg-Vorpom-
mern and Schleswig-Holstein; 
from the Finnish Åland Island, the 
Faroe Islands, Greenland, from 
Russia: Leningrad, St Petersburg, 
Kaliningrad; and from the Repub-
lic of Karelia), in addition to five 
Baltic Sea parliamentary organi-
zations. Thus, there was already 
a strong cross-border parliamen-
tary cooperation before the EU-
SBSR was established. 

Given the large number of EU 
Member States (8) in the BSPC 
and given that all of them par-
ticipate in the EUSBSR, it is not 
surprising that the EU has an ef-
fect on this parliamentary coop-

3 http://www.norden.org/en/nordic-council
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eration and that the EUSBSR, its 
development and progress is fre-
quently discussed by the BSPC 
standing groups and at the an-
nual conferences. Thus, there is 
some degree not only of national 
but also of regional parliamen-
tary involvement in this MRS. In 
this case, there were very sup-
portive conditions that already ex-
isted previously and outside the 
EU structure. This finding, how-
ever, does not tell us anything 
about if and how strongly the 
involved RPs communicate the 
MRS with the regional public and 
if such communication could ef-
fect civil society participation and 
ownership.

The EUSDR is the second MRS 
(for a detailed account see Ágh 
2016). It involves 14 countries, 
nine of which are EU Member 
States (Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Czech Republic, Germany, Hunga-
ry, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia) 
plus three Western Balkan coun-
tries (Bosnia-Herzegovina, Monte-
negro, Serbia) as well as Ukraine 
and the Republic of Moldova. 
Again, several of these participat-
ing countries have RPs endowed 
with different competences. 
Unlike the EUSBSR, the EUS-
DR, however, could not build on 
pre-existing inter-parliamentary 
cooperation, while some admin-
istrative cooperation was already 
strengthened with the establish-

ment of the Council of Danube 
cities and regions in 2009. To 
fill the parliamentary gap, a first 
Danube Parliamentary Confer-
ence took place in July 2013, ini-
tiated by the state of Baden-Würt-
temberg, with more than 100 
parliamentarians from national 
and regional assemblies from 10 
different countries.4 At this meet-
ing, the parliamentarians empha-
sised the need for a strong polit-
ical backing by NP and by RP to 
make the EUSDR a long-term suc-
cess (Landtag von Baden-Würt-
temberg 2013, p. 12).

Ever since then annual parlia-
mentary conferences have taken 
place. Yet, again, the existence 
of inter-parliamentary exchange 
does not give us information on 
the communication about and 
control over the EUSDR imple-
mentation at the regional level. 
The state parliament (Landtag) 
of Baden-Württemberg, for exam-
ple, discussed different EUSDR 
aspects several times; in addi-
tion, information on the imple-
mentation of the strategy is part 
of the state governments’ report 
on EU affairs (Europabericht der 
Landesregierung) to the state 
parliament. The fact that – ac-
cording to a recent Flash Euro-
barometer – even in the EUSDR 

4 https://www.donaubuero.de/ 
donauparlamentarierkonferenz
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countries only a minority (less 
than 20%) are aware of the strat-
egy, hints at some communica-
tive shortcomings.

In its report on the govern-
ance of MRS, the Commission 
(2014, p. 5) concludes that while 
meetings of national and region-
al parliamentarians of both MRS 
do take place, there is still need 
for improvement. Hence, she rec-
ommends that for more effective 
coordination and implementation, 

“innovative approaches of net-

working and discussion” (ibid., p. 
9) should be exploited, including 
a “platform for the involvement of 

… regional and multi-governance 
levels, and parliamentary debate” 
(ibid.). These experiences should 
be considered in the design of 
the two recent MRS: the EUSAIR 
(Adriatic and Ionian Region) and 
EUSALP (Alpine Region) – or of 
the pending MRS. Both strategies 
face a situation similar to the EU-
SDR with regards to the lack of 
pre-existing inter-parliamentary 
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cooperation. Thus, the EUSDR 
should be closely studied with re-
gards to its embryonic parliamen-
tary involvement to draw lessons 
for new and pending MRS.

The potential benefits of a stron-
ger role of regional parliamen-
tary involvement
A discussion of the potential ben-
efits of RP involvement has to be 
linked to debates on the deficits 
and problems of MRS. Problems 
arising from the complex govern-
ance structure, from a lack of civ-
il society involvement and lack 
of ownership among public and 
private actors dominate. Stronger 
parliamentary involvement could 
improve the situation and bal-
ance at least some of these defi-
cits because of the complex func-
tions of parliaments, especially 
due to their communicative, con-
trol and networking function (see 
section 2). 

This brief assessment is sup-
ported, for example, by the Euro-
pean Commission (2014, p. 5); 

in a report she demands a better 
involvement of stakeholders, “in-
cluding parliaments at different 
levels” to improve ownership. 
Similarly, the European Parlia-
ment calls for a stronger role of 
regional (and local) actors “to 
avoid ‘the trap of intergovernmen-
tal governance’” (European Parlia-
ment 2015, p. 27) and for instru-
ments “to encourage improved 
commitment of relevant bodies in 
each Member State” (ibid., p. 11) 

– however, the EP study does not 
even mention RPs. 

RPs have to control the per-
formance of public administra-
tions in MRS; this is part of their 
government scrutiny function. 
They can use various control 
tools, such as reporting etc., to 
put pressure on regional govern-
ments. This could improve the 
widely recognised lack of owner-
ship in MRS.

The lack of ownership and – 
linked to this – of civil society 
participation is reflected in the 
low level of knowledge among 
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citizens about MRS. According 
to the recent Flash Eurobarome-
ter 452 only 14% of EU citizens 
know about EUSBSR, only 8% 
about the EUSDR; about 60% of 
EU citizens are not aware that 
EU strategies for cross-border 
regional cooperation exist at all; 
86% of respondents have never 
heard about Interreg, which is 
a strand of programmes estab-
lished already for some years (Eu-
ropean Commission 2017, p. 72, 
78-81). Awareness is sometimes 
higher in those Member States 
who participate in the strategies, 
e.g., 60% of citizens in Finland 
know about the EUSBSR, yet only 
25% in Denmark, and the EUS-
DR numbers are as low as 12 
to 17%. Stronger RP participa-
tion could be remedied because 
have to be accountable to citi-
zens; they have to communicate 
their policies and activities to the 
electorate. 

Parliaments are, however, not 
homogenous actors. While we 
see in some of the report that 

parliaments claim a stronger role 
for themselves (and the subsidi-
arity system hints at the fact that 
also RP can play a stronger role 
in EU affairs), parliaments are in 
fact internally divided along par-
ty lines. This is by and large also 
true for RPs. Political parties 
operate as intermediate actors. 
This means that they mediate be-
tween public actors such as par-
liaments and governments on the 
one hand and citizens – including 
organised civil society – on the 
other hand. Thus, stronger par-
liamentary involvement can – via 
the partisan route – also pro-
mote the interest of civil society 
actors in MRS and support – via 
party-stakeholder ties – their ca-
pacities for participation. 

Nevertheless, we need to be 
realistic about parliamentary en-
gagement. MRS are described 
in the literature as “soft spaces”. 
This soft and transborder nature 
creates restrictions as well as 
possibilities for RPs. Involvement 
in transnational politics is diffi-

“Successful MRS implementation also 
requires communication at regional level 

– and this is the potential stronghold of 
Regional Parliaments who are closer to 
the citizens”
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cult for parliaments, which are, 
by nature, primarily contained to 
the nation states – not least be-
cause of their specific incentive 
structure (winning votes). Hence, 
horizontal cross-border inter-par-
liamentary activities are difficult 
to build up and to sustain. This 
is even more so the case for RPs, 
which are less resourceful than 
their national counterparts. How-
ever, successful MRS implemen-
tation also requires communica-
tion at regional level – and this is 
the potential stronghold of RPs 
who are ‘closer to the citizens’. 
This said, turning MRS into a “lab-
oratory of parliamentary dialogue” 

– in the region and beyond – is si-
multaneously a necessity as well 
as a major challenge. 
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Introduction
The macro-regional strategies 
(MRS) of the European Union (EU) 
are a relatively recent phenome-
non of EU governance. Located 
at the intersection of transna-
tional territorial policy and inter-
governmental regional coopera-
tion, the Strategies for the Baltic 
Sea (2009), Danube (2011), Io-
nian-Adriatic (2014) and Alpine 
(2015) regions, have set out to 
develop new innovative frame-
works for policy reference, orien-
tation and coordination – inviting 
and involving stakeholders and 
actors from subnational, national 
and European levels of govern-
ance. Its National Coordinators, 
Policy and Horizontal Action Co-
ordinators, who pursue various 
jointly defined objectives to tack-
le common concerns and chal-
lenges at macro-regional scale, 
often refer to the strategies and 
their implementation in terms of 

an “experiment” of policy-mak-
ing and fostering multi-level gov-
ernance. This is an adequate de-
scription for capturing the very 
essence of macro-regional strat-
egies as, in a nutshell, experi-
ments that allow to chart hitherto 
unknown territories. However, ac-
cording to a standard definition 
of the term, an experiment also 
needs to be replicable – at least 
as long as they are conducted un-
der similar conditions. 

Clearly, a macro-regional strat-
egy is not an experiment in the 
sense of natural sciences. Still, it 
is worthwhile to consider it as an 
instance of experimentalist gov-
ernance as the contextual con-
ditions in which macro-regional 
strategies operate these days are 
quite comparable: Whether the 
Baltic Sea, the Danube or other 
regions alike – Europe and the 
European Union is in the abyss of 
a fundamental crisis. It started 

Stefan Gänzle 
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as a financial and economic cri-
sis almost ten years ago and has 
subsequently become supersed-
ed by a crisis of confidence and 
legitimacy. Sure, macro-regional 
strategies have not been devised 
as means to cope with the ongo-
ing EU crisis, but still citizens and 
politicians alike are likely to judge 
the macro-regional added-value 
according to the success they 
deliver – or fail to do so. This is 
not an easy task. Macro-region-
al strategies operate in a highly 
complex multi-level environment 
and are permanently confronted 
with high levels of uncertainty 
which they address in an experi-
mental way of ‘trial and error’.

As a concept ‘experimental-
ist governance’ – authored by 
Charles F. Sabel and Jonathan 
Zeitlin – can be conceived as a 
variation of the open method of 
coordination that has come to 
become central in EU policy-mak-

ing after the 2000s, primarily in 
areas where the EU did not have 
core competence, such as em-
ployment, economic policy and 
the European Semester. An ex-
perimentalist governance cycle 
is based on framework rulemak-
ing and the continuous elabo-
ration and revision through a 
recursive review of implementa-
tion experience in different local 
contexts. The experimentalist 
governance approach propels 
a governance architecture that 
resides on four constitutive el-
ements. First, framework goals 
(such as ‘good water status’ or 
‘good environmental status’, GES) 
and measures for gauging their 
achievement established by joint 
action of the member states, EU 
institutions and other actors of 
the EU multilevel governance sys-
tem. Second, national ministries 
or regulatory authorities as so-
called lower-level units are provid-
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ed with sufficient autonomy in im-
plementing framework rules or to 
propose changes to them. Third, 
regularly reporting on perfor-
mance, especially as measured 
by the agreed indicators, and 
participation in a peer review in 
which their own results are com-
pared with those pursuing other 
means to the same general ends. 
Thereafter, there is regular peri-
odic revision of framework goals, 
metrics and procedures by the 
actors who initially established 
them possibly enriched by such 
new participants whose views 
come to be seen as indispensa-
ble to full and fair deliberation.

Defining framework goals
Framework goals have been 

established through efforts of EU 
member and partner states as 
well as public consultation and 
are linked to the objectives of 
Europe 2020. In addition to the 
macro-regional strategies them-
selves, individual Action Plans 
inform and detail the priorities 
and objectives of the overall mac-
ro-regional framework. Yet, the 
Action Plans only provide a rough 
sketch on how to reach rather 
broadly defined goals, thus allow-
ing strategy-relevant, lower-level 
unit participants significant lee-
way in terms of realising the ob-
jectives. Similar to the EU2020 
Strategy for example, the Action 
Plans identify the main societal 
and environmental concerns in 

the respective macro-region and 
thereby break down the EU2020 
headline targets into a specific 
territorial framework. The Ac-
tion Plans have been conceived 
as ‘rolling’ and follow a recursive 
pattern allowing for regular re-
visions. Whereas in the case of 
the EUSBSR the Action Plan was 
already revised in 2015, the EU-
SDR priority co-ordinators have 
been asked by the Commission 
to develop roadmaps including 
targets and milestones which 
need to be achieved to complete 
an action. When considering the 
more recent Action Plans of the 
EUSAIR and EUSALP, it is no-
ticeable that in comparison to 
the first EUSBSR, as well as the 
EUSDR Action Plans, there is a 
tendency towards defining base-
line indicators and enhancing 
result-orientation.

Entrust local units
In the participating countries, 

national co-ordinators (NCs) – 
mostly in foreign ministries and 
(less so) in prime ministers’ offic-
es or ministries responsible for 
regional development – together 
with the high-level group assume 
a key role in terms of overseeing 
the strategy implementation. It 
is crucial that, especially in the 
framework of the EUSDR and the 
EUSAIR, NCs from neighbourhood 
and (potential) candidate coun-
tries operate on a level-playing 
field with those from EU mem-
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ber states. In addition, themat-
ic co-ordinators were appointed 
by the EU member and partner 
states, and eventually confirmed 
by the Commission’s DG Regio 
with the task of, among other 
things, establishing a group of re-
spective counterparts in the par-
ticipating states; i.e., mostly pub-
lic officers from line ministries 
adjacent to the priority themes, 
e.g., infrastructure and transport. 
In most cases, thematic co-ordi-
nators represent (sub-) national 
government agencies and min-
istries, with only a few appoint-
ments from non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs). As one of 
them notes with regards to un-
certainty and experimentalism in 
transnational co-operation with 

regards to the work ethos of min-
isterial officials:

“… [in] that it is easier for PAC/
HAL coming from international 
organisations to grasp and under-
stand how to fulfil the duties as 
PAC/HAL.” The fact that a PAC/
HAL represents the interest of 
eight member states (EUSBSR) 
makes it complicated for a per-
son working in a ministry used to 
a more a reactive behaviour in re-
gards to EU instead of the proac-
tive one needed as PAC/HAL.” 

Local units such as the the-
matic co-ordinators are respon-
sible for the co-ordination of pri-
orities within MRS. In the case 
of the EUSDR, the Priority Area 
dealing with ‘Institutional Capac-
ity and Co-operation’ assumes 
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comparable tasks and has includ-
ed the Central European Initiative 
and the Regional Co-operation 
Council in its Steering Group. In 
both the EUSDR and the EUSBSR, 
subnational entities work as 
PACs/HACs on level-playing fields 
with ministries, e.g., the cities of 
Hamburg and Turku for the top-
ics of education and co-opera-
tion with neighbouring countries, 
as well as in the city of Vienna 
for the EUSDR with regard to ca-
pacity building – a collaborative 
framework that is now becoming 
more important in the frame of 
the Urban Agenda. Especially in 
the EUSALP, cities and, above all, 
regions can be considered the 

backbone of the macro-regional 
governance. The co-ordinators 
lead the respective thematic 
group alongside one or two, or 
even more, institutions from an-
other country/other countries 
participating in the MRS, there-
by underwriting a format of bi- or 
trilateral co-operation within the 
co-ordination tasks in a multilat-
eral macro-regional environment.

Regular reports
Both types of local units – 

thematic co-ordinators and 
NCs – are responsible to their re-
spective home institutions, but 
nevertheless have acquired some 
autonomy over time, a specific 
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of the EU Strategy 
for the Adriatic and 
Ionian Region”, 18 
November 2014, 
Brussels, Belgium
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feature of experimentalist gov-
ernance. The Council requests 
thematic co-ordinators to annu-
ally report their performance to 
the Commission, paving the way 
for a regular revision of frame-
work goals. Moreover, NCs were 
asked by the Commission to pro-
vide reports on their countries’ 
experience with regard to the 
implementation of MRS. The EP 
has also recently highlighted the 

‘positive role’ of MRS in a report 
on the ETC and called for a better 
exchange between managing au-
thorities and MRS.

Framework goals and indica-
tors for self-assessment may vary 
among thematic co-ordinators, 
not only because of the variety 
of policies, but also because of 
the different understanding of 
these actors regarding definition 
and application. Moreover, jointly 
with the public consultations at 
the beginning of the Strategies, 
a very diverse inclusive picture 
of the respective macro-regions 
has emerged, sometimes at the 
cost of consistency of the Action 
Plans. It can be observed that 
from the EUSBSR towards the EU-
SALP, Action Plans have become 
more result-oriented, suggesting 
that there is an experimentalist 
learning process from one Strat-
egy to another, with the result of 
an accelerated implementation 
process and more ‘streamlined’ 
strategies with fewer priorities. 

Revision of framework
The Action Plans provide some 

entry-points for a recursive pro-
cess of target-setting and revi-
sion. In the framework of the Ac-
tion Plan, actions are established 
in policy areas which should be 
completed with corresponding 
projects, some of which are ‘flag-
ships’ as in the case of the EU-
SBSR or ‘strategic projects’ as 
in the EUSDR, thus showing a 
specific macro-regional add-
ed-value. In addition to this, the 
Commission asked PACs to de-
fine targets and the subsequent 
steps required (‘milestones’) in 
order to reach them. This be-
comes clear in view of the new 
reporting method introduced by 
the Danube Strategy Point (DSP), 
established in 2014 as a co-or-
dination body and a ‘one-stop-
shop’ for matters related to the 
EU Strategy for the Danube Re-
gion. The process of macro-re-
gional ‘policy-making’ has clearly 
shown patterns of experimental-
ist governance. The shift of focus 
from macro-regional governance 
towards the governance of MRS 
has been accompanied by an en-
hanced role for NCs in compari-
son to the thematic co-ordinators. 
The European institutions have 
different attitudes towards MRS, 
and some consultative bodies, 
such as the European Econom-
ic and Social Committee (EESC), 
have even called for the refrain-
ment of the ‘Three No’s’; an atti-
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tude that is shared by stakehold-
ers who think that MRS require 
dedicated instruments in order 
to be successful. The informal 
setting of EU MRS provides small-
er states and regions in bigger 
states with the opportunity to 
benefit from economies of scale, 
which is of particular relevance in 
the Balkans.

Conclusion
EU macro-regional strategies and 
their added value have increas-
ingly been discussed and there 
are tendencies to strengthen 
their impact through a result-ori-
ented approach, similar to ESIF 
programmes. This approach has 
also recently been advocated and 
brought forward by the Commis-
sion in its now bi-annual report 
on all four MRS. Moreover, the 
two ‘new’ macro-regional strat-
egies – the EUSAIR and the EU-
SALP – include to a far lesser de-
gree ‘soft’ Priority Areas dealing 
with social policies or capacity 
building than the EUSDR and EU-

SBSR did – which again reflects 
the focused approach also includ-
ed in the thematic concentration 
for ESIF. This evidence supports 
the view that macro-regional 
strategies are a case of experi-
mentalist governance, and that 
the macro-regional approach 
is also used in order to provide 
feedback from one Strategy to 
another, a feedback and learning 
process that is currently support-
ed by the Interact programme. 
There is also a need to ensure 
the mutual support of macro-re-
gional strategies and ESIF, but 
the ongoing relations with policy 
areas other than regional policy 
must also be ensured, especially 
when it comes to the external di-
mensions of EU Policies, as well 
as EU Neighborhood and enlarge-
ment policies. In this regard, it 
will be also essential for the ESIF 
and IPAII programmes to apply 
innovative methods and tools 
regarding spending outside the 
programme area, transnational 
action or innovative approaches 
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such as community-led devel-
opment or integrated territorial 
investment. Experimentalist gov-
ernance directs our attention to 
several critical issues. In particu-
lar, it signals an important flaw 
from an experimentalist perspec-
tive which is ‘diagnostic monitor-
ing’, or put alternatively, reporting 
against agreed indicators, peer 
review, evaluation and revision of 
local plans which remain under-
developed to date. Without ‘ongo-
ing supervision by stakeholders 
of their projects to detect and 
correct problems of design or ex-
ecution as they are encountered’ 
(ibid.), the two-way recursive 
feedback between conception 
and execution at central and lo-
cal levels cannot fully occur.

