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A new concept is currently being tested in the 
framework of the EU's cohesion policy: macro-
regional strategies. 
The EU strategy for the Danube region, based on 
the Danube river basin, is the second approach of 
this kind, after that for the Baltic Sea region (2009).  
The Commission adopted the Communication on 
the Danube strategy and the related action plan in 
December 2010. The strategy is to be endorsed by 
the European Council in June 2011, which will 
mark the start of its implementation.  
The Danube strategy is a framework for policy 
integration and coherent development of the 
Danube Region, setting out priority actions, 
aimed at tackling the challenges faced by the 
region. The strategy concerns 14 countries, of 
which eight are EU Member States. The strategy 
has been developed with the objective to make the 
best use of resources already available in the region, 
through aligning policies and funding (a "three nos" 
approach: "no new EU funds, no new EU legislation, 
no new EU structures").  
However, difficulties in aligning available funds to 
the actions foreseen by the strategy, uncertainty as 
regards the funds actually available and the lack 
of certainty for the post-2013 period are all threats 
to the future of the strategy. 
The European Parliament considers that the 
Danube strategy is an appropriate tool for 
fostering territorial development in the region. 
MEPs asked the Commission to be kept 
informed and regularly consulted on the status 
of the strategy's implementation. 
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 Focus on some potential problems 

 European Parliament's views 

 Main references 

Glossary 
Macro-region: in the EU context, an area including 
territory from several countries or regions, 
associated with one or more common challenges. 
The number of EU Member States involved should 
be significantly lower than the total number of EU 
Member States. 

River basin: an area of land from which all surface 
waters flow into the sea at a single river mouth.  

Issue definition  

In December 2010, the European Commission 
adopted a Communication on an EU strategy 
for the Danube region [COM(2010)715], 
following a 2009 request made by the 
European Council [11225/2/09]. The 
endorsement of this strategy by the June 2011 
European Council represents a priority of the 
Hungarian Presidency of the Council of the EU 
[Presidency programme, January-June 2011].   

In recent years, the Danube region has 
grown in importance for the EU: the last two 
EU enlargements (2004 and 2007) brought 
the majority of the Danube river basin (DRB) 
into the EU. 74% of the DRB district1 area is 
part of the EU27, compared to just 17% of 
the EU15. Moreover, the DRB district, home 
to around 80.5 million people, is the second 
largest in Europe (807 827 km2). The DRB 
district comprises 19 countries, eight of 
which are EU Member States.  
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Among them, 14 countries have more than 
2 000 km2 of territory in the DRB, and cooperate 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52010DC0715:EN:NOT
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/09/st11/st11225-re02.en09.pdf
http://www.eu2011.hu/files/bveu/documents/HU_PRES_STRONG_EUROPE_EN_3.pdf
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in the framework of the Danube River 
Protection Convention (figure 1). These 14 
countries, mentioned in the Commission 
Communication, are:  

 Eight EU Member States: Austria, Bulgaria, 
the Czech Republic, Germany (Baden-
Württemberg and Bavaria), Hungary, 
Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. In 2010, the 
heads of state or government of these 
countries signed the Bucharest Declaration, 
reaffirming inter alia their strong 
commitment to the implementation of the 
Danube strategy. 

 One EU candidate country: Croatia. 
 Three potential candidates: Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia. 
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 Two countries covered by the European 
Neighbourhood Policy: Moldova, Ukraine. 

The Danube region faces a wide range of 
challenges, which are exacerbated by 
fragmentation of the DRB district. The 
Danube strategy aims to overcome the 
negative impacts of fragmentation on the 
sustainable development of the region. 

The strategy relies on a new governance 

level in the EU framework: the macro-region. 
The Danube strategy is considered a pilot 
project for macro-regional policies and 
territorial cooperation in the EU. Its results 
will influence the debate on the future of 
cohesion policy.  

The Commission's proposal for post-2013 
cohesion policy should be published in the 
first half of 2011. The European Parliament 
will play a prominent role in the process, as it 
will be dealt with under the ordinary 
legislative procedure2. 230 of the 736 
Members of the European Parliament (i.e. 
31 %) come from the Member States 
involved in the Danube strategy. 

