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SUMMARY The first EU macro-regional 
strategies are ‘pioneer’ experiments in fostering 
greater territorial cohesion. They do not address 
Cohesion Policy and its instruments alone, but 
aim to improve synergies with other EU policies – 
such as environmental policy, the integrated 
maritime policy and transport policy, to name 
just a few – in search of potential leverage effects. 

Operating under the ‘three no’s’ concept (no new 
funds, no new legislation and no new 
institutions) they focus on more efficient use of 
available resources rather than aiming at a ‘New 
Deal’ in territorial development policy-making. 

The two recently implemented strategies on the 
Baltic Sea region and the Danube region have 
already started producing some positive effects, 
namely the implementation of many projects, 
but at the same time have demonstrated the 
existence of both structural and financial 
allocation problems.  

The interim report on the Baltic Sea Strategy 
points to a lack of human resources and the 
need for better alignment with the themes of 
Europe 2020. Similarly, according to institutional 
actors, the implementation of the Danube River 
Strategy could be facilitated by the creation of a 
single transnational EU development area. 

The pilot experience of the two strategies has 
already raised substantial interest and ideas 
among stakeholders for the creation of new 
macro-regions all over Europe. 
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Background 

Much is expected of the recently launched EU 
macro-regional strategies. They have already 
been claimed to be an 'experiment', a 'blueprint', 
a 'pilot', a 'model' and a 'laboratory'. But can they 
actually deliver and point the way forward for 
the whole EU?  
Practitioners believe that their development in 
the EU has contributed to the emergence of a 
new governance level situated "between the 
nation state and the supranational community". 
Experts argue that macro-regional strategies 
offer a new pragmatic approach into finding 
more efficient policy modalities and better 
coordination among existing institutions and 
resources. This commitment is most significant 
at a time of EU-wide budgetary and fiscal 
restraint following the global economic crisis.  
So far, the European Commission has launched 
two strategies: for the Baltic Sea Region and for 
the Danube Region. In the case of the Baltic Sea 
Region, this is the first time a comprehensive 
strategy, covering several EU policies, has been 
targeted on a 'macro-region', following a 
request from the European Council in 2007. 
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Definition and main features 

Definition 
'Macro-region' is an established term in 
economic and political geography and spatial 
planning, and is widely used in a range of 
contexts. However, the evolution of theories 
about regional economic development, the  

http://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/research_papers/2011_RP10_shy_ks.pdf
http://www.cespi.it/WP/WP%2065-CeSPI%20Macroregioni%20europee%20_eng_.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/com_baltic_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0715:FIN:EN:HTML
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressData/en/ec/97669.pdf
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BalticDEAL: an example of 
complementarity with other EU policies 
One of the causes of contamination of the 
Baltic Sea is the excessive use of fertilisers 
in agricultural areas within the sea's 
catchment zone. The environmental 
burden could therefore be reduced by 
altering agricultural practices. In order to 
mitigate the eutrophication (i.e. the 
increase of phytoplankton) of the Baltic 
Sea, the project is seeking an EU-wide ban 
on phosphates as an additive in 
detergents. Germany and Sweden have 
already shown the way by integrating 
such provisions in their national 
legislation. 

emergence of new policy approaches within the 
EU and lessons drawn from existing cooperation 
programmes, such as INTERREG, have led to the 
'operationalisation' of the concept. The 
European Commission defines a macro-region 
as "an area including territory from a number of 
different countries or regions associated with one 
or more common features or challenges".  
The three no's 
Macro-regional strategies are based on the 
'three no's' concept - no new EU laws, no new 
institutions and no additional funding - but 
rather better governance across a large territory 
facing common problems. In other words, the 
macro-region is supposed to improve the 
functionality of the EU without initiating 
changes in its multi-level 
structure.  
In light of these limitations, 
some practitioners wonder 
whether a new concept with 
the same actors and no new 
funding can prove more 
efficient.  Conversely, others 
consider that the 'no new 
funds' rule is an asset, since 
priorities can be selected free 
from any competition for 
limited  funds. 
Flexible membership 
The frontiers of a macro-
region are not precisely 
defined. Moreover, there is no requirement that 
any given territory be part of only one macro-
region. Therefore, the physical boundaries of a 
macro-region may vary according to the 
relevance of a given policy area. This implies 
both territorial and functional aspects: a macro-
region encompasses a natural geographic area, 
but its borders are flexible depending on 
functional requirements (i.e. common issues, 
such as environment, that need to be tackled 
collectively). 
Operational structure 
In practice, the system relies mainly on existing 
structures. A high-level group of officials from all 
EU Member States together with 
representatives from the Committee of the 