Several reforms need to be 
enacted in order to enhance the 
performance of macro-regional 
strategies:

First, there is a need for clar-
ification of the concept of what 
macro-regional strategy really 
means. Research can contribute 

to a clarification of the concept, 
e.g., through the experimentalist 
governance or the multi-level gov-
ernance approaches. Additionally, 
in order to understand how mac-
ro-regional strategies contribute 
to the institutional ‘thickness’ of 
regional policy, it may be worth-
while considering them in relation 
to trends in regional development, 
e.g., the place-based approach 
that would avoid a ‘one size fits 
all’ approach for macro-region-
al strategies. This approach 
would highlight the relevance of 
well-functioning institutions for 
regional development.

“The macro-regional approach is also used 
in order to provide feedback from one 
Strategy to another, a learning process 
that is currently supported by the Interact 
programme.”
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Table 1: EU macro-regional Strategies and experimentalist governance (EG)

EG element

R
EC

U
R

SIVE P
R

O
C

ES
S →

EUSBSR EUSDR EUSAIR EUSALP

←
 R

EC
U

R
SIVE P

R
O

C
ES

S

Framework goals Strategy 
& (rev.) 
Action Plan 
SEC(2009) 
712, 

Strategy & Ac-
tion Plan SEC 
(2010)1489

Strategy & 
Action Plan 
SWD(2014) 
190 final

Strategy & Ac-
tion Plan with 
result/policy 
indicators & 
examples for 
indicators/
units

SWD(2015) 
147 final

Delegating to local units Nomination 
of PACs/
HACs/NCs/SG 
Members

Nomination of 
PACs/NCs/SG 
Members

NCs, Pillar 
Coordinators, 
Governing 
Board, involve-
ment of EP 
and EESC

Thematic 
Action Groups 
and their 
Leaders, NCs; 
Executive 
Board & Gen-
eral Assembly

Local units regularly 
reporting on their  
performance with 
agreed indicators/
framework goals

Report to the 
Commission

Report to  
Danube  
Strategy 
Point/ 
Monitoring

Reporting to 
Governing 
Board

Reporting 
to Executive 
Board

Revision of framework 
goals

New Action 
Plan updated 
in 2013 and 
2015, defining 
targets and 
indicators 

SEC(2009) 
712/2 
SWD(2015) 
177

SWD(2017) 
118 final

New Action 
Plan under 
discussion

N/A N/A

← RECURSIVE PROCESS →
(Commission Communications,  

Council Conclusions)
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Second, a clarification of 
responsibilities and tasks is 
needed in order to make the 
Strategies successful, as their ex-
perimentalist character has cre-
ated a significant extent of ‘dis-
order’ in the implementation. In 
this regard, the experimentalist 
approach can help raise aware-
ness about a responsive system 
with mutual information flows 
between a Strategy’s formal and 
informal patterns, with the latter 
being crucial especially in view 
of the absence of macro-region-
al legislation, institutions and 
funding. 

Third, the concept of macro-re-
gional strategies needs to be 
embedded in all of the sectoral 
policies for every participating 
country in order to strengthen 
not only the bottom-up process, 
but also the top-down capacity 
of the macro-regional strategies. 
This means that they need to be 
considered in national ministries 
once governmental programmes 
have been negotiated and they 
should also play a stronger role 
in the future European legislation, 
especially in the European Struc-
tural and Investment Funds regu-
lations and other legal bases for 
European investment. Macro-re-
gional strategies provide a new 
order in so far as they trigger the 
cooperation between the admin-

istration of regional policy and 
political initiatives and also con-
tribute to the coherence of differ-
ent funds and policies, with the 
potential of breaking the organi-
sational ‘silos’ that have emerged 
after several decades of imple-
mentation of the regional policy 
of the EU.

Fourth, a common under-
standing needs to be established 
that the Strategies are long-term 
endeavors aimed at incremen-
tal change and not a mere dupli-
cation of existing programmes 
and related project activities. As 
macro-regional strategies are 
long-term and have no end, they 
bear the capacity to contribute 
to the capitalisation of EU pro-
grammes and projects, thereby 
feeding back into the policy level. 
A comparison between the four 
strategies shows that those more 
recently endorsed have been tied 
closer and closer to the transna-
tional Interreg programmes in the 
respective geographic area.

Fifth, macro-regional strate-
gies might become a forum that 
provides room for criticism refer-
ring to the shortcomings of the 
existing regional and urban policy 
of the EU, as well as insight into 
the real needs on the ground. 
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Introduction
Policy integration and cross-sec-
tional coordination of macro-re-
gional strategies is crucial since 
all of the macro-regional strate-
gies address a diverse range of 
policy areas. Two basic dimen-
sions of policy integration can be 
distinguished. The first refers to 
horizontal integration between 
policy sectors (e.g., different de-
partments and/or professions in 
public authorities) while the sec-
ond refers to vertical inter-govern-
mental integration in policy-mak-
ing (i.e., between different tiers 
of government). In the context 
of macro-regional strategies, 
cross-sectoral policy integration 
is primarily related to the first of 
these two dimensions: horizontal 
integration between policy sec-
tors although the second dimen-
sion can also be of importance, 
particularly when responsibilities 
for specific tasks or sectors are 
not held at the same level in all 
participating countries or regions.

In this contribution, the term 
policy integration implies going 
beyond the mere coordination of 
policies and encompasses joint 
work among sectors, creating 
synergies between policies, shar-
ing goals for their formulation and 
responsibility for their implemen-
tation. Various degrees of integra-
tion can be distinguished, ranging 
from policy cooperation to policy 
coordination through to policy 
integration (Stead et al, 2004; 
Stead & Meijers, 2009).5 

This paper considers how pol-
icy integration, particularly hori-
zontal integration between policy 
sectors, can be promoted and 
achieved in the inception, prepa-
ration and implementation of EU 
macro-regional strategies based 
on a range of experiences to date. 

5 While these terms are sometimes used interchangeably 
by some authors , others do not and consider them to be 
different. For example, the OECD considers policy integra-
tion to be quite distinct and more sophisticated than policy 
coordination: the main differences concern two aspects: (i) 
the level of interaction; and (ii) the type of output (OECD, 
1996). In general, policy integration is considered here to 
be more far-reaching than policy coordination, which in 
turn is more sophisticated than cooperation.

Dominic Stead 
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cross-sectoral integration of 
macro-regional strategies 
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This contribution is based on the 
author’s involvement in a study 
into the relationships between 
macro-regions and European 
Territorial Cooperation6, com-
missioned by the European Par-
liament (Schuh et al, 2015). The 
paper is divided into two main 
parts. First, it discusses the main 
types of facilitators of policy inte-
gration in general and, second, it 
highlights the main lessons and 
recommendations for promoting 
policy integration in the context 
of EU macro-regional strategies. 
As will be seen, most of these les-
sons and recommendations are 
closely conditioned by the main 
facilitators of policy integration.

6 European Territorial Cooperation is a central goal of EU 
regional policy (Cohesion Policy) and provides a framework 
for joint actions and policy exchanges between national, 
regional and local actors from different EU Member States.

Main facilitators of policy  
integration
Based on a review of key litera-
ture on policy integration, cooper-
ation and coordination it is possi-
ble to categorise five main types 
of facilitators of policy integration 
(Stead et al, 2004; Stead & Mei-
jers, 2009): (i) political factors; 
(ii) institutional/organisational 
factors; (iii) economic/financial 
factors; (iv) process, manage-
ment and instrumental factors; 
and (v) behavioural, cultural and 
personal factors.7 These five 
types are outlined in turn be-
low.8 There is clearly a certain 
amount of overlap between these 
headings, and this classification 
system represents just one of a 
number of ways of clustering fa-
cilitators of policy integration. Be-
cause of the range of literature 
reviewed, some of the facilitators 

7 This classification was derived by combining and adapt-
ing various classification systems, notably those of Challis 
et al (1988), Halpert (1982) and OECD (1996).

8 See Stead & Meijers (2009) for a more detailed overview.

“What is essential is that plans 
and policies result in practical 
(and integrated) action on the 
ground.”
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refer more to cooperation and co-
ordination than to integration. 

Political factors
In terms of political factors 

affecting policy integration, it is 
important to begin by noting that 
the similarities between the dif-
ferent agencies involved in policy 
making have an important influ-
ence on the integration of poli-
cies. These similarities cover a 
variety of dimensions, ranging 
from organisational structure, 
power, status, professional ethics 
and ideologies to resources that 
are invested in the policy-making 
process. Similarities in terms of 
a shared understanding of the 
policy issues and objectives, and 
agreement on the right approach 
to address them, are important 
starting points (Halpert, 1982; 
Challis et al., 1988; Kickert & 
Koppenjan, 1997). Policy integra-
tion is very much dependent on 
political commitment and leaders 
who are able to convey the bigger 
picture and are able to look for 
the right partners with compati-
ble needs to pursue cross-cutting 
objectives (Halpert, 1982; Challis 
et al., 1988; OECD, 1996; Kickert 
& Koppenjan, 1997). Developing 
links with such partners can pro-
vide more influence but this sel-
dom comes without the loss of 
some autonomy and/or the ability 
to unilaterally control outcomes 
(Challis et al., 1988; Alter & Hage, 
1993).

Institutional and  
organisational factors 

A central overview capaci-
ty that is responsible for achiev-
ing cross-cutting objectives can 
help to facilitate policy integra-
tion (OECD, 1996). Similarities, in 
terms of organisational structure 
and goals, can be important facil-
itators of policy integration (Halp-
ert, 1982). Meanwhile, bureauc-
ratisation and fragmentation of 
government are not conducive to 
policy integration (Halpert, 1982). 
The first hampers communication 
and innovation and the latter may 
result in contradictory mandates 
and regulations. However, it is in-
evitable that some degree of frag-
mentation in government will ex-
ist as a consequence of the need 
for specialisation amongst others.

Economic and financial factors
Clearly, there are time and re-

source costs involved in the pro-
cess of policy integration. These 
often include considerable invest-
ment in time and energy to es-
tablish and sustain cross-cutting 
working arrangements (Huxham, 
1996). Complicating the process 
is the fact that resources are of-
ten not allocated to cross-cutting 
objectives but to sectoral prior-
ities, so that there is little or no 
reward for helping to achieve 
objectives in other sectors or 
cross-cutting objectives. As a 
result, incentive structures and 
appraisal systems may be useful 



31

in promoting and rewarding poli-
cy integration. Imbalances in re-
sources between actors may lead 
to the loss of authority and influ-
ence, and possibly the withdrawal 
of actors from the policy process 
(Halpert, 1982). 

Process, management and 
instrumental factors

Communication can be a ma-
jor facilitator (or inhibitor) of pol-
icy integration (Halpert, 1982; 
OECD, 1996). The process of pol-
icy integration can benefit from 
systematic dialogue between 
sectors and agreements to share 
costs and benefits between ac-
tors (OECD, 1996). Procedures for 

promoting dialogue and achiev-
ing consensus in decision-making 
processes are also key for policy 
integration (OECD, 1996).

Behavioural, cultural and  
personal factors

Various facilitators of policy 
integration centre around the re-
lationship between agencies and 
individuals (e.g., previous co-op-
eration, existing levels of trust, 
openness to co-operation). Diffi-
culties often arise when there is 
insufficient shared understand-
ing of policy issues, something 
that can result from non-conver-
gent, specialist approaches and 
language (Halpert, 1982; OECD, 

Figure 1. Eight tools of policy coherence

1.
Commitment by the political leadership is a necessary precondition to coherence,  
and a tool to enhance it

2.
Establishing a strategic policy framework helps ensure that individual policies are consistent with the 
government’s goals and priorities

3.
Decision makers need advice based on a clear definition and good analysis of issues, with explicit 
indications of possible inconsistencies

4.
The existence of a central overview and co-ordination capacity is essential to ensure horizontal  
consistency among policies

5.
Mechanisms to anticipate, detect and resolve policy conflicts early in the process help identify  
inconsistencies and reduce incoherence

6.
The decision-making process must be organised to achieve an effective reconciliation between policy 
priorities and budgetary imperatives

7.
Implementation procedures and monitoring mechanisms must be designed to ensure that policies can 
be adjusted in the light of progress, new information, and changing circumstances

8.
An administrative culture that promotes cross-sector co-operation and a systematic dialogue between 
different policy communities contributes to the strengthening of policy coherence

Source: OECD (1996).
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1996; Huxham, 1996). The close-
ness of organisational cultures is 
also a major facilitator of policy 
integration. In addition, the pres-
ence of persons able to see the 
common interests of actors in-
volved in joined-up working (Chal-
lis et al., 1988) and a general cul-
ture of trust can also contribute 
to the policy integration process.

In summary, many institution-
al conditions can help to promote 
policy integration but there is 
no single solution that can deliv-
er policy integration alone. The 
1996 OECD report on policy co-
herence provides a useful and 
detailed starting point for consid-
ering policy integration in prac-
tice (Figure 1) by identifying eight 
basic ‘tools of policy coherence’, 
each of which is closely linked 
to one (or more) of the five basic 
types of facilitators of policy in-
tegration outlined above. All of 
these tools of coherence have 
proved themselves to be condu-
cive to greater policy coherence 
in governments from different 
political and administrative tra-
ditions. While they may at first 
glance seem simple and obvious, 
experience shows that success-
fully putting them into practice is 
more than a simple matter.

Promoting policy integration in 
macro-regional strategies
Having considered some of the 
essential conditions for policy in-
tegration, attention is now turned 
to putting these into practice in 
the context of EU macro-region-
al strategies. In this part of the 
chapter, recommendations for 
promoting policy integration are 
formulated based on the findings 
of research commissioned by the 
European Parliament (Schuh et al, 
2015). These recommendations 
are derived from case study anal-
ysis of all macro-regional strate-
gies. Three different phases are 
distinguished in formulating the 
recommendations: the conceptu-
alisation, preparation and imple-
mentation phases. More atten-
tion is devoted to the latter two. 
The recommendations are primar-
ily addressed to policy officials at 
the European, national and/or re-
gional levels.

Conceptualization 
The conceptualization stage 

is the period preceding the call 
for the elaboration of a macro-re-
gional strategy. The main aim 
of this phase is to establish the 
need, feasibility of and major 
aim in applying a macro-regional 
strategy to a problem within a giv-
en territory. 

In order to improve the finan-
cial viability of potential strategy 
implementation it is important to 
link potential actions, thematic 
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priorities and division of tasks to 
a clear assessment of financial 
needs. The assessment can take 
different forms and derivatives 
depending on the class of mac-
ro-regional cooperation. Propos-
als should be closely analysed in 
terms of different socio-econom-
ic disparities and the ability to be 
able to address these through 
European Territorial Cooperation 

and other forms of financing.  
Proposals for new macro-regional 
strategies need to assess polit-
ical stability, especially in mac-
ro-regions involving states out-
side the European Union. 
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Four main recommendations 
are made for promoting policy in-
tegration in the conceptualisation 
phase:

1.	 The conceptualisation of mac-
ro-regional strategies should 
give priority to the involvement 
of a wide set of actors

2.	 Evaluation of political stabil-
ity should precede strategy 
formulation

3.	 Evaluation of growth and syn-
ergy potentials should precede 
strategy formulation

4.	 Assessment of financial 
means and needs should 
precede the development of 
an action plan and the division 
of tasks

Preparation 
The main aim of the prepara-

tion phase is to create the foun-
dation for establishing a mac-
ro-regional strategy, its main 
pillars and the key objectives in 
a vertically and horizontally co-
ordinated process. The recom-
mendations identified below are 
specifically addressed to the con-
sultation phase and the choice 
of overall objectives of the mac-
ro-regional strategy. 

Eight main recommendations 
are made for promoting policy 
integration in the preparation 
phase:

1.	 Initial consultations should 
have a sufficient capacity in 
order to achieve coverage of 
interests

2.	 Formulation of national pro-
posals should be aligned to 
the strategic EU context (e.g., 
EU2020)

3.	 Actors from civil society should 
be encouraged to participate 
in the consultation phase via 
national and/or regional activi-
ties (see below)

4.	 National consultation confer-
ences should be organised 
prior to the EU consultation 
period

5.	 Social and economic dispari-
ties should be considered as a 
key objective

6.	 Promoting territorial synergies 
should be considered as a key 
objective 

7.	 The development of coopera-
tion structures and the greater 
coordination of existing ones 
should be considered a key 
objective

8.	The formulation of proposals 
should focus on a small num-
ber of detailed objectives 

Implementation 
The implementation phase 

starts after the proposal for a 
macro-regional strategy by the 
Commission and is formally ac-
cepted by the European Parlia-
ment and endorsed by the Eu-
ropean Council. The main aim 
of this phase is the execution of 
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the objectives set out in the mac-
ro-regional strategy’s action plan.

Several measures may be 
useful for increasing the effec-
tiveness of implementation struc-
tures at the national and region-
al levels. Based on experiences 
in Austria and Sweden it may be 
useful to coordinate activities 
within government through a 
national actor platform, includ-
ing relevant ministries, region-
al actors and civil society. Na-
tional authorities should inform 
NGOs about the decisions of the 
steering groups and give them 
opportunities to comment on 
them. Meanwhile, regional actors 
should foster the creation of rep-
resentation structures. 

The coordination of Europe-
an Territorial Cooperation pro-
grammes and macro-regional 
strategies should build on ex-
isting expertise and experience 
from the Interact programme, 
which provides practical sup-
port, training and advice to Eu-
ropean Territorial Cooperation 
Programmes on management 
techniques, financial issues, Eu-
ropean regulations, communi-
cation, strategic orientation and 
policy development. It also offers 
a unique forum for European Ter-
ritorial Cooperation stakeholders 
by supporting institutional and 
thematic networks on topics of 
common interest.

While older EU member states 
often tend to have separate ad-

ministrative structures for Euro-
pean Territorial Cooperation and 
macro-regional strategies, struc-
tures are often more integrated 
in newer member states. Political 
changes in new Member States 
have shown to have a significant 
effect on the administration of 
macro-regional strategies and 
the composition of the steering 
groups. 

Better coordination of differ-
ent EU Structural Funds coopera-
tion needs to start in the Europe-
an Commission. An inter-service 
group on macro-regions between 
different directorates in the Eu-
ropean Commission could be set 
up to ensure alignment of funding 
streams. 

Eight main recommendations 
are made for promoting policy in-
tegration in the implementation 
phase:

1.	 Foster the creation of regional 
and local representation struc-
tures, as well as support for 
existing ones.

2.	 Activities within national gov-
ernments should be coordi-
nated through a national actor 
platform, involving relevant 
ministries, regional stakehold-
ers and civil society, which al-
ready exists in some countries 
involved in macro-regional 
strategies (although consulta-
tion often only takes place in 
relation to specific proposals 
only).
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3.	 Regional and civil society ac-
tivities should be included on 
the programme of the annual 
forum for each of the mac-
ro-regional strategies.

4.	 NGOs should be kept informed 
about the decisions of the 
steering groups and have the 
opportunity to comment on 
them.9

5.	 Mechanisms should be en-
hanced to ensure better align-
ment of funding between 
different directorates in the 
European Commission .

6.	The way in which funding from 
different sources can be used 
should be clarified which may 
require more thorough con-
sideration of macro-regional 
strategies in EU regulations.

7.	 Technical assistance to pro-
mote the implementation pro-
cess should be supported and 
should be tailored to admin-
istrative capacity of different 
member states.

8.	The priorities of the Europe-
an Neighbourhood Instrument 
need to be aligned with those 
of the macro-regional strategy.

9 Although some steering groups involve NGOs and make 
their minutes publicly available, active public dissem-
ination (and consultation) beyond the members of the 
steering groups is currently limited.

Conclusions
All recommendations for promot-
ing greater policy integration pre-
sented above (and originally elab-
orated by Schuh et al 2015) are 
closely related to one or more of 
the five main types of facilitators 
of policy integration discussed 
in the first part of the paper (i.e., 
political factors; institutional/or-
ganisational factors; economic/fi-
nancial factors; process, manage-
ment and instrumental factors; 
and behavioural, cultural and 
personal factors). As such, these 
provide a useful starting point for 
considering how to improve poli-
cy integration in the case of mac-
ro-regional strategies.