Why a Danube strategy? 

A need to address "territorial cohesion" 
Macro-regional strategies, and particularly the 
strategy for the Danube region (EUSDR), have 
emerged in the context of growing 
discussion on the future of the EU's cohesion 
policy, as an instrument for addressing a new 
goal of the EU introduced by the Lisbon Treaty: 
territorial cohesion (article 3 TEU and article 174 
TFEU). Ensuring territorial cohesion means 

Figure 1: Territorial coverage of the EU strategy for the Danube Region © European Union, 1995-2010 

 

http://www.icpdr.org/icpdr-pages/drpc.htm
http://www.icpdr.org/icpdr-pages/drpc.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/cooperation/danube/pdf/bucharest_declaration_08112010_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:083:0013:0046:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:083:0047:0200:EN:PDF
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fostering balanced and sustainable 
development of EU territories.  

The European Commission's Fifth report on 
economic, social and territorial cohesion  
explains that a more functional and flexible 
approach to policy making is needed to 
address territorial cohesion. "Functional 
areas" (i.e. areas defined on the basis of 
common challenges, not on the basis of 
administrative geography, such as macro-
regions), may be more appropriate to tackle 
the challenges of some regions and to foster 
territorial cohesion.   

Overcoming fragmentation in the region 
The impact assessment accompanying the 
Commission's Communication on the 
strategy for the Danube region 
[SEC(2010)1490] points out that existing 
cooperation on specific issues in the Danube 
region is not efficient, not exhaustive, and 
not included in a strategic framework.  

The approach to many challenges of the 
Danube region is still fragmented, which leads 
to under-performance in the whole region.  

Poor transnational governance represents a key 
problem in the region (i.e. lack of cooperation, 
conflicting issues). For example, despite the EU 
membership of eight countries in the region, 
and despite some existing intergovernmental 
frameworks (e.g. International Commission for 
the Protection of the Danube River), there is still 
a lack of institutional capacity and some 
implementation gaps (e.g. some EU directives 
are transposed in law but not implemented in 
reality).  

Challenges faced by the Danube region 
Challenges for the region have significant 
transnational aspects, showing cross-border 
externalities (e.g. pollution of the river in a 
country upstream has a negative impact on 
countries downstream).  

Transport: transport services in the Danube 
region are not properly connected, which 
reduces the attractiveness of the Danube 
river as a transport corridor. The Danube is 
part of the inland waterway axis Rhine/Meuse-

Main-Danube, which links the North Sea to the 
Black Sea. This axis is one of the priority projects 
of the trans-European transport network 
programme. For example, the development of 
intermodal terminals could increase the cargo 
volumes transported on the Danube (e.g. by 
modernising port infrastructure).  

Energy: the energy sector faces issues such as 
the poor interconnection of energy 
infrastructure. This situation hinders the 
functioning of the energy market in the 
region. For instance, Croatia, Italy, Romania, 
Serbia and Slovenia are involved in a pipeline 
project (the Pan-European oil pipeline), but 
little progress has occurred since 2007.  

Environmental protection: the DRB is a 
biodiversity-rich area, particularly in its delta. 
Pollution, dredging or "river regulation" (the 
construction of navigation channels or dams) 
may damage habitats and species. Moreover, 
water quality or quantity often raises 
concerns, as the Danube is used for water ab-
straction (e.g. for industry or irrigation, or 
drinking water supply) and for wastewater 
discharge (e.g. effluents from municipalities 
or industry). Human health is also at stake, as 
the Danube is used for recreational activities, 
such as angling, bathing and tourism.  

Risks: the DRB is exposed to regular floods, 
droughts and industrial pollution. Therefore, 
better prevention, preparedness and reaction 
are needed.  

Social and economic development: the region 
is characterised by major differences, e.g. in 
innovation levels or in the development of 
information and communication techno-
logies. Improving regional investment 
coordination could contribute to the 
improvement of these indicators and to the 
fostering of economic development (e.g. by 
reaching the critical mass needed to achieve 
excellence in research and innovation).  