Regions and the European Investment Bank 
liaises with the Commission on all major 
developments. Officials from non EU Member 
States may be invited as appropriate. At EU level, 
DG Regional Policy is in charge of the overall 
day-to-day coordination, monitoring and 
reporting to the Council. Responsability for 
implementation on the ground is generally 
placed with national or subnational levels by 
way of National Contact Points. Priority areas 
have coordinators such as national 
administrations, regions or inter-governmental 
bodies which report on progress and 
implementation. In addition, there are lead 
partners for flagship projects. By using existing 
structures, an additional layer of administration - 

such as an EU agency for 
example - has been avoided. 
However, this approach has 
been criticised as lacking 
clear ownership and 
leadership and the need for 
new institutions to manage 
and implement the strategies 
more efficiently has been 
highlighted. 
Key areas 
Growing EU concerns over 
energy security, 
environmental pollution, 
combating cross-border 
crime and upgrading of 
transport infrastructure, 

account for the main areas covered by the two 
existing strategies. However, the priorities do 
not necessarily have to be endorsed by all 
participants. For some policy areas, all member 
countries of a macro-region are involved.  For 
others, actions/projects might be focused on a 
few regions or even be defined locally. 
Complementarity with other EU policies 
Macro-regional strategies were designed as a 
flexible framework (see box on BalticDEAL)  
complementing existing EU policies such as 
regional policy, environment, fisheries, 
agriculture, transport, energy) and other forms 
of cooperation and assistance such as the 
Eastern Partnership, the Northern Dimension, 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/cooperate/cooperation/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/cooperate/baltic/pdf/macroregional_strategies_2009.pdf
http://www.cespi.it/WP/WP%2065-CeSPI%20Macroregioni%20europee%20_eng_.pdf
http://eu.baltic.net/redaktion/download.php?type=file&id=1362
http://www.1888932-2946.ws/ComTool6.0_CES/CES/E-DocumentManager/gallery/Research_Papers/CESBalticSeaStrategy(Web).pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/environment/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/maritimeaffairs_fisheries/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/transport/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/index_en.htm
http://eeas.europa.eu/eastern/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/north_dim/index_en.htm
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the strategic partnership with Russia and the 
Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance for the 
Western Balkans). Well-designed comple-
mentarity is a key feature of the strategies, 
given the overarching principle of financial and 
institutional neutrality.  
In addition, considering that a range of 
international conventions, bilateral agreements 
and other types of initiative already cover the 
existing macro-regions, the strategies are 
expected to represent a logical framework for 
their implementation and take into account 
their achievements and best practices. 

Added value 

Closer and better coordinated action at various 
levels of governance is seen as a positive step 
towards further deepening of EU integration 
processes. However, stakeholders claim that the 
introduction of macro-regional strategies can 
step up cooperation only if it brings actual 
added value and gives rise to the adoption and 
implementation of concrete projects. 
According to practitioners, the added value of 
macro-regional strategies lies in the integrated 
approach, as a collective action striving to 
achieve common objectives by way of various 
actors, policies and resources. Cross-border 
issues are tackled collectively in order to achieve 
better synergy and increased leverage effect (i.e. 
multiply the available resources from private 
financial actors).  
The thematically oriented territorial cooperation 
implies that it is possible for strategies to focus 
on more heterogeneous regions (for instance in 
terms of GDP) facing a common problem (i.e. 
environmental standards, socio-economic 
development, etc.). However, experts warn 
against the risk of weakening the strategy focus 
by trying to cover too many priorities at the 
same time. 
Practitioners argue that macro-regions have a 
better problem-solving capacity than the EU-27 
in a number of fields such as innovation policy 
and environmental protection, as it might be 
easier to achieve common understanding at this 
level. 
Experts believe that macro-regional strategies 

enable participants to avoid aggressive 
competition between regions, but rather foster 
competition on the basis of complementarities.  
They also claim that the creation of larger 
regional economies enhances regional 
competitiveness and the potential for growth. 
Finally, integration of countries outside the EU 
into a macro-region could accelerate the 
'catching up' phase between potential 
candidates and EU Member States. 