It should be noted that sec-
toral policy integration must not 
be seen as an end in itself but as 
a way of achieving practical out-
comes that simultaneously fulfil 
the goals of more than one sector 
or tier of government. What is es-
sential is that plans and policies 
result in practical (and integrat-
ed) action on the ground. Whilst a 
range of factors can help to pro-
mote policy integration, there is 
of course no single solution. Po-
litical will and the allocation of re-
sources can be just as important 
to policy integration as mecha-
nisms, institutional conditions or 
practices. 
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Introduction 
Marine Spatial Planning (MSP) 
has been embraced by policy 
and decision-makers across dif-
ferent levels of governance as a 
mechanism for the coherent man-
agement of shared sea space 
to promote socio-economic and 
environmental sustainability 
goals. The 2014 European Union 
(EU) Directive on Maritime Spa-
tial Planning10 advocates greater 
cross-border coordination of MSP 
activities within European sea ba-
sins, by introducing frameworks 
that support transboundary col-
laboration between neighbouring 
countries. MSP has, therefore, 
become a priority objective in the 
European Union’s Macro-Region-

10 European Parliament and the Council of the European 
Union. (2014). Directive 2014/89/EU of the
European Parliament and of the Council of 23 July 2014 
establishing a framework for maritime
spatial planning (Maritime Spatial Planning Directive). 
Retrieved from http://eur-lex.europa.eu/
legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32014L0089&-
from=EN.

al Strategy for the Baltic Sea Re-
gion (EUSBSR). 

Macro-regional strategies can 
be viewed as an attempt to deal 
with spatial planning issues at 
the EU level. One of the strategic 
targets of the EUSBSR’s Horizon-
tal Action “Spatial Planning” is to 
draw up and apply transbound-
ary, ecosystem-based maritime 
spatial plans throughout the 
Baltic Sea Region (BSR) until 
2020/2021. Furthermore, ‘Sav-
ing the Sea’ is one of the three 
main objectives of the EUSBSR, 
outlining the need to protect the 
environmental status and biologi-
cal diversity of the BSR.11 Indeed, 
the EUSBSR’s ‘save the sea’ ob-
jective supports the implementa-
tion of the EU’s MSP Directive by 

11 Transboundary MSP also contribute to the objective 
‘Connecting the Region’, including sub-objectives good 
transport conditions, reliable energy markets and 
connecting people. MSP also fosters ‘Increased Prosperity’ 
including sub-objectives climate change adaptation, risk 
prevention and management, and improved global compet-
itiveness of the BSR.

John Moodie, Michael Kull, Alberto Giacometti and Andrea Morf 
Nordregio, Stockholm, Sweden 

Overcoming fragmented  
transboundary MSP governance 
and weak stakeholder engage-
ment in the implementation  
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promoting collaboration between 
key stakeholders in transbound-
ary MSP activities. However, MSP 
is a complex process and there 
are a number of governance and 
stakeholder engagement chal-
lenges that need to be overcome 
to make transboundary MSP col-
laboration a smoother process; 
including: competing national 
MSP interests, different national 
MSP regulations and planning ap-
proaches, fragmented data and 
the underrepresentation of cer-
tain key stakeholders in the plan-
ning process.  

The Baltic Sea Region has 
been a trail blazer in the promo-
tion and development of pioneer-
ing transboundary MSP projects 
that have helped contribute to 
the implementation of the EU-
SBSR ‘save the sea’ objective. 
The Baltic SCOPE Project was a 
unique first attempt to bring to-
gether national planning author-
ities, and other key MSP stake-
holders, in a macro-regional sea 
basin to work together on identi-

fying solutions to common trans-
boundary issues. This chapter 
examines transboundary MSP 
challenges in the BSR and out-
lines some best practices from 
the Baltic SCOPE project for over-
coming MSP governance and 
stakeholder engagement prob-
lems. The chapter finds that the 
Baltic SCOPE project has contrib-
uted directly to the implementa-
tion of the EUSBSR objectives by 
creating a framework in which 
key MSP stakeholders can iden-
tify synergies and conflicts, ex-
change experiences, knowledge 
and data, and find solutions to 
transboundary challenges; how-
ever, the level of interest and 
involvement of decision-mak-
ers and other key stakeholders 
needs to be increased to better 
balance the EUSBSR objectives 
across the region and construct 
a more robust and inclusive MSP 
governance framework. Finally, 
the chapter outlines recommen-
dations for future transnational 
MSP governance and stakehold-

“The Baltic SCOPE project has shown 
that finding solutions is possible 
where there is good will between 
fully engaged participants.”
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er engagement processes to 
emerge from the Baltic SCOPE 
project, which can be used by 
policymakers and practitioners 
in the implementation of the EU-
SBSR and other EU macro-region-
al strategies with an MSP focus.12

Problems and Challenges in 
Transnational MSP Governance 
and Stakeholder Engagement 
in the Baltic Sea Region

The promotion and develop-
ment of effective transnational 
MSP processes lies at the heart 
of the EUSBSR’s core objectives. 
MSP is, however, a complex pro-
cess involving multiple stake-
holders, across several levels of 
governance, which creates po-
tential problems in the effective 
implementation of the EUSBSR. 
The main challenges for MSP gov-
ernance and stakeholder engage-
ment in the BSR include:
▪▪ Overlapping MSP Governance 
and Regulatory Systems: Baltic 
Sea countries have their own 
unique governance structures, 
regulations and institutional 

12 MSP is a key objective in the Adriatic and Ionian Mac-
ro-Regional Strategy, and would also be an important issue 
if other potential Macro Regional Strategies are developed 
for the North Sea, Arctic, Mediterranean, and Atlantic.

infrastructure responsible for 
MSP. While different governance 
systems are partially nested 
and overlapping, there may be 
gaps in regulation and responsi-
bilities, and the most important 
sectoral actors are not neces-
sarily placed at the same level 
of governance and geographic 
scale.

▪▪ Competing national and sectoral 
MSP interests: Transbounda-
ry collaboration in MSP takes 
place in the context of a com-
mon marine space and divided 
into different national jurisdic-
tions. Each sovereign state and 
sectoral stakeholder has its own 
priorities and interests, which 
may be competing or conflicting 
with one another. 

▪▪ Fragmented Data Collection 
and Management: The develop-
ment and sharing of planning 
evidence is a central part of 
transboundary MSP, but there is 
a lack of reliable national level 
data and strict regulations re-
garding information sharing.

▪▪ Sectoral Influence and Engage-
ment: MSP has the aim and 
potential to balance sectoral 
interests, however, there are 
considerable differences be-
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tween sectors and their level of 
influence over the MSP process. 
This is both related to national 
and international political prior-
ities and economic drivers, but 
also to how sector management 
is institutionalised. International 
laws and agreements, EU legis-
lation, and national regulations 
result in a hierarchical structure 
and relationship between sec-
tors. A recurring theme is that 
the shipping sector has a great-
er influence over the sea, with 
other sectors having to develop 
their plans around well-estab-
lished and clearly outlined ship-
ping routes.

▪▪ Underrepresentation of Key 
Stakeholders: Some specific 
sectors are underrepresented 
in MSP activities, including the 
defense sector, tourism, cultural 
heritage and the oil industry. 
The views and interests of these 
sectors need to be taken into 
account in the development of 
effective transboundary MSPs. 

▪▪ Different Stages of the Planning 
Process: Countries in the BSR 
are at different stages in the de-
sign and implementation of their 
national plans, which can nega-
tively affect collaborative efforts 

and stakeholder engagement as 
timings do not overlap.  

The EUSBSR has contributed 
to overcoming these challeng-
es. The strategy has supported 
greater collaboration between 
different actors from governance 
levels through the Horizontal Ac-
tion ‘Spatial Planning’.13 Jointly, 
HELCOM and VASAB are the coor-
dinators of the Horizontal Action’s 
thematic part on MSP. The two or-
ganisations established the HEL-
COM-VASAB MSP Working Group, 
actively bringing stakeholders to-
gether to develop objectives and 
milestones for the sustainable 
development of the BSR within 
the Regional Baltic MSP Roadm-
ap 2013-2020.

Improving Governance and 
Stakeholder Engagement in 
Transboundary MSP in the Bal-
tic Sea Region: Best Practices 
from the Baltic Scope Project

The DG Mare funded Baltic 
SCOPE Project has contributed 
directly to the implementation 
of the EUSBSR and helped over-
come some of the challenges 

13 See http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/maritime-spa-
tial-planning/horizontal-action-spatial-planning
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of transboundary MSP outlined 
above. The project brought to-
gether national MSP authori-
ties, macro-regional sea organ-
isations (namely HELCOM and 
VASAB), research institutes and 
key stakeholders from the ener-
gy, environment, fisheries and 
shipping sectors to collaborate 
in developing solutions to com-
mon transboundary MSP issues 
and enhance the alignment of na-
tional MSPs. The project involved 
engaging key MSP stakeholders 
in the BSR in informal meetings, 
which created a platform to ex-
change experiences, informa-
tion and data, identify conflict 
and synergies areas across sec-

tors and find common solutions 
to shared transboundary MSP 
problems. Five best practices 
emerged from the project that 
can help improve MSP govern-
ance and stakeholder engage-
ment and subsequently aid the 
implementation of the EUSBSR’s 
main objectives, including ‘save 
the sea’: 
▪▪ Create an informal platform for 
stakeholder discussions: Estab-
lishing an informal framework 
that promotes interaction and 
discussion amongst key stake-
holders is essential for effective 
transboundary MSP processes. 
The Baltic SCOPE process high-
lights that regular face-to-face 

“Multifunctional 
ship cleaning 
pollution in the 
Baltic Sea.”

©
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interaction with other planners 
and stakeholders helped to fa-
cilitate learning, particularly for 
gaining a better understanding 
of different national planning 
systems and interests, but also 
for network building and reduc-
ing communication barriers.

▪▪ Early Stakeholder Involvement: 
The knowledge and informa-
tion provided by stakeholders 
is crucial to the process of 
identifying transboundary MSP 
conflict and synergy areas and, 
therefore, careful consideration 
needs to be taken at the earli-
est stages of the MSP process 
when it comes to stakeholder 
involvement. 

▪▪ Identify MSP Conflict and Syn-
ergy Areas: A central task in 
transboundary MSP is to iden-
tify where current and potential 
conflicts and synergies exist 
between both countries and sea 
use sectors.  

▪▪ Develop and harmonise trans-
boundary MSP evidence and 
data: Reliable, comparable and 
up-to-date knowledge on marine 
uses, values, and future trends 
is vital for effective transbound-
ary MSP processes. The Baltic 
SCOPE project has shown that 
a willingness to openly share 
national level information is an 
essential part of the process, 
so information can be merged 
and amalgamated to produce 
transboundary data sets that 
can be transformed into prop-

er planning evidence to guide 
cross-border discussions.

▪▪ Identify Transboundary conflicts 
and find solutions: Identifying 
existing and potential conflict 
areas and finding solutions 
that meet the needs and ex-
pectations of a broad range of 
stakeholders with competing 
interests can be challenging. 
The Baltic SCOPE project has 
shown that finding solutions is 
possible where there is good 
will between fully engaged par-
ticipants. Contextual factors 
proved to be important in de-
termining which methods were 
most appropriate for finding 
solutions; particularly when 
working with conflicts in specif-
ic focus-areas and identifying 
which countries to involve in 
the solutions process. Planners 
agreed that focused bi-lateral 
and tri-lateral discussions be-
tween affected countries, rather 
than all-inclusive forums, were 
highly effective in finding solu-
tions, as knowledgeable and 
mandated participants could 
focus in on a problem area and 
discuss detailed information 
and examples.
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Recommendations for Future 
Transnational MSP Governance 
and Stakeholder Engagement in 
the Baltic Sea Region
The Baltic SCOPE Project has 
contributed directly to the imple-
mentation of the save the sea ob-
jective of the EUSBSR. This has 
been achieved by forging strong-
er links between national plan-
ning authorities and sectoral ac-
tors, and enhancing stakeholder 
knowledge and understanding of 
important sectoral interests and 
national approaches to MSP. Fur-
thermore, new tools have been 
developed to identify potential 
conflicts and synergies in shared 
marine spaces, and facilitate the 
exchange of information and data 
necessary to identify important 
cross-border issues. 

During the Baltic SCOPE pro-
ject a seminar was held at the 
2016 Annual Forum of the EU 
Strategy for the Baltic Sea in 
Stockholm to discuss governance 
and stakeholder engagement in 
MSP. There was strong agree-
ment that the Baltic Sea Region 
is relatively advanced in the de-
velopment of transnational MSP 
processes; however, stakehold-
ers involved in the discussion fo-
cused on three main recommen-
dations in relation to governance 
and stakeholder engagement 
that could improve the implemen-
tation of the core objectives of 
the EUSBSR, including: 

Involve Political Decision-Mak-
ers and Increase Political Own-
ership: There was widespread 
agreement that MSP remains low 
on the political agenda and that 
an increased role for politicians 
is required if the EUSBSR is to 
be effectively implemented, as 
national planners and sectoral 
stakeholders lack the mandate 
to implement change. This is es-
pecially the case in sensitive na-
tional MSP conflict areas (e.g., 
un-resolved border conflicts, ac-
cessibility to ports, and several 
environmental concerns of ship-
ping activities, material extrac-
tion and construction of fixed in-
frastructures), where long-term 
agreements need to be reached 
across boundaries, and if sub-
stantial changes in policy towards 
sea use are required.

1.	 Improve Vertical Participation 
by Engaging Regional and Lo-
cal Levels of Governance: A 
more robust bottom-up frame-
work of multilevel governance 
is needed for MSP in the BSR. 
This could be fostered through 
strengthened dialogue be-
tween the different levels, par-
ticularly local and regional lev-
el stakeholders.

2.	 More Widespread Mobilisation 
of Marine Use Sectors: Sever-
al sectors are not actively in-
volved in transboundary MSP 
activities, including defence, 
tourism and recreation, aqua-
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culture and cultural heritage. 
These sectors need to be en-
gaged if all sea users are to 
be represented in discussions. 
Educating experts and repre-
sentatives from different sec-
tors about MSP and the status 
and needs of other sectors is 
important both for the plan-
ning process itself and the mo-
bilisation of these stakehold-
ers. Sector experts and other 
representatives of sector inter-
ests need a clear conception 
of how they can contribute to 
the planning process and prof-
it from MSP. 

3.	 Broaden Participation by Fos-
tering Citizen Involvement in 
MSP: MSP can impact on the 
lives and interests of individ-
ual citizens, which raises the 
issue of an active and pro-
ductive role for citizens in the 
process. 

These recommendations are 
important for effective trans-
boundary MSP, in particular, the 
better integration of multilev-
el governance and stakeholder 
engagement in the design and 
implementation of EUSBSR ob-
jectives relating to the sea. The 
Baltic SCOPE project is only the 
first step in the development of 
transboundary collaboration in 
MSP processes in the BSR. BSR 
countries and authorities in 
charge of MSP must collaborate 
across boundaries to achieve 

good environmental status and 
maintenance of biological di-
versity. Furthermore, transport 
systems and energy markets 
need to be developed in a col-
laborative and sustainable man-
ner. Because it is a cross-cutting 
mechanism aiming at fostering 
cooperation between actors of 
all governance levels, MSP is a 
unique opportunity to achieve 
and balance the three main ob-
jectives of the EUSBSR. The expe-
riences and lessons learned from 
Baltic Scope are also relevant for 
other macro-regional strategies 
with an MSP focus in Europe and 
across the world.14 Each mac-
ro-regional sea basin will have its 
own unique history, context, and 
national sector interests, inform-
ing and guiding the approach to 
transnational MSP that should 
be adopted. However, the tools 
and best practices identified dur-
ing the Baltic SCOPE project are 
transferable to other areas and 
can be applied and developed 
further to form a basis for more 
effective transboundary MSP 
processes across EU macro-re-
gions. 

14 As the EU put it, each sea region is unique and merits a 
tailor-made strategy. Consequently, 8 different Sea Basin 
Strategies and Action Plans were developed. See https://
ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/policy/sea_basins_en. 
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The Macro Regional Strategy 
(MRS) for the Alps, known as 
EUSALP, recently became real-
ity. Like the other MRSs in the 
EU, EUSALP’s rationales lie in the 
perceived need for a collective 
response to shared challenges 
in the Alpine macro area and the 
need for better coordination of 
existing policies. Vision and ac-
tion, strategy and implementation 
are therefore the two main pillars 
for the success of EUSALP.

In the last decades, the re-
gion of the Alps has undergone 
a dramatic change from a more 
backward, closed, domestic ori-
entation towards a more forward, 
open, international (or cross-bor-
der), multi-sector orientation. At 
the same time, the number of 
actors involved (see Figure 1) 
has increased significantly (De-
barbieux et al., 2015; Bramanti 
and Ratti, 2016). This shift has 
brought the introduction of a new 

form of territorial cooperation 
known as ‘wide area coopera-
tion’ (Bramanti and Rosso, 2013), 
which might be the ultimate chal-
lenge within transnational coop-
eration processes. These chang-
es raise the question concerning 
the role that EUSALP could play 
as the coordinator of the region’s 
numerous networks.

The map reported in Figure 
1 offers a (partial) picture of a 
patchwork of territories in the Al-
pine region with changing bound-
aries (Deas and Lord, 2006). This 
kind of ‘project region’ (Debar-
bieux et al., 2015) may represent 
a new, functional space legiti-
mised by policy making. Moreover, 
a lengthy process of cooperation 
based on networks of policy ac-
tors has already started, showing 
that some resources and power 
have begun to assemble around 

Alberto Bramanti 
Bocconi University, Milan, Italy

EUSALP and its  
interconnectedness with 
the Alpine Space
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regions configured in non-stand-
ard ways.

It is therefore interesting to 
recognise that the pre-existing, 
intricate and overlapping frame 
of a dozen or more networking or-
ganisations, institutions and com-
munities has been positively af-
fected by the birth of the MRS. 

A qualitative SWOT analysis of 
the emerging cooperation frame-
work in the Alpine region
EUSALP – as a project, and a gov-
ernance system – represents a 
lengthy brownfield investment 
that began at the end of a bot-
tom-up, inclusive process, which 
took place in a densely ‘crowded’ 
context. It is, therefore, useful to 
offer a very short and qualitative 
evaluation of the existing govern-
ance frame found in the Alpine 
region (European Commission, 
2014). This SWOT evaluation cov-
ers the opportunities and threats 
that characterise the present sit-
uation (European Commission, 
2016), as well as some future 
perspectives. 

Figure 1 – Emerging map of ‘project regions’ in the Alps

Source: Bramanti and Teston, 2017.
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Strengths
Three strengths should at 

least be mentioned. 
i.	 The co-existence of two fun-

damental levels: policy and 
management; strategy and 
implementation; and general 
rules and specific incentives. 
The presence of a well-defined 
strategy that is aligned with 
the broader European devel-
opment goals adds value to 
the pre-existing implementa-
tion work (European Commis-
sion, 2015; Bramanti and Rat-
ti, 2016).  
A successful strategy must 
encompass a compromise be-
tween a forward-looking vision 
and a robust, practical im-
plementation. Therefore, bot-
tom-up inputs must be taken 
into consideration. In addition, 
a high degree of coherence 
among the nine points in EU-
SALP’s Action Plan and the 
contents of the Interreg Alpine 
Space Programme 2014-2020 
is present, without crowd-
ing-out effects of the former 
on the latter (Interact, 2016; 
Interreg–Interact, 2017). 

ii.	 The history of successful coop-
eration among different actors 
and territories, which encom-
passes a significant number 
of cooperation structures that 
have been operating in the 
Alps for many years. Neverthe-
less, the expected benefits of 
the enhanced integration that 

should be provided by EUSALP 
have the task to counterbal-
ance a certain degree of frag-
mentation (Bauer, 2014; Rog-
geri, 2015). 

iii.	The third element of strength 
is the ability to govern the 
provision and exploitation of 
collective goods (e.g., water, 
public transport, environmen-
tal protection, etc.) in which 
actions within the MRS do not 
necessarily need to focus on 
the implementation of specific 
projects. Instead, it may focus 
on coordinating national poli-
cies and decisions, and on pro-
moting regulatory intervention. 