Security: Trafficking of human beings, 
smuggling of goods, and corruption remain 
problematic. Germany and Austria insisted, 
in particular, on adding a pillar on security to 
the strategy. 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/reports/cohesion5/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/reports/cohesion5/index_en.cfm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52010SC1490:EN:NOT
http://tentea.ec.europa.eu/en/ten-t_projects/30_priority_projects/priority_project_18/priority_project_18.htm
http://tentea.ec.europa.eu/en/ten-t_projects/30_priority_projects/priority_project_18/priority_project_18.htm
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Characteristics of the Danube strategy 

A "three nos" approach 
The strategy for the Danube region has been 
developed by the Commission with the 
objective of making best use of what is 
already available in the region, by aligning 
policies and funding to the objectives of the 
strategy. Hence the strategy rests on a "no 
new EU funds, no new EU legislation, no new 
EU structures" approach. 

The vision of the Commission for the EUSDR 
is to "develop a long-term cooperation and 
integration mechanism between the 
countries, towns and regions of the Danube 
Region, to tackle the challenges, profit from 
and share the opportunities in common."  

The strategy aims at improving coordination 
and coherence in the region, strengthening 
institutional capability to ensure imple-
mentation of actions and ensuring a long-
term cooperation process with political 
support.    

A new framework for cooperation 
The strategy consists of a Commission 
communication [COM(2010)715] and action 
plan [SEC(2010)1489], which address the 
challenges faced by the region.  

The action plan is based on four pillars and 
11 priority areas (figure 2). It identifies the 
concrete priorities and contains examples of 
projects that could be implemented. Actions 
and projects will be updated or replaced as 
they are completed. In February 2011, 
Johannes Hahn, EU Commissioner for 
regional policy, announced the countries 
which would lead each priority area 
[IP/11/124]. They will, in particular, be in 
charge of defining targets.  

The Commission plans to act only as a 
facilitator (the strategy will facilitate actions, 
and not impose them). It will be responsible 
for policy-level coordination, assisted by a 
high-level group of all Member States. Non-
member States could be invited to join the 
group. The Commission stated that 
implementation of actions would be the 
responsibility of national, regional, urban 
and local levels, in the framework of existing 
bodies.   

Sources of funding 
The Commission noted the following sources 
of existing funding which could be mobilised 
for the strategy: 

Structural Funds (European Regional 
Development Fund, European Social Fund and 

Cohesion Fund): €96 
billion3 has been budgeted 
for 2007-2013 in the 
Danube region Mem

Figure 2: Architecture of the action plan (with leading countries).  

ber 
States.  

Other EU programmes: 
depending on the field of 
action and the countries 
concerned (e.g. LIFE+ for 
actions in the field of the 
environment in Member 
States, or the Instrument 
for Pre-accession Assist-
ance for cross-border 
cooperation, regional or 
rural development in 
candidate and potential 

National, regional and local 

candidate countries).  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52010DC0715:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52010SC1489:EN:NOT
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/11/124&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/about/index.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/how-does-it-work/financial-assistance/instrument-pre-accession_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/how-does-it-work/financial-assistance/instrument-pre-accession_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/how-does-it-work/financial-assistance/instrument-pre-accession_en.htm
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policies.  

Lending and co-financing from international 
and bilateral financial institutions, such as the 
European Investment Bank and the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development.  

Focus on some potential problems 

It is still uncertain if macro-regions can really 
develop without any new EU funds, 
legislation or political structure. 

Potential implementation difficulties  
The first year of implementation of the EU 
strategy for the Baltic Sea region4  raised 
some issues that could also be faced in the 
framework of the Danube strategy.  

For instance, there was a lack of resource for 
administrative tasks carried out in the 
framework of the strategy. Moreover, there 
has been some difficulty in aligning available 
funds with the actions foreseen by the 
strategy.  

More generally, identification of available 
funding, as well as a clear link between 
objectives and means are needed.   

Amount of funds actually available 
The amount of EU funds indicated by the 
Commission as available for the Danube 
strategy are the amounts earmarked for the 
whole period 2007-2013. As this 
programming period will come to an end in 
2013, a large part of these funds have already 
been used or committed to specific projects. 

Moreover, discussions on the multiannual 
financial framework for the post-2013 period 
are only just starting, which adds uncertainty 
as regards the future financial amounts 
available for the strategy.  