Existing EU macro-regional strategies 

The pioneering role of the EP 
The initiative for the creation of the Baltic Sea 
Strategy came from the European Parliament 
(EP). In November 2005, the EP voted a 
resolution on the Northern Dimension, which 
called among other things for the development 
of a strategy for the Baltic Sea region. The 
resolution was put forward by the Baltic Europe 
Intergroup. As the Danube Strategy began to 
take shape in 2008, the EP promptly recognised 
the potential for development of the Danube 
region and called for the creation of a new 
macro-regional strategy. 
Comparative overview of the two strategies 
The 16 Member States forming the two macro-
regions encompass all ten Central and Eastern 
European states. Both the Baltic Sea and the 
Danube area link 'new' Member States on the 
north-eastern and south-eastern periphery of 
the EU with 'older' Member States from the 
centre of the Union. 
The thematic orientation of the two strategies 
reflects a series of horizontal EU policy areas. This 
applies in particular to the economic policy 
elements relating to the Europe 2020 strategy.  
Turning to the infrastructure area, both 
strategies work towards the implementation of 
priority projects in the context of the 
Transeuropean Energy and Transport Networks. 
However, in the environmental area, their 
approaches are different. In the Baltic Sea 
region, environmental policy is the only target 
set for the strategy in the mandate of the 
European Council. Such political references do 
not exist in the case of the Danube region. 

http://www.eeas.europa.eu/russia/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/how-does-it-work/financial-assistance/instrument-pre-accession_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/consultation/danube/doc/countries/sl_position_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/panorama/pdf/mag34/mag34_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/panorama/pdf/mag34/mag34_en.pdf
http://www.cespi.it/WP/WP%2065-CeSPI%20Macroregioni%20europee%20_eng_.pdf
http://www.coleurop.be/file/content/studyprogrammes/pol/docs/wp12%20Salines.pdf
http://www.nordregio.se/en/Publications/Publications-2009/EU-macro-regions-and-macro-regional-strategies/
http://www.b92.net/eng/news/politics-article.php?yyyy=2011&mm=05&dd=23&nav_id=74487
http://www.b92.net/eng/news/politics-article.php?yyyy=2011&mm=05&dd=23&nav_id=74487
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/file.jsp?id=5284492
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdf/intergroupes/List_VII_LEG_13_Baltic-Europe.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdf/intergroupes/List_VII_LEG_13_Baltic-Europe.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/file.jsp?id=5832842
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressData/en/ec/97669.pdf
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Figure 1- Map of the Baltic Sea macro-region and the 
Danube River macro-region  

Non EU

Baltic sea macro region

EU } Danube river macro region

Area belonging to both macro regions

 
Data source: European Commission, 2011. 

Note: In the countries indicated, not all regions are necessarily involved 
in the relevant macro-regional strategy.

A further difference between the two strategies 
lies in the area of safety and security. The Baltic 
Sea Strategy is more oriented towards maritime 
safety and disaster control within the context of 
the Integrated Maritime Policy. In contrast, in the 
Danube region - encompassing also third 
countries such as Serbia, Croatia, Moldavia and 
Ukraine - there is a greater focus on combating 
cross-border crime and monitoring of the EU's 
outer borders.  
Financing 
As indicated by the European Commission, the 
main part of the EU funding comes from the 
Structural Funds. The 
overall financial 
framework for 2007-
2013 amounts to 
around €50 billion 
for the Baltic Sea 
region and 
approximately €95 
billion for the 
Danube region. 
Other thematic 
instruments, such as 
LIFE+, the European 
Neighbourhood and 
Partnership 
Instrument  as well 
as national, regional 
and local institutions 
can also contribute. 
Lending and co-
financing from 
financial institutions, 
such as the 
European 
Investment Bank and the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development is also 
possible.  
There have been calls from stakeholders and 
practitioners for the introduction of a separate 
budget line for macro-regions from 2014. 
However, Regional Policy Commissioner 
Johannes Hahn has already declared that 
macro-regions are unlikely to get their own 
funding but need instead to use available 
money more efficiently. 

First results and criticism 

The first Interim Report on the Baltic Sea 
Strategy draws an overview one year into the 
strategy. It reveals encouraging initial results: the 
implementation of many new projects under 
the 15 priority areas is under way. New working 
methods and networks have been established, 
and many initiatives developed.   
However, the report also highlights the need for 
reform in two areas.  Firstly, it shows the lack of 
human resources for administrative tasks 
relating to the coordination and 

implementation of 
flagship projects. 
Secondly, it points 
to the need to 
strengthen the 
integrated nature 
of the strategy 
through closer 
alignment with the 
themes of Europe 
2020, which in turn 
will allow the 
funding sources to 
be maximised.  
Experts claim that 
cooperation in 
macro-regions does 
not fit with other 
forms of policy 
coordination in the 
EU, namely the 
Integrated Maritime 
Policy in the case of 
the Baltic Sea 