Emerging weaknesses
Among the weaknesses 

emerging from the present situa-
tion, the four below are the main 
points: 
i.	 Unresolved frictions, which 

sometimes are present be-
tween strategic planning and 
implementation. All of the in-
itiatives and actions in the 
pipeline, including the projects 
descending from EUSALP’s Ac-
tion Plan, would benefit from 
clearer coordination within 
and between actors (European 
Commission, 2016). 

ii.	 A certain degree of malfunc-
tioning cooperation, especial-
ly among actors on different 
hierarchical levels (e.g., mu-
nicipalities with ministerial 
departments). Peer-to-peer 
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collaborations are more eas-
ily managed, even across 
borders. 

iii.	Difficulties with the consolida-
tion of a homogeneous degree 
of involvement on the national 
level, especially in the Italian 
case. The degree of national 
participation always varies de-
pending on sectors and timing. 

iv.	A lack of accountability, trans-
parency and updated informa-
tion on projects. It is difficult 
for stakeholders not involved 
in specific projects to know 
the current status of a project 
or to quickly gain access to rel-
evant information. This raises 
a question about the effective-
ness of project capitalisation 
and information dissemination, 
which remains an unsolved 
issue in the final phases of 
the life cycle of any project. 
Therefore, a sound monitoring 
system is key for ensuring an 
informed decision-making pro-
cess grounded in results-ori-

ented actions (European 
Commission, 2015; Bramanti, 
2016).

Future perspectives: opportu-
nities and threats

With regard to the future of 
the Alpine region, it is fundamen-
tal to distinguish some opportu-
nities as well as threats. In terms 
of opportunities, one aspect that 
is widely appreciated by numer-
ous stakeholders is the degree 
of inclusiveness in the decision 
process. Projects are proposed 
by specific actors operating in 
the different territories. This im-
portant feature needs to be pre-
served, as it represents a con-
crete opportunity to motivate 
actors involved in the projects 
and to deliver results. 

A second opportunity is found 
in the political commitment of ter-
ritorial governments. EUSALP is a 
subject of interest in the Europe-
an Parliament, where an informal 
group – ‘friends of EUSALP’ – has 

“It is neither useful nor wise for EUSALP to 
override strategic actions grounded in the 
territorial cooperation frame. This also 
means that EUSALP should not use a large 
share of the Interreg funds. On the contrary, 
EUSALP might act as a funding source for  
operating networks in the Alpine region.”
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been created. A high degree of 
political ownership seems nec-
essary for ensuring the success 
of the MRS, but the process will 
only prove useful if key stakehold-
ers participate and take full own-
ership of the process. 

 Moreover, the MRS could pro-
vide more sustainable support 
by enabling the mobilisation of fi-
nancial resources for the achieve-
ment of the goals, and by bridging 
the gap between strategies and 
funding opportunities, which is 
still a challenge (Wishlade, 2014).

The threats are mainly 
linked to the need to overcome 
short-termism and develop a ca-
pability to ensure the effective-
ness and long-term sustainabili-
ty of implemented projects. This 
may involve phasing out certain 
initiatives, as well as greater in-
volvement of private partners, 
NGOs and citizens. 

Discussion and concluding 
remarks
The aim of this short paper is to 
discuss the role of EUSALP in 
light of the beneficial and wide-
spread history of territorial coop-
eration within dense networks 
of actors operating in the Alpine 
region (Debarbieux et al., 2015; 
Bramanti and Ratti, 2016; Sielker, 
2016). The first thematic policy 
area within the EUSALP Action 
Plan (EAP) focuses on improving 
the competitiveness, prosperity 
and cohesion of the Alpine Re-

gion. The strategy, which aims 
to support innovative economic 
development, is built on the com-
plementary assets of the regions 
sub-territories. 

The economic potential of stra-
tegic sectors in the Alpine region 

– such as Bioeconomy, Timber, 
and Health tourism15 – is a cen-
tral issue. These sectors, when 
addressed in a more integrated 
manner, may offer significant po-
tential for growth and innovation, 
and they may have a positive im-
pact on the labour market. 

Moreover, strong interdepend-
encies are evident among the 
aforementioned sectors (Braman-
ti and Teston, 2017) while they 
all highlight the need for strong 
macro-regional coordination (Eu-
ropean Commission, 2016; Inter-
act, 2016).

The second thematic poli-
cy area is sustainability, a label 
that is widely interpreted and 
frequently all inclusive (Balsiger, 
2012; Stead, 2014). The paper 
offers some insights into a work-
able division of tasks between 
territorial actors and EUSALP and 
the SWOT analysis provides ad-
vice on how to cooperate with-
in and among the different net-
works operating in the Alpine 
region. 

15 Action Group 2 (June 2017), which is responsible for the 
strategy’s implementation, has chosen these three specific 
fields of action (EUSALP-Interreg, 2017). 
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Implications for practitioners 
The implications for practition-

ers are far reaching and here are 
only some hints offered. A ma-
jor objective of the MRS is to en-
hance sustainable development 
in terms of supporting the imple-
mentation and coordination of an 
increasing number of good pro-
jects in order to exploit all pos-
sible synergies (Roggeri, 2015; 
European Commission, 2016). In 
addition, practitioners are main-
ly interested in promoting con-
crete actions that respond to the 
needs of their citizens or stake-
holders. So, a major question 
arising is: what type of govern-
ance seems to be the most con-
ducive of true sustainability?

An analysis carried out by the 
European Commission (2014) on 
the existing governance struc-
tures in the four macro-regions 
was introductory to suggestions 
regarding possible revisions and 
improvements. 

The two main points made by 
the European Commission re-
main: a strong political commit-
ment and a robust organization. 
Incidentally, such an organiza-
tion may be costly given the EC’s 
statement that it will not provide 
more funds for MRSs. While the 
absence of new money is a pow-
erful incentive for efficiency and 
effectiveness within the MRS – 
operational management and co-
ordination tasks are not free and 
the cost-effectiveness of coordi-

nation activities must be there-
fore ensured.

In this regard, it is worthwhile 
to mention the four main features 
previously developed:
▪▪ Vision with implementation;
▪▪ A top-down/bottom-up 
approach;

▪▪ Territorial inclusiveness and in-
volvement of the key actors;

▪▪ Strong dimensions of financial 
sustainability with access to 
different and complementary 
financial instruments.

The governance of the mac-
ro region should not serve as a 
substitute for top-down, detailed 
planning of the bottom-up pro-
jects coming from the territo-
ries. It is neither useful nor wise 
for EUSALP to override strategic 
actions grounded in the territo-
rial cooperation frame. This also 
means that EUSALP should not 
use a large share of the Interreg 
funds. On the contrary, EUSALP 
might act as a funding source for 
operating networks in the Alpine 
region, and enable them and their 
projects to gain access to various 
European funds.16

In a clear and robust division 
of tasks and complementari-
ties among territorial networks 

16 These include: COSME (on the competitiveness of SME); 
ERASMUS+ (on skills exchange and the circulation of 
human capital); Europe Creative (on the creative and cul-
tural sectors); Horizon 2020 (on research and innovation); 
Connecting Europe Facility (on European transport, energy 
and digital networks); LIFE (on environment and climate 
issues); and ISA2 (on innovation in public administration 
and the supply of digital services).
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and MRS, EUSALP should mainly 
address:
▪▪ Projects with a clear trans-re-
gional dimension in which the 
direct component of infra-
structural investments is large 
enough to require a macro-area 
response.

▪▪ Horizontal projects focused on 
servicing territorial stakeholders 
and their networks. 

▪▪ Possible implications in terms 
of rules of governance in this re-
gard should include:

▪▪ Strengthening the role of re-
gions as strategic links between 
fine-grained territorial actors 
and the macro region. 

▪▪ Launching peer-to-peer project 
evaluations, which should allow 
for wider circulation of infor-
mation and more transparent 
results.

Unfortunately, the whole pic-
ture will not be the end point of 
an automatic and spontaneous 
path. If good governance struc-
tures are to work properly, they 
need policy endowments, lead-
ership, human skills, persistence 
and stubbornness, as well as an 
engaging attitude. It will be fun-
damental that the ‘strong char-
acter’ of the people in the region 
will support the policy design. 
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This policy paper argues that EU’s 
macro-regional strategies (MRS) 
are innovative laboratories for in-
tegrated participation approach-
es. This means that MRS set up 
new and diverse participative 
structures beyond the existing 
traditional (national) ones and 
they promote in-depth integration 
and democratisation processes 
by thematic policies.  MRS not 
only apply existing partnership 
approaches, they also use them 
in larger variation and extension 
than any other transnational col-
laborative forms. Especially two 
aspects - their cross-cutting na-
ture and the fact that they act be-
yond the national scope - make 
them to innovative laboratories 
for participatory approaches.17

17 The author is a researcher dealing with macro-regional 
strategies. He is programme manager for the Baltic Lead-
ership Programmes at the Swedish Institute. Dr Schneider 
has contributed this article in his personal capacity, all 
the views expressed are his own and do not necessarily 
represent the views of the Swedish Institute.

At the same time, MRS have 
their limitations as well. Firstly, 
they are too functional oriented, 
overlappings between thematic 
networks often do not properly 
support the synergies for fur-
ther cooperation. Secondly, MRS 
have too slow and organic de-
velopment dynamics which also 
means that existing approach-
es (top-down governance coor-
dination and sectorial thematic 
cooperation models) very much 
determine their way of operation. 
These features rely too much on 
national cooperation structures 
and they limit the mobilisation po-
tential and new learning effects 
of MRS.

The article first introduces the 
importance of participative ap-
proaches which Europeanisation 
has brought (1). It than gives a 
brief overview of how these ap-
proaches are used in MRS (2). In 
part (3) it analyses shortcomings/

Gábor Schneider 
Swedish Institute, Stockholm, Sweden17

EU’s macro-regional strategies 
new innovative laboratories for 
participation approaches
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limitations and in part (4) new 
developments and initiatives. Fi-
nally it ends up in a brief sum-
mary (5) with some operational 
suggestions.  

The successful implementa-
tion of policies are strongly de-
pendent on the involvement of 
stakeholders. A further impor-
tant aspect is if there are proper 
capacities for mobilising these 
stakeholders. Participative ap-
proaches are to promote the larg-
er involvement of stakeholders 
and to ensure a broader coercion 
process and exchange of exper-
tise. As a result of participation 
approaches, a growing number of 
groups of the European society 
are involved in the policy making, 
policy implementation and mon-
itoring/evaluation processes at 
different levels (EU, transnational, 
national and local/regional). One 
common feature of these groups 
is that they all are interested in 

the advocacy building process-
es, with their actions they would 
like to influence the making of 
politics.

However, participating groups 
have very diverged profiles, scope 
and different capacities in terms 
of personal and financial resourc-
es. Most of them are active at the 
local and regional level, and they 
appear in different forms in na-
tional and EU politics. As an ag-
gregated term I call these groups 
of actors bottom-up stakeholders 
that consist of representatives of 
local and regional authorities, civ-
il society organisations, research 
and educational organisations, 
local entrepreneurs, chambers, 
employer organisations, trade un-
ions and representatives of the 
media. 
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1.) Europeanisation has  
undoubtedly paved the way  
for participation processes. 

The key EU document, the 
Treaty of Lisbon, named partic-
ipation as a core value of EU 
democratisation, and coupled it 
together with social, economic 
and territorial cohesion initiatives.  
EU regional policy has brought 
several approaches and toolkits 
for the practical implementation 
of participation, the most impor-
tant ones are the place-based 
approach and the European Code 
of Conduct of Partnership (ECCP) 
in this respect. Partnership prin-
ciples have been strengthened 
in all stages of (the planning, im-
plementation and monitoring) 
ESIF by making it compulsory to 
all member states to adopt and 
implement them in their national 
and regional programmes. Fur-
thermore, it has introduced more 
transparent processes for involv-
ing partners.

Participative approaches are 
closely linked with government 
approaches e.g., the open coor-
dination mechanism, the subsidi-
arity and the multi-level govern-
ance perspective. Furthermore, 
if we analyse recently developed 
thematic partnerships we will ex-
perience that these collaborative 
structures attempt to deal with 
participation in a more complex 
manner. Charters, (e.g., Charter 
for Multi-level Governance and 
agendas, e.g., Urban Agenda 
(both introduced by European ad-
visory bodies to support the par-
ticipation process) combine regu-
lative initiatives with broadened 
networking opportunities and de-
mand for integrated funding in a 
more systematic way than ever.  

However, most of the actu-
al implementation of the above 
mentioned approaches are con-
nected to the national or to the 
local/regional level. With the 
elaboration of MRS a new level, 
beyond the national and between 
the supranational has appeared.
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2.) “Baseline formats” and 
existing networks have still the 
leading impacts on governance 
and participation approaches 
in MRS. 

MRS are elaborated by the-
matic cooperation fields such 
as saving the environment, pro-
moting better connection and 
accessibility, and increasing the 
prosperity and living standards of 
the respective macroregion. The 
nature of MRS structures is sys-
tematised by the 3 Nos principles 
(no new institutions, no new regu-
lations and no new funding). As a 
consequence to that these strat-
egies are voluntary-based, pur-
pose driven forms of cooperation. 
Neither of the MRS have binding 
formats or protocols for participa-
tive processes, they are operated 
by existing structures. However, 
these collaborations have often 
different profiles and organisa-
tional culture which require com-
mon and joint learning processes.

Challenges:   
▪▪ MRS have often operational 
challenges when they are focus-
ing on the better interaction be-
tween existing institutions. Ex-
isting organisational differences 
are still an unsolved challenge. 

▪▪ The ECCP could introduce a min-
imum standard of participation 
approaches in the MRS imple-
mentation. However, as ECCP is 
implemented by member states, 
there are still differences in 
country approaches. The Euro-
pean Territorial Cooperation pro-
grammes could provide some 
good practices for transnational 
partnership approaches, how-
ever, there are no standard 
procedures.

▪▪ The project based approach 
strongly determines the oper-
ation of  MRS. As there is no 
additional or specially for MRS 
earmarked financial support, 
the most visible result of these 
strategies are the project imple-
mentation. MRS have to better 
exploit the synergies between 

“There is a great need to make a strategic 
shift from the project generation perspective 
towards policy- and platform formulation.”
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funding programmes and first 
of all develop platforms and 
concepts for transnational coop-
eration. Some innovative ideas 
have been already elaborated, 
for example the combination of 
cross-financing in case of ENPI 
and ETC projects or joint meth-
ods between private and state 
investments. 

▪▪ Mainstream EU-programmes 
are still not a systematic part of 
MRS in the current programming 
period and existing funds/calls 
often exclude groups, especially 
small NGOs with limited capac-
ities from transnational cooper-
ation. MRS are too exclusive at 
this moment and they rely still 
too much on the project-based 
perspective rather than the es-
tablishment of sustainable new 
platforms and networks. Often 
large projects are implemented 
in MRS (EUSDR is a good exam-
ple of that) which excludes many 
smaller stakeholders from the 
implementation process. This 
makes a clear division between 
stakeholders who can partici-
pate and between those who 
cannot in MRS. This gap is how-
ever decreasing, as almost all 
stakeholder groups have some 
kind of international project co-
operation experience and they 
attend transnational networks.    

3.) MRS participative ap-
proaches are strongly influ-
enced by the scope and depth 
of participating countries’ 
willingness and procedures for 
the implementation of MRS 

Although MRS consist of broad 
stakeholder networks, their op-
eration and coordination are pri-
marily led by member states and 
intergovernmental institutions 
which bring limitations to the par-
ticipation approaches.
▪▪ None of MRS have a common 
procedure for involving bot-
tom-up stakeholders. Participa-
tion is organised in an ad-hoc 
manner which depends heavily 
on the quality and capacity of 
the public administration sys-
tem of the participating states, 
and the respective coordinators 
of Policy/Priority Areas and Hori-
zontal Actions. In this respect, 
MRS still very much count on 
the existing structures of mem-
ber states.  

▪▪ Since the early planning process 
of MRS, the European Commis-
sion had applied socio-econom-
ic analysis for mapping the po-
tentials of actors. Stakeholder 
analyses were conducted to get 
a general overview on existing 
structures and to identify key 
stakeholders and thematic 
cooperation areas. As the out-
come of these assessments, 
countries and their areas of in-
terests were requested and ex-
isting intergovernmental struc-
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tures, platforms and networks 
mapped. As a result of the map-
ping, interaction potential and 
capacities of such platforms are 
strongly dependent on the ca-
pacities of participating organ-
isations. In the EUSBSR for ex-
ample the HELCOM network, the 
Nordic Cooperation and CBSS 
have played an important role 
from the beginning by providing 
frames and solid transnational 
networks for intergovernmental 
cooperation. Further networks 
and platforms of different stake-
holder groups e.g., the Baltic 
Development Forum, the Union 

of the Baltic Cities, CPMR Baltic 
Sea Commission and the Baltic 
Sea States Sub-regional Coop-
eration could bring networks 
and collaborations into the im-
plementation of the strategy. 

▪▪ In the Danube area intergovern-
mental structures are consid-
erably looser and less overar-
ching than in the EUSBSR. The 
thematic structures are mainly 
operating by environmental is-
sues connected to water and 
transport. Therefore countries 
play an even more important 
role here. Intergovernmental or-
ganisations such as the Danube 
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Commission, the ICPDR have 
been involved as steering group 
members into the work of re-
spective thematic priority areas, 
whereas platforms with broad-
er thematic portfolios such as 
the Central European Initiative 
or the Regional Cooperation 
Council have had more of an 
indirect role in the operation of 
the strategy by promoting net-
working and project preparation 
opportunities. 

▪▪ Analysing participation from a 
governance perspective, MRS 
follow a top-down co-ordination 
mechanism. The main motiva-
tion behind this is to increase 
the effectiveness and efficien-
cy of the territorial co-opera-
tions. These phenomena are 
especially interesting after the 
broad interests in the stake-
holder dialogues of MRS. In the 
consultation procedures of all 
four MRS over hundred inputs 
and suggestions had arrived 
from bottom-up stakeholders. 
Despite the broad interest in 
MRS, existing capacities and 
resources were the building fun-
damentals of MRS structures. 
The decision-making (policy-for-
mulation) and the implementa-
tion process are mainly driven 
by the European Commission, 
participating states and inter-
governmental organisations. 
The European Commission has 
a facilitation role in the policy 
planning process of MRS, while 

the actual implementation of 
MRS is supervised by member 
states and their state adminis-
tration.  National coordinators 
(NCs) are appointed from rep-
resentatives of state admin-
istration and in most of the 
cases the policy/priority area 
coordinators and steering group 
members are also delegates 
of the state administration. 
PACs coordinate the transna-
tional cooperation and build up 
thematic platforms, while NCs 
are expected to facilitate and 
coordinate the national imple-
mentation of MRS and commu-
nicate with stakeholders. Both 
positions PACs and NCs comply 
with  some kind of service/
coordination function primarily 
between public administration 
entities, but also to promote the 
involvement of other actors to 
the MRS. Their capacities and 
knowledge on participation are 
decisive, currently more deter-
mined by personal skills than 
standardised approaches. Some 
interregional organizations oper-
ate as policy area coordinator or 
flagship leaders in EUSBSR and 
they operate special thematic 
based platforms with a broader 
participation of stakeholders. 
At the same time, this does not 
mean that other actors, such 
as bottom-up stakeholders, are 
excluded from the strategy, but 
these stakeholders do not have 
institutionalised structures for 
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National hearings in  
Serbia

National  hearings

National hearings in...

National hearings in...

National hearings in 
Bulgaria

National hearings in BW

National hearings in 
Ukraine

Participation Day

Shaking

ANNUAL FORUM

participation. Furthermore, the 
existing operational experienc-
es show shortcomings in how 
these actors are involved with-
in the individual policy areas 
(vertical) and within the general 
cooperation processes (horizon-
tal structures) such as revision 
of the strategy, alignment of 
funding, future plans after the 
post2020 period.  