The Danube strategy in the post-2013 
cohesion policy 
For the current programming period, 41 
European Territorial Cooperation Prog-
rammes focus on the Danube region. Among 
them, areas of the Danube region belong to 
two transnational programmes (Central 

Europe and South-East Europe), which 
means there are two separate operational 
programmes. One of the issues at stake 
concerns the possibility to adopt a single 
programme for the whole macro-region for 
the next programming period.  

In its Communication on the future of 
cohesion policy [COM(2010)642], the 
European Commission announced that it will 
examine the possibility of allowing design 
and management of programmes not only at 
national and regional level, but also at the 
level of functional areas (i.e. macro-regions).  

European Parliament's views 

The EP has supported the creation of an 
EUSDR since 2008, when the Committee on 
Transport and Tourism sent a delegation to 
the Danube region in order to investigate 
how the region's potential could be 
promoted.  

In its January 2010 resolution [P7_TA(2010)-
0008], the EP underlines that the promotion 
of economic and social development and 
greater regional integration in the Danube 
region is important for the entire EU. For the 
EP, the Danube strategy represents an 
appropriate tool for achieving these goals. 
However, the EP calls on the Commission to 
clearly identify the governance structure of 
the strategy. 

Furthermore, the EP asked the Commission 
to inform and consult it regularly on the 
status of the strategy's implementation. For 
the EP, governments should ensure that 
stakeholders are also informed and 
consulted about the implementation of the 
strategy.  

The EP stressed as well that the 
implementation of the strategy must not 
restrict the responsibilities of regional and 
local governments.  

The EP also supports the use of Structural 
and Cohesion Funds to finance EUSDR 
projects. Moreover, the EP suggested that 
non-financial instruments could facilitate the 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/atlas2007/transnational/central_europe_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/atlas2007/transnational/central_europe_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/country/prordn/details_new.cfm?gv_PAY=AT&gv_reg=ALL&gv_PGM=1323&gv_defL=7&LAN=7
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52010DC0642:FR:NOT
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2010-0008
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2010-0008
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implementation of the strategy and that 
their use should be explored.  

Main references 

European Union Strategy for Danube Region,  
COM(2010)715, 2010.  

The EP also proposed that an EU Danube 
Summit should be held every two years. 

Action Plan: accompanying document to  the 
European Strategy for Danube Region,  
SEC(2010)1489, 2010. 

Some observers point out that the EP has 
played a less prominent role in the case of 
the Danube strategy, which was mainly 
pushed by the Commission and Member 
States, than it did in the case of the EU 
strategy for the Baltic Sea region. 

Impact assessment report accompanying the 
European Union Strategy for Danube Region , 
SEC(2010)1490, 2010. 

Modellversuch Makroregion Die EU-Strategien für 
den Ostsee- und den Donauraum / Carsten Schymik, 
SWP-Studien 2011/S 01, Januar 2011 

 

 
Macro-regional strategies in the EU / DG Regional 
Policy, 2009.   

 

 
Macro-regions of Europe: old wine in a new 
bottle? / Andrea Stocchiero, CeSPI, 2010.  

 The concept of macro-regions: practice and 
prospects / Katja Mirwaldt et al., EPRC, 2010.  

 
Europe's macro-regions: integration through 
territorial cooperation: presentation / Martin 
Dangerfield, 2010. 

 

 
Commission website on the EU strategy for the 
Danube Region.  
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Endnotes 
 

1 The Danube River Basin District covers the Danube River Basin, the Black Sea coastal catchments in Romanian territory and the 
Black Sea coastal waters along the Romanian and partly Ukrainian coasts [Danube River Basin Management Plan, 2009].   

2 All actions in favour of economic, social and territorial cohesion are decided using the ordinary legislative procedure, except 
some specific measures in favour of the outermost regions. 

3 Transport €24.8 billion; energy €3 billion; tourism €6.7 billion; environment €19.5 billion; research, innovation and entrepreneurship €13.9 
billion; information society €3.6 billion; human capital €13 billion; inclusion €7.6 billion; technical assistance €3.4 billion. 

4 The European Council adopted the Baltic Sea Strategy in October 2009 [15265/1/09 REV1].  
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