region. Further they argue that the transnational 
cooperation strand within EU Cohesion Policy 
overlaps with macro-regional cooperation, i.e. 
the transnational cooperation programme for 
the Baltic Sea Region 2007-2013 coincides with 
the Baltic Sea Strategy. In light of this, they 
suggest to merge or link macro-regional and 
transnational territorial cooperation to allow the 
combination of strategic coordination and EU 
funding.  
An extensive study on the Baltic Strategy 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/marine/links_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/thefunds/index_en.cfm
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/com_baltic_en.pdf
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/10/110&format=HTML&aged=1&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/10/110&format=HTML&aged=1&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/funding/lifeplus.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/neighbourhood/overview/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/neighbourhood/overview/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/neighbourhood/overview/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/neighbourhood/overview/index_en.htm
http://www.eib.org/projects/index.htm
http://www.eib.org/projects/index.htm
http://www.ebrd.com/pages/project.shtml
http://www.ebrd.com/pages/project.shtml
http://euobserver.com/886/29852
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/cooperate/baltic/documents_en.cfm#2
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/cooperate/baltic/documents_en.cfm#3
http://eu.baltic.net/redaktion/download.php?type=file&id=1362
http://szf.lu.lv/files/Biblioteka/EU%20Strategy.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/cooperate/baltic/index_en.cfm
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Innovation in the Baltic Sea macro-region  

A recent study reveals strong disparities in 
terms of innovation performance within the 
macro-region and namely, highly innovative 
capital regions, such as Gothenburg (Sweden), 
medium-high innovators - second-tier Nordic 
regions, and others such as Schleswig-Holstein 
(Germany) and low to medium-low innovators, 
such as Poland, Latvia and Lithuania. These 
unbalanced efforts imply a need for 
differentiated policy approaches.  
However, the authors point out that not 
enough has been done to transfer know-how 
and experience from the more advanced 
regions to the 'new Member States'. 
The EU strategy for the Baltic Sea region aims 
at addressing this issue by developing 
strategic actions and projects to maximise the 
driving force of Scandinavian countries in 
closing the gap with the Baltic States.  
However, overall R&D stakeholders are quite 
critical of the EU strategy. They claim that most 
of the current cooperation in terms of R&D is 
bottom-up, short-term and one-off, which 
does not lead to a structuring of capacities or 
permanent joint activities. Stakeholders find it 
more effective to develop stronger bilateral 
links (cross-border or focused cooperation 
between a limited number of bodies) rather 
than platforms that cover the entire Baltic Sea 
region. 

reviews critically the different issues at stake. 
Some of its authors argue that because of the 
multiplicity of actors, the strategy could lose 
focus. Likewise, they encourage stakeholders to 
consider reducing the number of priority areas - 
currently 15 - to gain a clearer vision over a 
limited number of key issues. Others express 
scepticism about the fact that apart from the 
Baltic Sea, there is limited common interest and 
the level of economic development and cultural 
/societal traditions of the participating countries 
are too "asymmetrical" to 
allow for real convergence. 
Still others claim that the 
strategy has a "declarative 
status, which can become a 
dangerous pitfall", i.e. it tries 
to manoeuvre among 
various policies, 
instruments and initiatives 
but lacks mechanisms for its 
practical implementation. 
Having been launched only 
recently, no report on the 
implementation of the 
Danube Strategy is 
available yet. However, one 
obvious drawback of the 
current arrangements is 
that the Danube region - in 
contrast to the Baltic Sea 
region which encompasses 
only EU Member States - 
consists of EU Member 
States, candidate countries 
and countries participating 
in the European Neighbour-
hood Policy. To facilitate the 
implementation of this 
strategy, the creation of a 
"single transnational EU 
development area" has been recommended by 
the Committee of the Regions. 
Turning to the concept as a whole, experts claim 
that the multiplicity of existing stakeholders in a 
macro-region may be the cause of institutional 
tension. Similarly, it is argued that the diversity 
of instruments, policy tools and programmes 
may lead to confusion as to who the donors and 

the recipients of the macro-regional strategy are. 
While the 'three no's' have not been openly 
challenged so far, there has been a call for 'soft' 
reforms leading to legislative, budgetary and 
institutional changes on the EU level in the next 
five to ten years. 