▪▪ Bottom up actors’ scope and 
functions may strongly differ 
from country to country. As a 
simplification we can say: the 
more advanced institutionalised 
network a country has (based 
on its cultural and administra-
tive operation for participation), 
the broader is  the involvement 
of bottom-up actors  in the im-
plementation process of MRS.  



Making the most of  
macro-regions

62

▪▪ Communications, opinions of 
the Commission, consultative 
bodies and other stakeholder 
groups are not systematically 
channelled into the operation 
of MRS. The European Com-
mission and European advi-
sory bodies are aware of the 
shortcomings of participatory 
approaches, and they are trying  
to promote the participation of 
bottom-up actors in certain the-
matic policy areas such as re-
search, innovation through fund-
ing and collaborative platforms, 
however, formalised structures 
and concrete commitments for 
PACs, HACs, NCs do not exist. 

▪▪ There are no consistent monitor-
ing and evaluation processes in 
MRS. Instead of that, the action 
plan is revised and activities 
are reported. Although these 
activities cannot be considered 
as systemic approaches for the 
promotion of participation pro-
cedures, but they have helped 
to get a rough overview on 
stakeholder networks. The re-
vision of activities have helped 
in EUSBSR to better adjust the 
needs and available resources 
to the implementation of the 
strategy. In the EUSDR there 
has not been a comprehensive 
review yet. Here the regular re-
ports of PACs have introduced 
feedbacks on the implementa-
tion of the strategy and network 
building activities. Although 
these reports follow similar 

structures, it is hardly impossi-
ble to make a general synthesis 
and comparison of existing plat-
forms and structures.

4.) New developments  
and initiatives

Currently existing structures 
are results of the economic cli-
mate. Significant changes in gov-
ernance and participation can 
only happen in long-term and via 
an organic development process.

As key accelerators I see the 
platforms of intergovernmental 
organisations. They have broad-
ened participative approaches, 
and they build up new networks 
of MRS as being PACs, HACs or 
members of steering groups of 
priority areas. Their role and im-
portance is constantly growing.

Recently umbrella organisa-
tions of the civil society have ex-
tended their roles in the imple-
mentation of MRS as well. In the 
EUSDR civil society has launched 
a new format of consultation (see 
the participation day and nation-
al hearings in EUSDR), while this 
approach was first applied at the 
Annual Forum of EUSBSR in 2017. 
EUSAIR and EUSALP have a kind 
of joint discussion forums, called 
Stakeholder Forums where in-line 
ministries/country representa-
tives meet bottom-up actors and 
representatives of youth. 

The Participation day (PD) con-
cept in the EUSDR is an innova-
tive initiative which tries to build 
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up structures for regular discus-
sions in a two tier system. The 
first level is the strengthening of 
national structures, channels for 
regular exchange and commu-
nication in respective countries. 
The second tier is the MRS level 
to articulate the needs of bot-
tom-up stakeholders to the key 
stakeholders of MRS. The first 
tier matters in countries which 
lack structures and capacities for 
regular participation dialogues, 
while the second tier’s goal is 
the establishment of regular di-
alogues between the bottom-up 
actors and key stakeholders of 
the MRS. In this model the form 
of interaction and communica-
tion between key stakeholders 
and bottom-up actors reveals a 
key question: What kind of fo-
rum can be used for interest 
representation and how can bot-
tom-up stakeholders’ requests 
best channelled to the key imple-
menters of MRS? Fabricio Barca 
calls this interaction a “shaking 
process”. 

The future outcomes and ef-
fects of PD are not known at this 
moment. Nevertheless, PDs are 
building up new advocacy net-
works in the MRS and they can 
mobilise new actors as well. 

5.) Conclusion: scenarios  
for MRS participation:

MRS as comprehensive inter-
linkages between policies and 
stakeholders need to be better 

harmonised with the actual im-
plementation process. The bet-
ter alignment of MRS to existing 
development programmes ERDF, 
ESF, EMFF, EAFDR and to oth-
er EU funded programmes (e.g., 
Horizon 2020) would not just 
promote the actual implemen-
tation of these strategies, but 
this would foster a new set-up of 
stakeholder networks with broad-
er inclusion and mobilisation ca-
pacity for new participants for 
MRS. However, there is a great 
need to make a strategic shift 
from the project generation per-
spective towards policy- and plat-
form formulation.

Nowadays, different forms 
of thematic transnational part-
nerships are in the making but 
their exact roles and operation 
in MRS have not been proper-
ly discussed. It is necessary to 
find suitable coordination mech-
anisms for the better usage of 
these networks. I see two differ-
ent possible outcomes: the func-
tional network building (scenario 
1) and institutionalisation which 
would require more resources 
and comprehensive solutions 
(scenario 2). 

These days MRS follow the 
first scenario as this does not 
require certain resources and 
institutional building. This mod-
el promotes network building 
via special topics and funding, 
but in general the policy making 
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and implementation and moni-
toring functions of the MRS are 
operated by a limited number of 
stakeholders. 

The second scenario, which 
would require more institution-
alised formats and regular dia-
logues not just by functional top-
ics but in a cross-cutting aspect 
would require considerably more 
personal and financial resourc-
es than MRS have now. Stand-
ardised models for participation, 
communication protocols for 
MRS, which would be adopted 
for the entire MRS. This scenario 
would require long term planning 
with joint targets and strength-
ened institutionalisation of MRS, 
e.g., the set-up of autonomous 
technical secretaries for facilita-
tion of regular dialogues. 

Especially in the case of EU-
SBSR, I expect in the mid-term 
perspective that concrete needs 
come up for stronger institution-
alisation and more standardised 
processes. The enhanced plan-
ning of the monitoring and evalu-
ation processes could be the first 
step to that.

Recommendations:
▪▪ Continue with the extension 
of MRS to new stakeholders 
through regular dialogues.

▪▪ Extend the funding opportuni-
ties and enhance further the-
matic cooperation platforms 
(ERDF, ESF, Agriculture and Fish-
ery Funds) in MRS. Micro-fund-
ing and seed support for bot-
tom-up actors should also be 
continued and strengthened.

▪▪ Stronger media coverage of 
MRS. Besides the regular social 
media channels, webinars, pod-
casts and animations could also 
be used to mobilise new group 
of stakeholders. 
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The concept of monitoring 
macro-regional development
For a long time, the monitoring 
of territorial trends and struc-
tures has been a preoccupation 
of economists, engineers, geog-
raphers and social scientists in 
general. Monitoring has both an 
academic and political outreach. 
While developing extensive da-
tasets take time and resources, 
there has been an increasing 
need to keep such statistical evi-
dence policy relevant, timely and 
accessible to the widest spec-
trum of policymaking in Europe. A 
challenge for monitoring and eval-
uation is to combine the inherent 
complexities of understanding 
territorial dynamics with the need 
for simple messages.

Several projects have focused 
explicitly on developing territori-
al monitoring systems, including 

ESPON projects such as INTERCO, 
BSR-TeMo and ETMS, which were 
specifically designed to produce 
tailor-made monitoring reports 
about territorial development and 
cohesion. Other institutions like 
HELCOM and EEA have devel-
oped monitoring data for specific 
aspects of monitoring, e.g., envi-
ronmental qualities. 

A territorial monitoring system 
is much more than just a statisti-
cal database. A key parameter of 
a territorial monitoring system is 
its ability to provide relevant in-
formation to inform the policy pro-
cess by providing territorial and 
topical evidence and analyses 
for policymakers across levels of 
government. Monitoring systems 
have flourished in recent years, 
especially because of the in-
creased need for efficient imple-
mentation of public policies in a 

Gunnar Lindberg and Linus Rispling 
Nordregio, Stockholm, Sweden

Monitoring and evaluation of  
territorial development and  
macro-regional strategies related 
to the Baltic Sea Region
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drive to “do more with less”. Such 
systems may be conceived in 
many ways depending on the ter-
ritorial and political settings with 
which they are associated. Hence, 
monitoring may be conceived:
▪▪ as a way of following and ana-
lysing the development path of 
territories according to specific 
policy story-lines;

▪▪ as a bank of comparable data 
that can be used for multi-
ple thematic or geographical 
analyses;

▪▪ as a warning system, used for 
systematically monitoring key 
trends;

▪▪ as an evaluation tool with the 
capacity to monitor policies and 
programmes, assessing their 
impact in various places;

▪▪ as a common basis for sharing 
comparative information and 
as a basis for a benchmarking 
tool supporting transnational or 
cross-border decision-making 
and negotiation.

The development of a monitor-
ing system entails collecting a set 
of statistical indicators deemed 
most appropriate for revealing 
territorial trends and ensuring 
that the information for these in-
dicators is well documented and 
traceable. It concerns ensuring 
the reproducibility and consisten-
cy of the statistical and analytical 
work over a period of years, and 
this process requires ensuring 
the comparability of data across 

space and time. In practical 
terms, it is the craft of offering 
this statistical information in a 
way that corresponds to – and 
answers towards – the monitor-
ing and evaluation needs of strat-
egies and policies; such as for in-
stance the EUSBSR.

The choice of indicators is argu-
ably the critical moment in devel-
oping a territorial monitoring sys-
tem, because the capacity of the 
system to support evidence-based 
policymaking effectively is re-
lated to its ability to illustrate 
meaningful trends that support 
analysing the impacts of past in-
terventions and potential future 
policy interventions. Furthermore, 
it is important both to identify in-
dicators that measure the most 
appropriate policy objectives and 
issues, and to connect these with 
more specific types of territories, 
whether these are cities, sparse-
ly populated areas, mountainous 
regions or rural regions. In this 
respect, the territorial nature of 
such a monitoring system relates 
to the measurement of policy 
objectives and issues critical to 
territorial cohesion, and acknowl-
edging the necessity to assess a 
territory’s development path in re-
lation to its specific geographical 
preconditions.

There are many ways in which 
monitoring as a concept can be 
put into practice and be relevant 
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for pursuing territorial cohesion, 
for example, by:
▪▪ adding to the informed discus-
sion between actors concerned 
with place-based development 
activities;

▪▪ improving policies by providing 
evidence about local circum-
stances and conditions;

▪▪ improving the integrated deliv-
ery of policies;

▪▪ improving the use of territorial 
assets/capital in the implemen-
tation of EU2020 priorities, and 
facilitating implementation of 
the priorities of TA2020;

▪▪ strengthening the decision-mak-
ing process at the macro-re-
gional level, resulting in more 
accurate formulation of mac-
ro-regional strategies (priorities 
and projects).

To meet these expectations, it 
becomes especially important to 
ensure that the policy dimensions 
and story-lines investigated are 
strongly connected to the territo-
rial development trends that are 

central to the respective territory. 
In the example of the Baltic Sea 
Region, the challenges are iden-
tified by the EU BSR Strategy and 
the VASAB Long-term Perspective 
(LTP), for instance.

Another benefit of a monitor-
ing framework which is based on 
indicators is its power to provide 
visualisation. Visualisation is be-
lieved to be a key feature sup-
porting spatial visioning and the 
co-production of a shared trans-
national understanding of spa-
tial planning in Europe, not least 
when this process engages both 
researchers and policymakers 
(see for instance the discussion 
in Dühr, 2007).  Hence, a factor 
in the success of a monitoring 
system is how the information is 
visually presented. Presentation 
and visualisation can include dis-
playing static maps, trend anal-
yses based on maps and charts. 
Recently, the fashion has been 
to create user-driven interactive 
map tools.

“The question of governance of macro-region-
al strategies is a difficult one for monitoring 
and evaluation and needs more qualitative 
analysis.”
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Figure 1. Relationship between TeMo and EUSBSR objectives.
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It is important that those in 
the institutional structure around 
a monitoring system understand 
that the framing and construc-
tion of the system are only a first 
step in providing appropriate pol-
icy support. The relevance of the 
system depends on many factors; 
the most important may be:
▪▪ the understanding among poli-
cymakers of the role and oppor-
tunities provided by the moni-
toring system and their ability to 
use them;

▪▪ the permanent updating of the 
information at the core of the 
monitoring system;

▪▪ a critical examination of the sys-
tem’s ability to meet the needs 
of policy-making, and monitoring 
of strategies and policies.

Territorial monitoring in  
relation to the EU Baltic Sea 
Region Strategy

The Territorial Monitoring 
(TeMo) system is a monitoring 
system that measures progress 
towards economic, social and ter-
ritorial cohesion in the Baltic Sea 
Region (BSR). At the core of the 
TeMo system is a set of quanti-
fied indicators at different scales. 
Ministers responsible for spa-
tial planning and development 
in the BSR expressed a demand 
for such a system at the VASAB 
Ministerial Conference in 2009. 
They requested monitoring of and 
periodical reporting on the ter-
ritorial development of the BSR. 

The ESPON programme financed 
the work and the current moni-
toring system was developed by 
a team of researchers under the 
leadership of Nordregio between 
2012 and 2014 under the name 
ESPON BSR-TeMo. The system 
was developed in close collabo-
ration with the end users, specifi-
cally, national policy makers who 
form the Visions and Strategies 
around the Baltic Sea (VASAB) 
Committee on Spatial Planning 
and Development in the BSR.

Since its development in 2014, 
the TeMo system has been used 
regularly as a public policy tool. 
ESPON has periodically updated 
the quantitative information and 
based on this VASAB has identi-
fied some key links between spa-
tial policy and other fields of pub-
lic intervention and responsibility. 
These include labour market poli-
cy, regional policy, education pol-
icy and transport policy among 
others.

The TeMo approach also 
has value beyond the monitor-
ing of spatial processes. Its key 
strength is the way that it com-
bines conventional indicators 
with proper territorial typologies. 
Indicators have already been de-
fined and time series have been 
collected, tested and made com-
patible for all BSR countries in-
cluding the EU neighbours. There 
is substantial expertise in the 
field when it comes to developing 
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policy relevant knowledge based 
on this information. This is par-
ticularly useful in the context of 
the EU Strategy for the BSR (EU-
SBSR).18 Of the Strategy’s three 
objectives, two, “Connect the re-
gion” and “Increase prosperity”, 
are partially covered by the ex-
isting TeMo system (se figure 1). 
There are however, some missing 
linkages between the EUSBSR 
and the TeMo system when it 
comes to the objective “Save the 
sea” which would greatly benefit 
from the collection of new data. 

Save the Sea
Achieving good environmental 
status by 2020 is one of the key 
objectives of policy actions in 
the Baltic Sea Region (BSR) and 
one of the main reasons for the 
existence of the EUSBSR. In re-
cent years, the preservation of 
natural resources through clean 
technology, alternative energies 
and other green growth initia-
tives has once again been in the 
spotlight. Although many action 
programmes have been initiated 
over the last decade addressing 
the environment, environmental 
and climate change pressures 
continue to be addressed. Two 
major areas of environmental ac-

18 The following section discussing territorial monitoring 
in relation to the EUSBSR builds on the report Trends, chal-
lenges and potentials in the Baltic Sea Region (Swedish 
National Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 2016), 
with contributions by Linus Rispling (Ed.), Julien Grunfelder 
(Ed.), Gustaf Norlén, Shinan Wang, Linda Randall, Gunnar 
Lindberg, Tomas Hanell, Carsten Schürmann and Jacek 
Zaucha.

tion in the BSR are the air quality 
in cities and eutrophication levels 
of the Baltic Sea.

When it comes to air quali-
ty, PM10 pollution is a common 
indictor of air quality. The main 
causes of PM10 pollutions are in-
dustries, transport, households, 
and agriculture. The latest figures 
for BSR cities show, that PM10 is 
no longer a concern for Scandi-
navian cities, but still is for Polish 
ones.

Another sensitive environmen-
tal issue in the Baltic Sea Region 
is the quality of the Baltic Sea wa-
ter. There are currently problems 
of eutrophication, mainly caused 
by agricultural phosphate entries. 
The increasing shipping transport 
across the Baltic Sea also caus-
es negative environmental and 
climate impacts through ballast 
waters, dumping of used oil and 
diesel, as well as exhaust gas pol-
lutions, along the shipping routes 
as well as within the ports. Map 
1 is an example of how HELCOME 
data has been integrated in the 
BSR-TeMo monitoring system for 
the EUSBSR.

Connect the Region
For an international macro-re-
gion like the BSR, good internal 
and external transport connec-
tions are vital for the exchange 
of goods, people and knowledge. 
The BSR is deeply embedded in 
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the global economy, and com-
petes with other macro-regions 
in Europe and in the world. In a 
European context, most of the re-
gions within the BSR suffer from 
relative low accessibility poten-
tials, putting them at a relative 
disadvantage when it comes to 
increasing their economic ac-
tivities. Only few BSR areas can 
compete with their European and 
global competitors. Still, there 
are several growth poles within 
the BSR, mostly areas with high 
population potentials. Over the 
last decades, the potential for 
prosperity within these growth 
poles has increased.

Besides the growth poles, 
there are many first, second and 
third tier gateway cities, con-
necting the BSR with Europe and 
the world. Along with their gate-
way function, these cities and 
towns are also drivers of regional 
growth and hotspots for social 
activities. To fulfil their functions, 
cities need to be well connected 
to each other. Good connectivity 
to emerging vibrant cities inside 
and outside Europe is vital for the 
BSR. Map 2 shows an analysis of 
functional areas in the BSR made 
within the monitoring system.

Increase prosperity
Promoting the competitiveness 
and attractiveness of the BSR is 
one of the principal objectives 
of the EUSBSR macro-region-
al strategy. It consists of five 
sub-objectives that seek to re-
inforce the cohesiveness of the 
macro-region through tourism, 
strengthening culture and cre-
ative industries, exploiting the 
full potential of the region in re-
search, innovation and SME, uti-
lising the digital internal market 
as a means of attracting talents 
and investments, improving and 
promoting people’s health as well 
as social aspects; and enhancing 
education, research and general 
employability.

The connection between the 
EUSBSR objective of prosperity 
and the two EU 2020 Strategy 
priorities of smart growth and 
inclusive growth are substantial, 
not least concerning R&D, edu-
cation, skills, and poverty and so-
cial exclusion. One key underlying 
aspect in understanding the eco-
nomic development of the BSR is 
migration – Map 3 displays one 
visualisation of migration trends 
in the region from 2005 to 2014. 
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To conclude
In summary, effective linking of 
the BSR-TeMo system to the ob-
jectives of the EU Strategy for the 
Baltic Sea Region would make it 
a useful tool for assessing wheth-
er we are moving in the right di-
rection, and locating key risks 
and challenges. There is also a 
need for continued discussion of 
conceptual issues and practical-
ities related to how monitoring 
and evaluation are utilised in the 
policy development (cycle) and 
in implementation and evalua-
tion of the policies and strategies 
for macro-regions. Obviously, it 
is rather difficult to assess the 
linkages between governance 
at the macro-regional level (e.g., 
implementation of the EUSBSR) 
and any tangible outcomes being 
captured by the quantitative data 
and analysis of such a monitoring 
system described above. This is 
a difficult aspect of analysing the 
actual impact of the strategy – in 
the light of all other processes 
taking place in the region and 
elsewhere. The question of gov-
ernance of macro-regional strat-
egies is a difficult one for moni-
toring and evaluation and needs 
more qualitative analysis. Hence, 
one aspect of evaluating the pro-
gress of the EUSBSR is surely to 
evaluate projects and actions at 
the lower level, using both quali-
tative and quantitative methods, 
and linking this to the governance 
at the macro-scale as well. Anoth-

er important aspect, however, is 
to follow the large scale – yet ter-
ritorially diverse – development 
at the macro  level. Even though 
it is difficult to evaluate any coun-
terfactual results of a strategy 
in such a way, due to many other 
global and local processes hav-
ing an impact on the macro-re-
gional development, a monitoring 
system following the appropriate 
domains and indicators at the 
macro level gives an indication 
of what work needs to be inten-
sified and what aspects are mov-
ing in the right direction. This is 
what we have exemplified in this 
article, and we hope that it will 
stimulate further discussions and 
developments in the field of mac-
ro regional monitoring and evalu-
ation systems. 
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Introduction
More than a decade ago the idea 
of macro-regional cooperation 
came up, followed by the devel-
opment of by now four macro-re-
gional strategies. As it is often 
the case, stakeholders involved 
in funding cooperation initiatives 
come to ask whether their en-
gagement is justified by the re-
sults. In particular, in the case of 
macro-regional strategies with 
their broad scope, the impact, 
output or results are not obvious. 
This is partly due to their reliance 
on existing funding opportuni-
ties, institutions and cooperation 
within the diversity of the EU’s 
multi-level governance structure. 
For this reason, and in view of the 
preparation of the new multi-an-
nual framework 2020-2027, calls 
from a wide range of stakehold-
ers for evaluating and monitoring 
macro-regional cooperation have 

become vigorous. In response to 
this growing demand the Europe-
an Commission and the different 
macro-regions have increased 
their efforts by providing reports, 
launching studies and projects 
as well as by organising participa-
tory workshops. 