Recent developments 

The recently presented legislative package on 
the future Cohesion Policy 2014-2020 includes a 

new regulation on 
European Territorial 
Cooperation which 
specifically foresees the 
development and 
implementation of 

macro-regional 
strategies. The regulation 
streamlines the 

implementation 
modalities, reduces the 
number of authorities 
involved, and clarifies 
actors' roles and 
responsibilities. In 
addition, it defines 
common indicators to 
measure the final results. 
The proposal also 
foresees a greater 
harmonisation of rules. 
For instance, eligibility 
rules will either be set 
out at EU level or for the 
programme as a whole. 
National rules will only 
apply in the absence of 
such rules, which will 
also facilitate audits and 
verifications. In addition, 
concerning the EGTC 

(see blue box below), the legal bases have been 
modified to allow regions and bodies in non-
Member States to participate. 
Trying to remedy shortcomings in the strategy 
for the Baltic Sea Region, the European Council 
recently adopted conclusions on the revision of 
this macro-regional strategy. The Council 

http://ec.europa.eu/world/enp/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/world/enp/index_en.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:079:0001:0006:EN:PDF
http://www.nordregio.se/en/Publications/Publications-2009/EU-macro-regions-and-macro-regional-strategies/
http://www.cor.europa.eu/pages/PressTemplate.aspx?view=detail&id=239c1003-0632-4e35-9291-d9ca526a936d
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/what/future/proposals_2014_2020_en.cfm#1
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/regulation/pdf/2014/proposals/regulation/etc/etc_proposal_en.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/genaff/126070.pdf
http://www.technopolis-group.com/resources/downloads/reports/Innovation_Baltic_Sea_Region_final_110707.pdf
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The European Grouping of Territorial 
Cooperation (EGTC)  

The EGTC is a legal instrument designed to 
facilitate and promote cross-border, 
transnational, and interregional cooperation 
in the framework of European territorial 
cooperation. Contrary to macro-regional 
strategies, only regions from EU Member 
States can make use of the EGTC. However, 
the Commission has proposed to modify this 
rule for the next programming period 2014-
2020. The EGTC operates as a single legal 
entity - allowing the use of common 
procedures for public procurement - and acts 
as a single Managing Authority for joint 
initiatives thus removing the need for 
international agreements. 

therefore invited the Commission to improve 
the strategy’s orientation and urged the 
Member States to step up their actions. The 
Council also confirmed the principle of the 'three 
no's'. However, the Council recommended 
deepening dialogue with the 
private sector on access to 
financial solutions and 
exploring the potential of 
EGTCs as a tool for 
implementing the strategy. 

E-mail: ivana.katsarova@europarl.europa.eu Tel: 32528 Page  6 of 6 
 

Another point raised by the 
Council was the creation of a 
system of realistic and 
achievable targets and 
indicators (already foreseen in 
the new Structural Funds 
regulation) allowing for better 
evaluation and greater focus 
on results. As regards actors 
related to the strategy, the 
Council stressed that greater 
emphasis needs to be laid on defining the roles 
and responsibilities of the main stakeholders, 
and reinforcing the roles of the National Contact 
Points. 

In the pipeline 

Some ideas for new macro-regions 
The pilot experience of the Baltic Sea Strategy 
opened doors to the adaptation of this multi-
level and multi-actor governance to other areas 
of the EU. The concept of macro-regional 
strategies has awakened interest all over Europe.  
The Committee of the Regions supports the 
development of two new macro-regions: one in 
the Adriatic-Ionian Sea and another one in the 
North Sea. Stakeholders are pushing for the 
creation of three others: one in the Western and 
Eastern parts of the Mediterranean, another one 
in the Alpine region and a third one in the 
coastal region of the Atlantic Arc, stretching 
between Southern Spain and Scotland.  
What about a Black Sea macro-region?  
Experts claim that cooperation could only 
take place in the absence of a "security 
dilemma". However, according to the same 
source, the political instability in this region 

with a number of 'frozen' conflicts (Chechnya 
in Russia, South Ossetia in Georgia, 
Transnistria in Moldova, etc.), together with 
rivalry for leadership, are not facilitating the 
process. In addition, in contrast to existing 

macro-regional 
strategies, only two EU 
countries – Bulgaria and 
Romania – are part of 
this geographic region.  
Currently, the EU 
addresses the region 
through two initiatives: 
the Black Sea Synergy 
and the Eastern 
Partnership. In a recent 
resolution, the EP called 
for the setting up of a 
Strategy for the Black 
Sea region in the 
framework of the EU's 
foreign and security 

policy. The EP strongly criticised the Black Sea 
Synergy for its limited results, poor 
administrative organisation, lack of strategic 
vision, political commitment and financial 
resources. The EP also pointed out that the 
EGTC could offer a suitable cooperation 
framework for the region. 

Further reading 
EU strategy for the Danube region, Library Briefing by 
Ragonnaud, Guillaume; European Parliament Library, 
2011. 
EU strategy for the Baltic Sea region, Library Briefing 
by Freitas, Tiago; European Parliament Library, 2010. 
EU Strategy for the Danube Region, Library Navigator 
by Ionescu, Sorina Silvia; European Parliament 
Library, 2009.  
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