The aim of this contribution is 
to identify potential ways forward 
to develop strategies for evaluat-
ing and monitoring MRS. In order 
to do so, we first differentiate be-
tween the concepts of evaluation 
and monitoring. Second, we intro-
duce the challenges in evaluating 
and monitoring macro-regional 
strategies. Third, we give an over-
view on different attempts under-
taken in the direction of meas-
uring the added value of MRS. 
Fourth, we present open ques-
tions and identify potential ways 
forward.

Franziska Sielker 
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Tobias Chilla 
University of Erlangen-Nürnberg, Germany
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Defining Evaluation  
and Monitoring
The terms evaluation and mon-
itoring are often used jointly, 
sometimes even as synonyms. 
There are, however, important dis-
tinctions to these two concepts. 
In short, evaluation analyses to 
what extent a certain goal was 
achieved, whereas monitoring 
analyses how certain indicators 
change. In other words: Evalua-
tion is a systematic assessment 
of the use and value of a con-
cept according to its potential 
impact or in relation to targets 
set. Evaluation can be conducted 
either ex-ante, accompanying or 
ex-post. Monitoring by contrast 
is the continuous observation of 
changes of a range of indicators 
over an undefined or defined pe-
riod of time. A difference is that 
the process of evaluation on the 
one hand subsumes to come to 

a judgement on the results, im-
pacts or outcomes. The changes 
observed in a monitoring process 
on the other hand are not neces-
sarily weighted against a prede-
fined set of targets or goals. 

The objects of monitoring or 
evaluation can be among other 
projects, programmes, measures, 
policies, technologies or organi-
sations. The functions are either 
to better understand processes, 
to control a development, to cre-
ate a dialogue or to provide legit-
imacy to measures. An important 
differentiation is to be made be-
tween internal and external evalu-
ations and monitoring processes, 
meaning whether an evaluation 
is conducted by external contrac-
tors or by the respective organ-
isation itself. A main challenge 
in providing results is the scope 
of analysis of the evaluation or 



Making the most of  
macro-regions

80

monitoring process, which again 
relates to the object itself. Mac-
ro-regional strategies are unique 
in this respect.

Challenges for Evaluating  
and Monitoring MRS
We contend here that evaluating 
and monitoring of macro-regional 
cooperation is a complex endeav-
our facing a number of challeng-
es. We come to this conclusion 
for the following reasons.

Macro-regional cooperation is 
implemented under the premises 
of the three Nos, to not imply new 
funds, institutions and regula-
tions. Despite the fact that these 
three Nos have partly been over-
come, as money was allocated to 
MRS, new positions have been 
developed and macro-regions 
are notably included in different 
operational frameworks, they re-
main a fuzzy cooperation frame-
work. Their broad ambition is to 
support better implementation of 
existing policies and legislation 
as well as to support the better 
alignment and targeted use of ex-
isting funds. 

One consideration to keep 
in mind is the relation between 
ambition and implementation: 
Macro-regional cooperation has 
a strong strategic dimension, no-
tably through cooperation devel-
oping under the head of a joint 
strategy document. The involved 

stakeholder networks intend to 
support coordination across mul-
tiple levels as well as cross-sec-
toral. Macro-regions are not 
implemented following a one-
size-fits-all approach. On the con-
trary, all the four macro-regions 
differ with regard to content, gov-
ernance and ambition. Therefore, 
at the European level, macro-re-
gional strategies are understood 
to be laboratories of a place-
based approach. This also im-
plies that throughout the process 
and the cooperation joint targets 
are set and projects developed. 
This in itself is one of the goals 
of macro-regional cooperation 
to identify common ground and 
then develop ideas for implemen-
tation to achieve the joint targets. 
The projects that then shall help 
to reach goals are not necessarily 
carried out under the ‘macro-re-
gional flag’. The fact that concrete 
activities are often carried out in 
other contexts, and are not of-
ten mono-causal relatable to the 
strategy makes monitoring and 
evaluation of the concrete con-
tribution of the strategy difficult. 
For example, in some contexts 
the macro-region might have pro-
vided the administrative-political 
setting to identify the coopera-
tion needs and allow for gather-
ing of political support. This is, 
however, difficult to measure. 

Another consideration is the 
long-term goal that macro-region-
al cooperation can contribute to 
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further integration in political, in-
stitutional and territorial terms. 
This, however, is a long-term de-
velopment. It may as well differ 
from one macro-region to anoth-
er as well as within the different 
policy fields and networks in-
volved. In order to measure these 
developments, one would need 
to know about the current situa-
tion. Monitoring the changes then 
would imply the identification of 
indicators, which is not a straight-
forward task.  

All in all, the complexity of 
measuring the contributions de-
rives from the fuzzy nature of 

MRS, the intangible effects of 
e.g., increased cooperation, its 
facilitating role, the causality and 
the identification of the effects 
itself. For this reason, scholars 
have described macro-regions as 
examples of evolutionary or ex-
perimentalist governance (Gänzle 
& Mirtl 2016, Chilla et al. 2017).

Taking stock: Activities  
and Data Sources

In general, three different 
types of parallel developments 
within macro-regions can be 
differentiated. These include 
studies, workshops and the dis-
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cussions around the post-2020 
cohesion and regional policy by 
regional stakeholders as well as 
from the European level.

Following the report on the 
added-value of macro-regional 
strategies in 2013, and the 2016 
report on the implementation of 
MRS, the European Commission 
has increased its efforts in re-
sponding to the growing demand 
for monitoring and evaluating 
MRS. One of the main activities 
by the European Commission 
with respect to the concept of 
MRS was to launch different 
studies on the added-value of 
MRS and their contribution to 
Cohesion Policy. The Interact 
programme in addition commis-
sioned studies on best-practices 
of macro-regional implementa-
tion processes and on the em-
bedding of MRS activities in ETC 
activities and programmes. More-
over, the European Commission 
supported four participatory 
workshops to be carried out in 
each region to address explicitly 
a potential development of eval-
uation and monitoring system re-
garding the added value of MRS. 
The first workshop took place in 
the EU Baltic Sea Region in Sum-
mer 2016 followed by a workshop 
in the Danube and Alpine Region 
in Autumn 2016 (for example, 
see the follow-up paper Chilla & 
Sielker 2016). The topic was then 
as well addressed in the Adriat-
ic-Ionian Region as part of the 

Annual Forum in Spring 2017. An-
other series of events that broad-
ly relates to these questions are 
the post-2020 discussions. There 
are several activities launched 
from regional and national rep-
resentations aiming to support 
the future integration of MRS in 
the Cohesion policy framework. 
These include numerous position 
papers, as well as conferences 
and workshops on the future of 
MRS. For example, the events by 
the Bavarian Presidency of the 
EUSALP in March 2017 and by 
the Hungarian Presidency of the 
EUSDR in May 2017. 

The discussions around the 
future of MRS are somewhat 
fuelled by a request for their le-
gitimation as a tool to being able 
to show results, which processes 
of monitoring and evaluation are 
supposed to show. A number of 
activities and data sources can 
provide input to such processes.   

In parallel to these discus-
sions, the ESPON Programme 
has launched calls for proposal 
on the future development and 
scenarios within macro-regions 
in the format of Targeted Analysis. 
In addition, the Baltic Sea Region 
in cooperation with ESPON has 
developed the BSR TeMo project, 
aiming to develop a territorial 
monitoring system for the region. 
The ESPON programme foresees 
as well to support other mac-
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Table 1. Data sources 

Layers General data sources

European Eurostat

Joint Research Council 

Inspire, Directive Implementation

European Environmental Agency

ESPON 
TransEuropean Network Corridor - Reports

Maritime Atlas

MRS specific KEEP

ESPON

European Structural and Investment Fund – reports, evaluations,  
national Institutions, e.g. statistical centres

European territorial cooperation programmes – e.g. evaluation reports

Priority Area, 
Action Group 
specific

Progress reports

Layers Regional data sources

EUSBSR Nordregio

ESPON

Vasab

Helcom

EUSDR JRC Danube Reference Data Service Infrastructure (DSRDI)

International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River

EUSAIR Centro Studi di Politica Internazionale

EUSALP Alpine Convention (SOIA)

EURAC - European Academy Bozen

Source: own summary
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ro-regions through similar pro-
jects, with the next project being 
launched for the Danube Region.  

The question of monitoring 
and evaluation is not new, and 
has played a considerable role in 
observing spatial development 
on the regional as well as on the 
EU level. This led to a number of 
existing EU and regional sources 
and resources, which would be 
useful to draw on. The following 
table gives an overview on poten-
tial quantitative data and regional 
statistics as well as qualitative in-
sights to be included into a moni-
toring system. 

All these existing attempts 
and data resources can provide 
a basis for the development of 
future evaluation and monitoring 
procedures. Bringing these sourc-
es together would in itself be an 
added-value. However, at the mo-
ment the main question remains 
whether the regions and the EU 
level intend to focus on process-
es of evaluation and/or moni-
toring, and what the next steps 
could be. Despite a general posi-
tive estimation of moving towards 
such procedures, the workshops 
and regional discussion have re-
vealed a huge diversity in expec-
tations towards such a system 
and its approach. Whereas on a 
broader political level the ques-
tion of result evaluation domi-
nates, within the macro-regions 
a monitoring and an evaluation 

of the activities and their priority 
areas is discussed. This immense 
diversity on expectation creates 
a difficult background to identify 
further concrete steps.

Open Questions and  
Ways forward
Drawing on the difference of 
the concepts introduced above, 
systems of evaluation could in 
the macro-regional context an-
alyse the achievement of objec-
tives. Monitoring systems can 
help to answer the contribution 
to change. However, given the 
challenges of the MRS concept 
as such, the difficulty will remain 
to claim causality due to chang-
es often resulting from a combi-
nation of factors and activities 
outside MRS, e.g. more global 
developments such as economic 
crises.

Given the ongoing discussions 
and the diverging goals of the 
different actors with regard to 
monitoring and evaluation there 
are from our perspective three 
more likely systems that could be 
developed:
▪▪ Monitoring of socio-economic 
and environmental indicators of 
a region: selecting most mean-
ingful indicators with regard to 
the strategy’s objectives. 

▪▪ Monitoring of implementation 
activities and added-value: gov-
ernance changes, networks, 
workshop assessments etc. 
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▪▪ Evaluation of achievements 
and added-value: added-value 
to ETC, added-value to the Co-
hesion goal, achievements of 
targets set in MRS and their the-
matic areas.

Addressing such approaches 
would in a first step need to an-
swer numerous questions, not 
least the ambition and the re-
sources provided. These are at 
the same time political decisions. 

Open Questions 
When building a monitoring 

system, many questions may 
arise, e.g.:
1.	 What shall be measured and 

with which indicators? 
2.	 How to operationalise the 

objects of monitoring and 
evaluation?

3.	 Which level of concretisation?
4.	 How to consider political 

dynamics and changing 
priorities?

5.	 How to assess causal rela-
tions between implementa-
tion activities and changes in 
socio-economic values?

6.	 Who (self-evaluation vs. exter-
nal evaluation)? 

7.	 How to deal with complexity?
8.	 What timeframe?
9.	 What approach (quantitative 

vs. qualitative)?
10.	What resources are provided?
11.	What type of policy decisions 

should the system support 
and prepare?

“On the basis of a dialogue between the key 
contributors and stakeholders a political dis-
course on the purpose is needed.”
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Once the general idea of what 
shall be measured is defined, a 
crucial step is the identification 
of indicators. Systems to monitor 
the socio-economic development 
of macro-regions can draw on a 
significant number of resourc-
es as outlined above. Despite 
all the pitfalls in the concrete 
implementation and operation-
alisation of indicators, observ-
ing territorial developments is 
not new, first attempts are on 
the way to designing tailor-made 
monitoring systems and to align 
the diversity of data, e.g., through 
ESPON. A system to monitor the 
implementation of the activities 
in the frasmework of MRS would 
need to be tailored to the differ-
ent macro-regional organisation 
structures and themes, and nec-
essarily would need to involve the 
key stakeholders, such as Na-
tional Coordinators and thematic 
coordinators. 

However, the assessment of 
the added-value, which is cur-
rently a major impetus to ask for 

evaluation and/or monitoring, is 
a more complicated endeavour. 
The discussions for the next mul-
ti-annual financial EU framework, 
which call regional policy funda-
mentally into question, raises the 
question of the contribution of 
this new cooperation framework 
to the EUs cohesion goal. 

Table 2 illustrates the com-
plexity of defining indicators. The 
added-value of macro-regions 
consists in providing a framework 
to allow for strategic orientation. 
However, identifying operation-
alising “strategic orientation” as 
the added-value to measure in 
indicators is another step. This 
goes hand in hand with the deci-
sion whether to use a qualitative 
or a quantitative approach. 

As illustrated through the 
examples in Table 2 the opera-
tionalisation of indicators is dif-
ficult. Keeping in mind that any 
approach would most likely have 
a limited set of resources, the 
practicalities would need to be 
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considered early in the process. 
Figure 1 shows examples for a 
potential tree of decision’s to be 
taken alongside the route of set-
ting-up a system through the ex-
ample of a qualitative evaluation 
approach. This shows that after 
having decided for a qualitative 
or a quantitative approach one 
can differentiate between input 
and output indicators (cf. DG Re-
gio 2011, Gaffey 2013, Chilla & 
Sielker 2016). The example of 

governance e.g. shows that one 
could then analyse the effective-
ness or the sense of ownership 
or the participation. This tree of 
decisions is an example display-
ing the first number of decisions 
that would need to be taken in 
approaching such a system.

Table 2: Measuring the added-value

Added value Measurement
Strategic orientation Qualitative shifts of the political agendas

Updates of the MRS visions and targets

Change of mind set of civil servants (self-assessment/questionnaires)

Number of new initiatives

Linking the political 
with programmes and 
projects

Integration of MRS objectives in domestic and European documents/projects, in 
particular regarding sectoral policies

Alignment of funding, e.g. by domestic and European investments with MRS 
agendas 

Number of strategic projects

Alignment of regional policies and sectoral policies with the Union’s goal, e.g. the 
contribution to the use of sustainable energy

Cross-sectoral  
coordination

Joint activities and projects 

Number of actors, networks, meetings, projects with reference to MRS objectives

Identification of policy coherence

Multi-level governance Sense of ownership and leadership at all levels

Participation of all levels

Involvement of upper and lower political stakeholders, e.g. the ministers meeting

Citizen engagement

Source: own summary
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Concluding Remarks and  
Policy Recommendations
This contribution put empha-
sis on identifying potential ways 
forward in setting-up systems 
of monitoring and evaluation. 
Against the background of the 
above identified challenges we 
have highlighted some practi-
calities and open questions that 
would need to be addressed. On 
this basis, we come to the follow-
ing recommendations:

A contemporary challenge 
is the diversity of expectations 
towards such a system and an 
uncertainty between the differ-
ent stakeholders on who is sup-
posed to take the lead. Following 
the participatory workshops, we 
therefore recommend a contin-
uous dialogue between Priority 
Area Coordinators/ Action Group 
Leaders with National Coordina-
tors and the European Commis-
sion. The four presidencies to the 

Fig. 1: Example for a decision-making tree

Source: Own illustration
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macro-regional strategies could 
potentially play a coordinating 
role. A major pitfall is that all lev-
els and stakeholders need a justi-
fication for their involvement. 

On the basis of a dialogue be-
tween the key contributors and 
stakeholders a political discourse 
on the purpose is needed. In the 
next step a clarification of the 
objects of such a system is need-
ed. These necessarily need to 
take into account the information 
available and the practicalities. 

On a European level, a next 
step could be to decide to what 
extent individual systems for the 
four MRS should be developed, or 
how these different regional ap-
proaches could lead to a coher-
ent evaluation of the concept of 
MRS itself. 

On a more general basis, we 
want to pinpoint the fact that in-
dependent from a chosen model, 

expectations towards an evalua-
tion and monitoring system would 
need be realistic. Evaluation and 
monitoring are complex endeav-
ours where a transparent com-
munication of the aims of chosen 
system need to be communicat-
ed openly. Introducing a mon-
itoring system can on the one 
hand provide a documentation 
of activities undertaken in the 
MRS context. On the other hand 
it can help to provide a long-term 
overview of the regional develop-
ments. Given the nature of mac-
ro-regions, we, however, consid-
er that attempts to qualitatively 
evaluate the more intangible ef-
fects of MRS cooperation help to 
identify the contribution of MRS 
to the overall policy and govern-
ance setting. This may in addition 
provide impetus to discuss ad-
justments to current practices. 
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Although all these recommen-
dations seem to touch rather 
general points, we conclude that 
before any of the above outlined 
concretisations can be taken and 
approached, the framework con-
ditions on the lead, purpose, am-
bition and resources have to be 
clarified before further steps can 
be taken. The results of the par-
ticipatory workshops and the ES-
PON projects provide input to fuel 
the discussions and decisions, 
which now depend on political 
leadership. 
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Science and 
research lay 
the ground



Making the most of  
macro-regions

92

Macro-regional Strategies (MRS) 
gather countries and regions in 
the same geographical area in or-
der to address common challeng-
es and to benefit from strength-
ened cooperation for economic, 
social and territorial cohesion. 
The approach encourages partic-
ipating countries to mobilise new 
projects and initiatives, creating 
a sense of common responsibili-
ty. They offer a platform for mul-
ti-sectoral, multi-country and mul-
ti-level governance, and are open 
to neighbouring non-EU coun-
tries. They thus play a substantial 
role in helping these countries to 
strengthen their links with the EU 
and mitigate negative effects on 
the EU’s external borders. A mac-
ro-region is best conceived as a 
complex and heterogeneous net-

work rather than as a single com-
manding authority. Macro-regions 
are not created ex nihilo; they 
super-impose themselves as a 

“soft” strategic layer upon a con-
trasting set of pre-existing histo-
ries of transnational cooperation 
and networking on the European 
territory. 

MRS are also an endeavour to 
develop innovative, socially, eco-
nomically and environmentally 
responsible regions that can then 
well integrate into the European 
framework. They are thus rein-
forcing the commitments of the 
Europe 2020 strategy towards 
the three dimensions of smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth 
and balancing economic and soci-
etal needs with sustainable envi-
ronmental management. 

Understanding and tackling 
such cross-sectoral challenges 
through policy measures and pol-
icy dialogue requires appropriate 
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data and knowledge which can 
be provided by different expert 
groups and scientific research or-
ganisations and their networks. 
A strong human capital base is 
needed not only to be able to 
provide expert knowledge in one 
field but to be able to think and 
act across disciplines.

In this context, human and 
institutional capacity can be 
seen as a prerequisite for insti-
tutional cooperation, and hence 
for macro-regional cooperation 
with a view to smart, sustaina-
ble and inclusive growth in differ-
ent macro-regions. This is one of 
the most important reasons why 
the action plans of all the mac-
ro-regional strategies specifical-
ly insist on sector specific and 
cross-sectoral capacity building 
at the individual and institution-
al level. 

Even though there is an em-
phasis on the clear sense of 
ownership and responsibilities 
to countries and regions within 
macro-regions, the initiatives and 
actions defined by MRS need mo-
mentum and would benefit from a 
stronger coordination within and 
between the involved countries 
to deliver the expected results. 
Such momentum needs to come 
from the countries and should in-
volve partners and civil societies 
operating in the macro-region. 
Important support also comes 
from International and European 
institutions including the Europe-
an Commission.  

As the science and knowledge 
service at the heart of the Euro-
pean Commission, DG Joint Re-
search Centre (JRC) is providing 
support to all existing macro-re-
gional strategies.



Making the most of  
macro-regions

94

Following the endorsement 
of the European Union Strategy 
for the Danube Region (EUSDR) 
by the European Council in June 
2011, the JRC made contacts 
with a broad range of stakehold-
ers in the Danube Region at sci-
entific and political levels. An 
analysis confirmed the needs and 
added value for the JRC to launch 
and coordinate an initiative to 
support the strategy. At the scien-
tific level, the JRC signed a Letter 
of Intent with four Science Acad-
emies of the Danube Region for 
cooperation on the scientific sup-
port to the Danube Strategy. This 
cooperation was later extended 
to six other Science Academies 
of the Region and to the Danube 
Rectors’ Conference which is 
a network representing almost 
70 universities in the region. In 
2013, the Joint Research Centre 
officially launched a dedicated in-
itiative, called Scientific Support 
to the Danube Strategy. 

The JRC’s Scientific Support 
to the Danube Strategy initiative 
is sub-divided into four flagship 
projects and three horizontal ac-
tivities. They aim to address the 
scientific challenges faced by the 
Danube Region from an integrat-
ed and cross-cutting perspective 
taking into account the interde-
pendencies between various poli-
cy priorities. The flagship projects 
which have been identified are 
the following: The Danube Wa-
ter Nexus, The Danube Land and 
Soil Nexus, The Danube Air Nex-
us, The Danube Bio-energy Nex-
us. The four thematic projects are 
complemented by three horizon-
tal activities: The Danube Refer-
ence Data and Service Infrastruc-
ture, Smart Specialisation in the 
Danube Region and the Danube 
Innovation Partnership. The pro-
jects focus on environmental pro-
tection, irrigation and agricultural 
development, navigability, ener-
gy production and the support to 
European governance through 
Smart Specialisation. 
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‘’Territorial management at all levels re-
quires informed decisions based on access to 
authentic and timely data and information. 
The creation of macro-regions offers oppor-
tunities to understand the status and connect 
social, economic and environmental phe-
nomena without being restricted by political 
boundaries. Given shared cultural traditions 
and development challenges, macro-regions 
also provide an opportunity for a broad 
range of stakeholders to collaborate in  
sharing and using their knowledge.‘’ 

Vladimir Šucha JRC Director-General

The JRC Scientific Support to 
the Danube Strategy follows the 
logic of a nexus approach which 
can be demonstrated in the Dan-
ube Water Nexus.  Water issues 
are closely interlinked with the 
agriculture and energy sector. 
The Danube Water Nexus tackles 
the interdependencies in these 
sectors. It aims at addressing 
the water challenges identified 
by the EU Blueprint to Safeguard 
Europe’s Water Resources and 
the EU Strategy for the Danube 
Region. Tackling the Water Nexus 
requires integrated solutions go-
ing beyond sectoral divides and 

addressing the needs of water 
from the different users in the re-
gion. This cross-cutting nexus ap-
proach increased the cooperation 
across the different priority are-
as (PAs) of the Danube Strategy.
The transboundary nature of the 
Danube river basin provides an 
opportunity for testing impacts of 
innovative policy actions. 

An important part of the JRC 
flagship projects and horizontal 
activities was setting up scientific 
clusters – network of research-
ers from the JRC and from dif-
ferent countries in the macro-re-
gion. Working together in flagship 
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projects and horizontal activities 
has started from existing collab-
oration of the JRC with research 
bodies and international organ-
isations in the Danube Region. 
Subsequently more and more ad-
ditional partners were involved to 
fill gaps of expertise as deemed 
necessary. With the involvement 
of a growing number of experts,  
a solid knowledge base has been 
established. This contributes to 
harmonisation across countries 
and supports the implementation 
of EU policies in a transboundary 
context.

The JRC thus provides scien-
tific support to the EUSDR in two 
ways. Firstly, it addresses the sci-

entific needs related to the imple-
mentation of the EUSDR through 
the harmonisation of datasets 
and filling the existing data gaps. 
It is thus helping decision-makers 
and other stakeholders to iden-
tify the policy needs and actions 
needed for the implementation 
of the Strategy. Secondly, it con-
tributes to knowledge capacity 
building through sharing meth-
ods, tools and skills and to the 
reinforcement of ties and cooper-
ation amongst the scientific com-
munities. This also encourages  
a change of mindset stimulating 
a more holistic approach to inno-
vation and taking public author-
ities, businesses and academia 
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on-board  to work together to cre-
ate regional innovation ecosys-
tems through an entrepreneurial 
discovery process.

It is broadly recognised that 
research questions in environ-
mental science should be driven 
by societal needs, and co-devel-
oped by social and biophysical 
scientists working closely togeth-
er with those who apply scientific 
knowledge in decision making. 
The latter include, in particular, 
land planners and river basin 
managers. At the same time, sci-
entific and technical knowledge 
is the seed of innovation in pro-
cesses, services and products 
needed to reach the objectives 
of the EUSDR: protecting the en-
vironment, connecting the region, 
building prosperity and strength-
ening institutions, cooperation 
and security. So, co-development 
of scientific and technical knowl-
edge, problem solving and inno-
vation is a systemic approach to 
research, and requires “synthesis 
centres” active within the broad-

er ecosystem. Building on expe-
rience derived from national pro-
jects and working together with 
the International Commission 
for the Protection of the Danube 
River (ICPDR), the JRC facilitates 
innovation transfer, for example, 
through the creation of Synthesis 
Centres on innovative wastewa-
ter treatment feasibility studies in 
the Lower Danube Region. 

EUSDR stakeholders meet 
every year at the Annual Forum to 
discuss the progress of the Strat-
egy’s implementation, exchange 
best practices and to identify 
further opportunities for cooper-
ation. At these events, both the 
expert and political level, empha-
sised the importance of the JRC 
involvement in the Danube Strat-
egy. They highlighted the needs 
of the region for capacity building 
through the nexus (cross-sectoral, 
holistic) approach and through 
clustering of macro-regional re-
search potential. 
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Over three years, the Scientif-
ic Support to the Danube Strat-
egy, through the activities of the 
seven scientific clusters, has led 
to over 40 scientific publications 
and technical reports. It involved 
around 4 500 stakeholders, or-
ganised 50 thematic workshops, 
and collected and made availa-
ble more than 10 000 data sets. 
The initiative created durable 
thematic scientific networks of 
national experts, universities and 
research institutions, led and 
stimulated by the JRC. The JRC 
has carried out collaboration ac-
tivities and facilitated the access 
to relevant data. Strategic part-
ners strongly supporting and re-
questing scientific support are: 
the National Academies of Sci-
ence and Art (Danube Academies 
Conference), the Danube Rectors’ 
Conference, the Covenant of May-
ors for Climate & Energy, Priority 
Area Coordinators and national 
representatives as members of 
different Steering Groups.

The concept of a scientific 
cluster proved to be successful in 
overcoming sectoral divides and 
fostered better links between 
priority areas. By offering strate-
gic scientific support, scientific 
clusters also provide the momen-
tum and ensure coherence with 
EU policies and positions. They 
support through capacity build-
ing while leaving the clear sense 
of ownership to countries and re-
gions within the macro-regions. 
One should keep in mind that 
the four existing macro-regional 
strategies demonstrate how mac-
ro-regional cooperation is applied 
in very different historical, politi-
cal and socio-economic contexts. 
Whilst the Alpine macro-regional 
strategy represents a potential 
instrument for the exploitation 
of territorial synergies, the strat-
egies in the Danube, Baltic and 
Adriatic-Ionian macro-regions 
constitute potential instruments 
for tackling uneven development. 
Two of these three macro-regions 
(the Danube and the Adriatic-Ion-
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ian) also include EU non-member 
states. The scientific communi-
ties in those countries have a rel-
atively low participation in the EU 
research Framework Programme 
and less cooperation activities 
with the JRC. Working togeth-
er in scientific clusters with the 
JRC researchers and EU Member 
States researchers provides the 
opportunity for scientific and in-
stitutional capacity building in 
the whole macro-region. Thus the 
support to existing scientific clus-
ters and the formation of similar 
clusters in other macro-regions 
could be a way to strengthen 
horizontal linkages within mac-
ro-regions as well as with experts 
at EU level and at international 
institutions. The scientific clus-
ters allow for a better and more 

efficient managing the issues 
defined by the action plan of the 
strategy whilst clearly contribut-
ing to the development of cohe-
sion policies. 
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While most economies are based 
on the idea of a market free 
from interventions by the state 
to guide or subvert forces of sup-
ply and demand, markets do fail 
and macroregions are one means 
for addressing such failures for 
the greater good. Understanding 
and attending to the economic 
problems created by market fail-
ures – many of which are due 
to externalities: that is, by eco-
nomic and social impacts which 
are external to the market – is 
therefore key to the rationale for 
some macroregions, and to the 
proposed North Sea microregion 
in particular.

On the one hand, these mar-
ket failures can lead to overpro-
duction and too much exploita-
tion of natural resources, for 
example through over-fishing and 
intensive farming. Such negative 
externalities are typified in activ-
ities which create pollution or in 
what is termed the ‘tragedy of 
the commons’ where a free-for-

all continues until productivity of 
the land or sea declines. On the 
other hand, there can be too little 
production when there is no way 
for the free market to capture 
the benefits of increased outputs, 
for example in generating energy 
from renewable rather than con-
ventional sources when the for-
mer is far from the population of 
users. Here, the market does not 
recognise all the social and eco-
nomic benefits of an activity and 
so the positive externalities are 
not reflected in the price and the 
volume of output is lower than it 
should be. Both market failures 
are considered in terms of their 
externalities: where they are pos-
itive there is a rationale for public 
interventions and investments 
to encourage cooperation and 
to overcome barriers to collabo-
ration; where there are negative 
externalities – with pollution of 
neighbouring activities, for in-
stance – joint efforts can regu-

Mike Danson 
Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh, 
United Kingdom

The rationale of MRS,  
market failures and institutional 
misalignment: the case of  
North Sea Region
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late and manage activities to the 
benefits of societies.

There are a range of external-
ities where the countries and re-
gions bordering the North Sea 
could benefit from an environ-
ment that facilitated such net-
working and partnership work-
ing. With fish that swim without 
restriction across international 
boundaries in northern seas, 
massive and complementary re-
newable energy sources in North-
ern Europe based on hydro-elec-
tric, tidal, wave and wind that are 
capable of supplying demands 
in the core of the continent; and 
potential advantages of sharing 
lessons from economic, social 
and infrastructure strategies and 
projects for sustainable develop-
ments. Market failures are inher-
ent to our economies and so pro-
viding a means to reduce costs 
to the societies around the North 
Sea and to maximise benefits 
arising from overcoming them are 
worth pursuing. 

Acknowledging that existing 
strategies and practices just 
within the European Union’s ex-
clusive territories may not be 
sufficient to overcome particu-
lar market failures, the Common 
Fisheries Policy has had to be ex-
tended in northern Europe to em-
brace wider interests and issues 
through the North East Atlantic 
Fisheries Commission “to ensure 
the long-term conservation and 
optimum utilisation of the fish-
ery resources” in the Convention 
Area by “providing sustainable 
economic, environmental and so-
cial benefits”. This illustrates how 
nature’s geographies may not be 
congruent with political and ad-
ministrative borders and require 
a solution that embraces an un-
derstanding of negative external-
ities and the means to manage 
their consequences. 

To an extent this development 
confirms how EU inter-govern-
mental approaches to decision 
making have failed northern re-
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gions generally and need modi-
fication to counter the negative 
impacts of the free market. Sim-
ilarly, the North Sea Commission 
has criticised the tendency for 
many top-down sectoral policies 
to ignore regional challenges and 
opportunities, with negative im-
pacts on their economies and 
contradictions with other poli-
cy objectives. More positively, a 
macroregional approach can 
build upon and improve the part-
nership and governance model 
which pervades Structural Fund 
delivery raised onto a transna-
tional scale.

Macro-regional strategies 
therefore offer advantages by 

creating fora where analyses, 
strategies, programmes and pro-
posals can be discussed and 
generated to solve internation-
al issues where no or only limit-
ed facilities currently exist. The 
social, economic, environmen-
tal and political crucible that is 
the North Sea macro-region of 
innovation and smart speciali-
sation presents an opportunity 
to share experiences and intelli-
gence more effectively than with-
in the Nordic Council, North Sea 
Commission, Leader and other 
trans-national programmes alone. 
As much as realising synergies of 
cooperation as overcoming prob-
lems, a macroregional strategy 
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in this specific context can be 
welcomed. 

The establishment of a mac-
ro-regional strategy (MRS) in this 
region would meet the criteria of 
including several regions and sev-
eral countries, of flexible geogra-
phies (including those beyond the 
borders of the European Union), 
and would be qualitatively differ-
ent from the Baltic, Danube and 
Adriatic-Ionian macroregions as it 
would only include countries with-
in the most prosperous nations 
of Europe, while the Alpine case 
has two non-member states with 
similar profiles to Norway. There 
is a special relevance in and 
around the North Sea of a MRS 
given this inclusion of an arc of 
prosperity of non-EU economies 

– Norway, Iceland and, with its 
own particular status, the Faroe 
Islands along with the current 
Member States. These nations 
have varying degrees of relation-
ships with the European Union 
so that no single Treaty or set of 
rules and regulations that exist 
for other inter- and trans-nation-
al purposes can cover all the ac-
tions and agreements that would 
be offered by an MRS. Providing 
an envelope within which the 
plans and programmes proposed 
by these various multilateral bod-
ies, encompassing countries with-
in and outside the EU, could more 
effectively and efficiently address 
market failures identified for a 
North Sea MRS. Value would be 

added, therefore, to those net-
works and partnerships which fa-
cilitate cooperation in the context 
of the North Sea: these include 
the Nordic Council, EU programs 
(e.g., Interreg or Leader), KIMO 
(Kommunenes Internasjonale 
Miljøorganisasjon, also known 
as Local Authorities Internation-
al Environmental Organization), 
policy communities with a more 
integrated role in the European 
Commission decision-making 
process (such as the Committee 
of the Regions (CoR)), the Con-
ference for Peripheral Maritime 
Regions (CPMR), the North Sea 
Commission (NSC), and the North 
Sea Regional Advisory Council for 
Fisheries.

Sustainable development in 
this environment, recognising 
and incorporating into economic 
and social activities the external-
ities arising from market failures, 
is made relevant to the aspira-
tions of the societies around the 
North Sea and made more pos-
sible through the establishment 
of an MRS. Successful macrore-
gions are characterised by plan-
ning and delivering actions aimed 
at tangible achievements with de-
monstrable added value in geog-
raphies tolerated to have “flexible, 
even vague, definitions of their 
boundaries”. The nascent plans 
for the area have been construct-
ed in terms of ‘tapping into blue’ 
resources, promoting a more en-
vironmentally friendly and effi-
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cient transport sector, addressing 
energy and climate issues facing 
the region, and promoting local 
businesses and partnerships in 
order to help create vibrant lo-
cal communities. Recent discus-
sions and the 2017 North Sea 
Conference has been focused on 
‘Sustainable Growth Corridors’. 
Working within the constraints 
of the European Commission’s 
MRS conditions, the North Sea 
Commission’s plans are focused 
on using existing resources and 
funds more effectively, rather 
than requiring new funds, institu-
tions and regulations. 

This is consistent with the 
other macroregional strategies, 
although these have been intro-
duced into areas struggling with 
transition from central planning 
or from significant public deficits 
in a period of post financial crisis, 
with the exception of the Alpine 
MRS which only includes Slovenia 
with this legacy. This context con-
trasts with the economies of the 
North Sea region where, apart 
from the implications of Brex-
it, they are facing opportunities 
to accelerate developments and 
innovations, to realise synergies 
and to promote closer coopera-
tion to good effect under a MRS, 
rather than trying to catch-up the 
core of Europe. The challenges 
faced are therefore often differ-
ent from those in the Baltic, Adri-
atic/Ionian, Danube and Alps; 
nevertheless, there is still the 

potential to provide insights and 
transferable lessons on the chal-
lenges these other territorial initi-
atives have encountered. 

The European Commission has 
highlighted the benefits of the 
first four MRSs20 especially with 
regard to their ‘contribution to 
territorial cohesion’ but also their 

‘need to cooperate closely with 
existing multilateral institutions 
and under existing agreements’ 

– these are perhaps less of a 
priority in the North Sea region 
given its existing set of institu-
tions of multinational governance 
and good practice in this regard 
based on mutual respect, and 
their support for ‘a more integrat-
ed implementation of the Union’s 
sectoral policies’ – which above 
has been identified as an issue 
in Northern Europe. More signif-
icantly in the post-Brexit context 
is the Council’s requirements that 
agencies and governments at all 
levels engage fully with the MRS 
programmes and plans, applying 
Structural and complementary 
funds to finance and facilitate in-
vestments and networking oppor-
tunities. There is a governance 
failure here with the UK ignoring 
the potential for transnational 
cooperation both in the general 
approach to collaboration across 
the EU, with a threatened reori-

20 Council of the European Union (2017) Council conclu-
sions on the implementation of EU Macro-Regional Strate-
gies’, Brussels: CEC, 8461/17, http://ec.europa.eu/region-
al_policy/sources/cooperate/macro_region_strategy/pdf/
concl_implementation_macro_region_strategy_en.pdf 
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entation away from trading and 
other relationships with Member 
States, and in projects specifical-
ly around and in the North Sea. 
Failing to recognise and appre-
ciate the benefits of addressing 
the sorts of externalities that hin-
der sustainable development in 
the region is being exacerbated 
by the uncertainties created by 
the UK vote to leave the EU. Until 
there is clarity over the country’s 
support for such collaborations 
and financial commitment to con-
tribute to investments, the pro-
posals for a North Sea macro-re-
gion will be constrained. 

The analyses of the Commis-
sion and Council confirm the 
need for processes and practices 
to be introduced which promote 
a higher degree of dynamics and 
transformation in the macro-re-
gion than would be delivered 
without an MRS. This has been 
achieved to a greater or lesser ex-
tent elsewhere in the initial four 
macroregions. For the North Sea 
MRS to parallel such success-

es, with its high initial levels of 
wealth and infra- and super-struc-
tures and so related higher ca-
pacity to deliver successful im-
plementation, there will need to 
be early actions over projects 
such as the proposed North Sea 
Grid. As resources could be more 
easily delegated to such cooper-
ative ventures, the obstacles to 
demonstrating the added value of 
an MRS should be less of a chal-
lenge than in the other macro-re-
gions. Consistent and supportive 
of international obligations to ad-
dress climate change and global 
warming, the ‘2020 Climate and 
Energy Package’21 represents a 
set of binding legislation to en-
sure the EU meets its climate and 
energy targets for the year 2020. 
Alongside key targets on improve-
ments in energy efficiency and 
reducing greenhouse gas emis-
sions, 20% of EU energy should 
be generated from renewable en-

21  Commission of the European Communities (2010) 
2020 Climate and Energy Package, Brussels: CEC, https://
ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/strategies/2020_en 

“Macro-regional strategies offer advantages 
by creating fora where analyses, strategies, 
programmes and proposals can be discussed 
and generated to solve international issues 
where no or only limited facilities currently 
exist.”
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ergy sources by the end of this 
decade. These targets are also 
embedded into the Europe 2020 
strategy for smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth and, while 
Norway and Iceland could be con-
sidered as supporting such an 
approach to sustainable develop-
ment it is now perhaps debatable 
as to the position of the UK. As 
the most innovative region of the 
EU, and a global leader, the econ-
omies around the North Sea must 
be at the forefront of actions on 
the climate if these targets are to 
be achieved. 

It has been estimated that 
Scotland has a potential of 36.5 
GW of wind and 7.5 GW of tidal 
power, 25% of the estimated total 
capacity for the European Union 
and up to 14 GW of wave pow-
er potential, 10% of EU capacity. 
Similarly, Norway generates and 
can increase further its hydroe-
lectric production, while geother-
mal energy potential in Iceland 
is massive. However, for each of 

these territories local demand 
is insufficient to warrant large 
scale investment or, given the re-
quirements for electricity in the 
major markets of England and 
the core of continental Europe, 
or for interconnectors to be laid 
to transmit over significant dis-
tances. With the market unable 
to capture the socio-economic 
benefits from reducing effective 
carbon emissions from meeting 
these demands of German, Eng-
lish, French and neighbouring 
consumers, the connection of 
e.g., Iceland’s electricity grid with 
Scotland’s, via a submarine ca-
ble would not proceed. This Ice-
Link can only proceed if market 
failures in the project’s capital-
ization and risk responsibilities 
are addressed; however, as this 
is on the EU list of key energy 
infrastructure projects the posi-
tive externalities can be realised 
through the promise of acceler-
ated granting of planning and 
permits, and possible financial 
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grants. A North Sea MRS for this 
and complementary intercon-
nectors from the other Northern 
European powerhouses would fa-
cilitate such investments much 
more effectively and rapidly than 
bilateral agreements. 

The North Sea Commission’s 
proposals for a MRS identify a 
series of initiatives where mar-
ket failures could be overcome 
through a transnational pro-
gramme of investments with 
international projects for inter-
connectivity and infrastructure, 
energy transition and renewables. 
The market failures in the ener-
gy market could be addressed 
through ‘internalising the exter-
nalities’ within the macro-region; 
a programme encouraging na-
tional energy generators to invest 
in large scale renewables and 
simultaneously progressing in-
terconnectors between Iceland, 
Norway and Scotland onto Eng-
land, Denmark, Germany and the 
Benelux countries as gateways 

to mainland Europe is recom-
mended as essential for deliver-
ing the Europe 2020 strategy and 
Europe’s climate change obliga-
tions. Because of the leadership 
offered in the development and 
implementation of renewable en-
ergy technologies by Denmark 
and Germany respectively, the 
Danes’ reluctance to participate 
in the Baltic Sea macroregion 
and Germany’s partial resistance 
to the North Sea proposals may 
be challenged with this particu-
lar initiative. The economic and 
environmental benefits of such 
actions are only realisable with-
in a few years, along with invest-
ment in skills and human capi-
tal for these sectors, through a 
coordinated MRS. These would 
be delivered most effectively, ef-
ficiently, economically and equi-
tably through a North Sea MRS 
confirming the appropriateness of 
the macroregion concept where 
market failures are present. 
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Introduction
Did the adoption of the EUSDR 
start to foster necessary but less 
established cooperation struc-
tures or is it rather a too hetero-
geneous space for such a func-
tional collaboration? The launch 
and implementation of the EU-
SDR indeed mobilised new and 
existing transnational initiatives. 
Moreover, empirical data sug-
gest that the EUSDR also has a 
positive impact on the outcome 
of these initiatives. But there are 
four major challenges: the pre-
conditions for public institutions 
and private organisations from 
the 14 EU and non-EU states are 
diverse in terms of capacities 
and know-how, resources and 
priorities. 

Furthermore, a significant var-
ying involvement of the different 

nation states and their stakehold-
ers can be observed and this pre-
vents to some extent the coher-
ent EUSDR implementation in the 
whole region. There are two main 
reasons for this variation: one is 
caused by the soft law approach 
of macro-regional strategies 
(MRS), which are based on a vol-
untary principle with no legal obli-
gation for implementation. Conse-
quently, several countries focus 
only on certain thematic areas or 
some are even non-active. On the 
other hand, although MRS are 
especially an opportunity for lo-
cal and regional stakeholders to 
take part in the European project, 
primarily actors from subnation-
al areas with a direct geographic 
link to the river Danube seem to 
be active. For them, the “Danube 
story” has an emotional meaning. 

Katja Vonhoff 
University of Tübingen, Germany
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Region
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The third great implementation 
obstacle results from the lack of 
direct financing sources for MRS 
measures. Since no EU funding 
has been allocated to implement 
the measures of the MRS action 
plans, existing EU funding instru-
ments, national and subnational 
sources as well as private ones 
are supposed to be mobilised. 
Nevertheless, some new funding 
has been put in place such as 
technical assistance for the co-
ordination of the priority areas, 
temporary limited seed money 
pools and the EU transnational 
programmes INTERREG B areas 
are congruent with the macro-re-
gions since the new EU funding 
period. However, actors from non-
EU countries are disadvantaged 
because they have only limited 
access to EU funding and this is 
mainly negotiated in the context 
of enlargement or neighbourhood 
policy. At the same time, they do 
have less national/subnation-
al and private sources than EU 
countries. Moreover, for exam-
ple, in the case of the European 
Structural and Investment Funds 
(ESIF), national/subnational au-
thorities are responsible for the 
specification of the operational 
programs for their national/sub-
national purposes. The European 
Commission has laid down the 
legal foundation to align the ESIF 
with the goals of MRS. But the 
alignment process has to over-
come enormous bureaucratic hur-

dles and also national stakehold-
ers have to be convinced of the 
benefit to use their national EU 
sources for transnational cooper-
ation. The results are disappoint-
ing so far. 

The need for further improve-
ment of the governance struc-
tures of MRS can be considered 
as a fourth implementation 
challenge. The EUSDR structur-
al build-up was time-consuming 
but the pressure was/is high to 
deliver visible results. The Prior-
ity Area Coordinators (PACs) and 
their Steering Groups (SG) of the 
eleven thematic priority areas 
are to a large extent responsible 
to ensure the implementation 
of the action plan. Still, until to-
day, these stakeholders from the 
national and partly regional ad-
ministrations have varying under-
standing of their roles and tasks. 
The high fluctuation rates of 
PAC’s and SG members are coun-
terproductive to foster smooth 
and fast implementation. Since 
the whole governance structure 
is quite complex, it seems to be 
challenging for actors to be new 
in the position of a PAC or SG 
member. But also the attendance 
of members in SG meetings is de-
clining as well as political support 
in general. 

Nevertheless, MRS can be 
characterised as an innovative 
tool of EU regional policy and 
beyond. I would like to mention 
three reasons related to the EU-
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SDR: (1) As described above, the 
adoption of the EUSDR mobilised 
new or existing transnational net-
works, the political framework en-
abled these initiatives to achieve 
positive effects and to contribute 
to the EUSDR implementation. 
(2) These networks support the 
efforts of the Juncker Commis-
sion to bring Europe closer to its 
people. (3) It offers a supplemen-
tary tool to EU enlargement and 
neighbourhood policy to foster a 
soft process of rapprochement 
of non-EU countries with the EU 
member states in terms of e.g., 
democratic values and EU poli-
cy alignment. However, this has 
not been exploited to its possible 
extent. In the next section I will 
analyse the participation and ef-
fects of four EUSDR network cas-
es. I have chosen these cases, 
because they cover various pol-
icy areas, different sectors and 
countries but they have also suc-
cessfully achieved results. Based 
on the insights of the empirical 
data22, I would like to formulate 
political recommendations on 
how such initiatives can be mo-
bilised and are ideally involved in 
MRS processes.

Analysis of networks:
According to the organisational 
researchers Keith Provan and 

22 I conducted the empirical data within the framework 
of my PhD thesis. The data includes about 50 qualitative 
interviews with EUSDR stakeholders from EU and Non-EU 
states, participatory observation of EUSDR events and 
document analysis.

Patrick Kenis, I consider net-
works as “groups of three or 
more legally autonomous organ-
isations that work together to 
achieve not only their own goals 
but also a collective goal.”23 The 
selected network cases work in 
different EU policy areas: Tour-
ism (Danube Competence Cen-
tre, DCC), environment (Danube 
Sturgeon Task Force, DSTF), re-
search/innovation and compet-
itiveness (Danube Innovation 
and Technology Transfer Centres, 
DTC) as well as social affairs and 
youth (Social NGO Network Dan-
ube Region, SNN). The networks 
are described in detail in Table 
1. These networks work themati-
cally based on concrete problems 
and try to find appropriate solu-
tions in the transnational Danube 
area. All initiatives involve public 
and private organisations from 
EU and non-EU countries. The EU-
SDR facilitated the development 
of these networks in varying in-
tensity: Some are joint initiatives 
of the respective PA with external 
stakeholders (DSTF, DTC). These 
networks are fully integrated into 
the PA’s. The chosen PA targets 
are congruent with the initiatives’ 
aims. The DCC evolution coincid-
ed with the adoption of the EUS-
DR and is also quite integrated 
into the PA. It has an observer 

23 Provan, Keith G. und Kenis, Patrick N. (2008) Modes 
of Network Governance: Structure, Management and 
Effectiveness. Journal of Public Administration and Theory 
18 (2): 231.
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status in the SG and represents 
one of the main PA’s implement-
ers. The EUSDR was stimulus for 
the initiation of some of the par-
tial national networks (Romania, 
Germany) and the transnational 
SNN initiative. Although, it im-
plements relevant targets of two 
PA’s, it is the least PA integrated 
compared to the other networks. 
The strategic framework of the 
EUSDR offers these initiatives po-
litical attention and visibility, ac-
cess to new funding sources as 
well as exchanges and potential 
partnerships with public institu-
tions and politicians. Especially 
informal minister’s meetings turn 
out to be important instruments 
to reach informal agreements. 
For example, the DSTF forced the 
extension of the sturgeon fishery 
ban through an informal minis-
ter’s meeting. Within the EUS-
DR framework, SNN actors were 
able to establish a working group 
with the Bulgarian Ministry of La-
bour and Social Policy. Moreover, 
these networks are connected to 

further transnational cooperation 
formats such as mixed govern-
ment commissions (DTC, SNN), 
Black Sea Commission (DSTF) or 
Europe Enterprise Network (DTC). 
Besides, the interconnectedness 
of Danube networks can be ob-
served in many ways. The EUS-
DR Annual Forum used to be an 
important platform for cross-the-
matic exchanges in the past. Al-
though, all networks have inten-
sive working relations to PACs, 
there is a great variation and to 
some extent, coincidence in es-
tablishing further contacts to EU-
SDR governance actors such as 
NCs, national/regional EUSDR in-
ter-ministerial working groups or 
the EU Commission.

Since no new EU funds have 
been allocated for the implemen-
tation of MRS, the financing of 
such transnational initiatives was 
broadly discussed. There are two 
different tools, which proved to 
be useful: seed funds and sup-
port/expertise in applying for EU 

“There is a need for financing tools that  
are not project-based but enable long-term 
financing of the core network management  
of established initiatives.”
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Danube  
Competence 
Centre (DCC)

Danube 
Sturgeon Task 
Force (DSTF)

Danube 
Technology 
and Transfer 
Centres (DTC)

Social  
NGO Network 
Danube Region 
(SNN)

Network  
Information 

EUSDR adoption coin-
cided with DCC devel-
opment; network aim: 
Establish “Danube 
Brand” and foster co-
operation of tourism 
organisations; about 
80 members plus 
partners from 14 
EUSDR countries

Joint initiative of PA 
6, international NGOs 
and international 
organisation; main 
aim: protection and 
rehabilitation of 
sturgeon fish; about 
80 experts through 5 
partners 

Joint initiative of PA 8, 
Baden-Württemberg 
Ministries, Stein-
beis-Europa-Zentrum; 
aim: enhance innova-
tion and technology 
transfer through 
currently 9 Danube 
Transfer Centres in 8 
EUSDR countries 

Great impact of 
EUSDR on partial 
and whole network(s) 
initiation; aim: 
implementing EUSDR 
social dimension;

7 networks from 7 
EUSDR countries 
representing about 
130 organisations;

Resources GIZ (German Agency) 
funds, EUSDR seed 
fund (START), EU 
fund INTERREG DTP 
and sectorial EU 
funds, member’s 
contribution

PA technical support, 
EUSDR seed funding 
(TAF, START), Europe-
an Investment Bank 
Advisory Hub, EU 
Environment program 
LIFE, INTERREG DTP 
application

State Ministry 
Baden-Württemberg 
funds, EU funds: 
e.g. INTERREG DTP, 
EU Research and 
Innovation funds FP 7 
and Horizon 2020

State Ministry 
Baden-Württemberg 
funds, Baden-Würt-
temberg Foundation, 
EUSDR seed funding 
(START), EU funding: 
INTERREG DTP 
was approved but 
cancelled by the lead 
partner, national ESF

Participation 
in EUSDR  
processes

Proposal EUSDR 
consultation phase; 
PA 3 “Culture and 
Tourism” integration 
(observer status)

Proposal EUSDR 
consultation phase; 
full integration in 
PA 6 “Bio-diversity 
and Landscapes” as 
own working group 
and SG observer; at-
tempts for ex-change/
cooperation PA 1 -11

Full integration in PA 
8 “Competitiveness 
of Enterprises” as 
own working group 
and SG observer; 
ex-changes with PA 7 

“Know-ledge Society” 
SG/working group re-
search & innovation

Integration in PA 10 
“Institutional Capac-
ity and Cooperation” 
working group D-LAP 
and Participation 
Days; exchanges with 
PA 9 “People and 
Skills”

Network 
effects on 
EUSDR level

Contribution to 
implementation of 
five different PA 3 
targets 

On-going implemen-
tation of PA 6, target 
4 Danube sturgeon 
measures

On-going implemen-
tation of PA 8, target 
1 innovation and 
technology transfer

Contribution to 
implementation of PA 
9 and PA 10 Institu-
tional targets

Table 1: Own source
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funds. In particular during the in-
itiation phase of a network such 
tools are essential. The four net-
works have received such sup-
port (e.g., for travel costs). This 
enabled the networks to define 
the needs, build trustful partner-
ships and to extend the network. 
Especially network managers or 
central actors have also invest-
ed great energy into the network 
build-up, often-unpaid work. Pro-
ject-based funding is/was used 
for further development of the 
respective network. But to apply 
successfully for EU funds, ex-
pertise in this field is necessary. 
Therefore, different methods 
how to gain this know-how are 
applied: the DSTF received use-
ful support from the PAC and a 
consultant from the European 
Investment Bank. The DTC’s co-
ordinating organisation offers 
trainings for the DTC network 
members and the DCC builds up 
its own internal competences. 
The SNN stimulates mutual learn-
ing processes through exchang-
ing experiences. The INTERREG 
DTP represents the most rele-
vant EU program, since it is the 
only EU fund which allows includ-
ing all EUSDR countries at the 
same time. However, after the 
second phase it appears to be 
very challenging to find ways of 
institutionalising network struc-
tures on long-term basis. The 
DCC is the only network, which 
successfully implemented such 

a structure with a network man-
agement team so far. Of course, 
it depends on the aims and ac-
tivities if such a formalisation of 
structure is necessary. But if con-
crete measures have to be coor-
dinated on the transnational level, 
efficiency may increase to a great 
extent if such a formalised struc-
ture is implemented.

The initiatives demonstrate 
that on the organisational lev-
el, the benefit for network actors 
can be manifold: organisation-
al learning, knowledge transfer, 
access to new resources and 
stakeholders, reputation and vis-
ibility or even reduction of oper-
ative costs. On the network level, 
commonly defined targets can 
be reached more easily in a re-
spective area (e.g., establishing 
a “Danube brand” in the tourism 
sector), transnational EU project 
implementation improves be-
cause mutual trust and common 
experiences and especially the 
link between the operational (of-
ten private actors) and the policy 
level (public actors) has been in-
tensified through these initiatives. 
The networks contribute to im-
plementation or are even the im-
plementers of EUSDR PA targets 

– also outside the EU territory – 
and therefore support the involve-
ment of non-EU countries.
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Political recommendations  
based on empirical insights:
My recommendations are based 
on empirical data about the EU-
SDR. They will also take the four 
challenges mentioned in the in-
troduction into account. Since 
these transnational initiatives 
are cooperating on a themati-
cally driven basis, they manage 
to involve at least to some ex-
tent non-EU countries. In the 
following, I will firstly propose 
how such transnational initia-
tives might be mobilised in the 
MRS framework. Secondly, I will 
demonstrate how these opera-
tional networks will be ideally in-
volved and supported.

(1) Mobilisation of networks  
in MRS contexts:

In the MRS initiation phases 
but also in later periods, public 
events on all political levels sup-
port the attention of broader tar-
get groups. Especially identified 
experts from thematic profes-
sional organisations or organisa-
tions that have been active in the 
region could be invited to foster 
exchange and possible coopera-
tion with the EUSDR governance 
actors (PAC, NC). Furthermore, 
there were and still are some 
conceptual misunderstandings of 
the MRS instrument: For exam-
ple, until today, a great number of 
local and regional actors believe 

“In the framework 
of the FAIRway 
Danube project,  
7 partners from  
6 countries joined 
their forces in 
order to increase 
quality, safety and 
efficiency of the 
navigation on the 
Danube.”

©
 FAIRw

ay D
anube
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the “Danube macro-region” only 
targets areas of the Danube river. 
This crucial aspect has to be ex-
plained repetitively to the broad 
public. The annual meetings may 
include all themes of the priority 
areas because competition be-
tween policy areas is not condu-
cive to the implementation of a 
comprehensive strategy. In fact, 
the forum offers an opportunity 
for exchanges between all MRS 
actors and therefore to initiate 
cross-PA cooperation. High-lev-
el political backing (EU, national 
and subnational level) is needed 
on a permanent basis to get the 
attention and support for opera-
tional initiatives. A seed money 
facility on the MRS level could 
provide the support of early stag-
es of transnational initiatives24. 
Co-financing by subnational and 
national level is desirable.

(2) Ideal involvement  
and support of networks  
in MRS processes:

SGs led by PACs define the 
strategic framework for transna-
tional cooperation and operative 
network managers are ideally in-
tegrated in SG’s as observers. In 
this way, they commonly define 
PA realistic and measurable tar-
gets top-down (defined need from 
the policy-level perspective) and 

24 The high application numbers for the START seed fund-
ing, designed and implemented by PA 10, demonstrated 
the need for such an instrument. Nevertheless, it is not 
installed on a permanent basis so far.

bottom-up (defined need from 
the operative perspective based 
on existing initiatives). Since the 
high fluctuation rates of PACs 
and SG members are difficult to 
prevent, network managers may 
have stabilising effects on the SG 
groups. Because empirical data 
demonstrates that many of the 
network managers are in place 
since the launch of the EUSDR. 

Moreover, to implement the 
strategic framework defined by 
SGs, working groups as SG sub-
groups may implement the tar-
gets on the operational level, 
managed by the networks and ac-
companied by the PACs. The PACs 
and SGs may foster cooperation 
with other PAs as well as political 
actors on all political levels. The 
Danube Strategy Point (DSP) as 
coordinating body of the EUSDR 
governance proved to be an im-
portant instrument for facilitating 
inter-PA cooperation. Informal 
minister’s meetings demonstrat-
ed in the past valuable concrete 
support for the network initia-
tives – e.g., to agree on transna-
tional problem solutions, function 
as “door openers”, and mobilise 
potential financing sources. 

In the case of the financing 
sources, the following measures 
would be useful: A permanent 
seed money pool in every mac-
ro-region may support network 
formation processes. The ESIF 
are important potential EU sourc-
es. But a legal obligation to use 
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10 percent of ESIF for “transna-
tional and macro-regional coop-
eration” 25 in the next EU funding 
period is probably necessary. At 
the same time, significant sim-
plifications for such program-
ming need to be arranged. This 
would enable learning process-
es especially in policy fields of 
national responsibility and may 
support absorption processes of 
cohesion funding in the new EU 
countries. 

A dialogue with the sectorial 
EU DG’s as well as EU DG NEAR 
may foster exchange of experi-
ences/knowledge and solve the 
problem of non-EU member in-
volvement. So far this depends 
on the willingness and engage-
ment of individual actors. The 
INTERREG DTP proved to be an 
important funding scheme but 
administrative simplifications 
and improvements are necessary 
(e.g., reduce administrative bur-
den, a possibility to use results 
for commercial purposes without 
reducing funding after the end of 
the project). Moreover, to ensure 
the sustainability, there is a need 
for financing tools that are not 
project-based but enable long-
term financing of the core net-
work management of established 
initiatives. If measures need to 
be coordinated on the transna-
tional level, network efficiency 

25 Since only 19 EU member states participate in MRS, 
the „transnational“ dimension should be included to the 
macro-regional approach.

may increase after institutional-
isation of the network manage-
ment structure. Network member-
ship fees could cover some of the 
costs but further tools for financ-
ing such a structure are neces-
sary (e.g., public co-financing). 
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