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EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region
SUMMARY

Encompassing regions from Member States as well as third countries confronted with
a common set of challenges, macro-regions are often defined on the basis of
geographical features. Whether inspired by a sense of regional identity, a desire to
engage in closer cooperation or to pool resources, all macro-regional strategies share a
common aim: to ensure a coordinated approach to issues best tackled jointly.

While diverse in many ways, the countries bordering the Baltic are characterised by a
high degree of interdependence, with a tradition of cooperation dating back to the
Hanseatic period. This shared identity was cemented further through the EU accession
of the Baltic States and Poland in 2004, increasing to eight the number of EU Member
States in the Baltic region (Sweden, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Latvia,
Lithuania and Poland). Yet despite the introduction of common EU rules and policies,
opening up new prospects for improving growth and living standards through closer
coordination, persistent differences have remained between the prosperous northern
and western seaboards of the Baltic and its less developed southern and eastern
countries. Concerns over the deteriorating state of the Sea itself, and a sense that the
region had failed to make best use of the opportunities of EU membership led to calls
for action and the development of a dedicated strategy for the Baltic region in 2009.

Originally initiated by the European Parliament, the Strategy covers the eight EU
Member States of the Baltic and also involves cooperation with the neighbouring
countries of Russia, Belarus, Norway and Iceland. It has been designed to be adapted
to changing circumstances, and revisions of its Action Plan have streamlined its
structure and given more responsibility to Member States. A number of key challenges
remain, however, not least its complex governance, a lack of political engagement, low
knowledge about the Strategy and mixed results in integrating it into 2014-2020
operational programmes, a key potential source of funding.
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Figure 1 – Countries participating in the EU Strategy
for the Baltic Sea Region

Source: Nordregio website.

Background
Taking its lead from a 2006 European Parliament (EP) resolution which called for a
strategy for the Baltic Sea region, a demand that was echoed by the European Council in
its December 2007 conclusions, Europe's first macro-regional strategy was launched in
2009 with the adoption of a Communication and Action Plan by the European Commission.

Originally comprising four pillars, the
Strategy's Action Plan was updated in
2013 in light of a number of progress
reports, and revised once more in
September 2015. The 2015 Action Plan
has, among other things, reduced the
number of Policy Areas from 17 to 13
(see Section on Priorities and
structure), placed a greater focus on
issues with a cross-border dimension,
and transferred more responsibility for
Strategy coordination to the Member
States. In addition, the operational
programmes of countries in the Baltic
Sea region for 2014-2020 are now
required to take account of macro-
regional aspects.

The macro-regional concept
According to the Common Provisions
Regulation, a macro-regional strategy
means an 'integrated framework
endorsed by the European Council,
which may be supported by the
European Structural and Investment
Funds among others, 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'. While the issues involved differ from one region to another,
priority is given to issues of strategic
importance covering challenges where closer
cooperation is vital, such as environmental
protection, and opportunities, where
cooperation is of mutual benefit, e.g. in
research and innovation. The European Union
Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR)
has acted as a model for a further three EU
strategies: the Danube Strategy, the Adriatic-
Ionian Strategy and the Alpine Strategy.

Guiding principles
Macro-regional strategies are guided by three
basic rules:
 No new EU funds,
 No additional EU structures,
 No new EU legislation.

The idea is to better align existing funds and
policies at EU, national and regional level and
to rely on existing bodies for implementation.

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2006-0494+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressData/en/ec/97669.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/com_baltic_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/action_2009_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/action_2013_en.pdf
http://bit.ly/1XwoyR6
http://bit.ly/1XwoyR6
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/action_10092015_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
http://www.nordregio.se/en/Metameny/About-Nordregio/Research--Development/Geographical-scope-we-cover/Baltic-Sea-Region/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/557024/EPRS_BRI(2015)557024_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/569047/EPRS_BRI(2015)569047_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2015/569047/EPRS_BRI(2015)569047_EN.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/cooperation/macro-regional-strategies/alpine/
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Priorities and structure
The Strategy has three key objectives: 1) Save the Sea, which aims to protect the Baltic
against dangers such as excess nutrient discharge into the sea (eutrophication), over-
fishing and pollution, and promote clean shipping, 2) Connect the Region, which seeks
to improve transport connections and energy security by integrating the region's
transport systems and energy markets, and 3) Increase Prosperity, which focuses on
creating growth and improving competitiveness through more cooperation in R&D,
stronger partnerships and completing the single market.

These three objectives are divided into 13 separate policy areas (PA), with the
framework completed by four cross-cutting horizontal actions (HA).

Table 1 – Objectives and policy areas of the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region
Objective I: Save the sea

PA Nutri – Reducing nutrient inputs to the
sea to acceptable levels

PA Hazards – Reducing the use and impact
of hazardous substances

PA Bioeconomy – Agriculture, forestry and
fisheries

PA Ship – Becoming a model region for
clean shipping

PA Safe – To become a leading region in
maritime safety and security

PA Secure – Protection from land-based
emergencies, accidents and cross-border
crime

Objective II: Connect the region

PA Transport – Improving internal and
external transport links

PA Energy – BEMIP Action Plan (for
competitive, secure and sustainable energy)

Objective III: Increase prosperity

PA Tourism – Reinforcing cohesiveness of
the macro-region through tourism

PA Culture – Culture and creative sectors

PA Innovation – Exploiting the full potential
of the region in research, innovation and
SMEs, utilising the Digital Single Market as a
source for attracting talents and
investments

PA Health – Improving and promoting
people's health, including its social aspects

PA Education – Education, research and
employability

Horizontal actions

HA Climate

HA Capacity – Capacity building and involvement

HA Neighbours – Creating added value to the Baltic Sea cooperation by working with neighbouring countries and regions

HA Spatial Planning – Encouraging the use of maritime and land-based spatial planning in all Member States around the Baltic Sea to
develop a common approach for cross-border cooperation

Source: 2015 Action Plan.

Policy Areas identify concrete areas of cooperation, reflecting the principal challenges
and opportunities in the Baltic Sea region, while Horizontal Actions cover projects that
are more cross-cutting in nature. Bringing together stakeholders from across all levels of
governance and from both public and private sectors, they allow countries to work
together on issues in a particular sector such as transport or health, with one Member
State or more responsible for coordination. Policy Areas and Horizontal Actions are
further divided into actions, which identify the main steps to be taken to achieve the
targets and indicators set for the specific area. Flagships are a key delivery tool in the
Strategy alongside actions, and take the form of projects which put forward new
solutions, methodologies or practices or involve investments of key importance for the
region. Managed by a flagship leader, they must have a clear macro-regional impact,
contribute to the objectives of the EUSBSR and be completed by a set deadline.

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/action_10092015_en.pdf
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Governance
The responsibilities of the principal stakeholders in the EUSBSR are set out in its 2015
Action Plan. Member States are tasked with ensuring the implementation of the
EUSBSR, providing political commitment to the Strategy and making sure that national
strategic planning, policies and programmes are in line with the EUSBSR. National
Coordinators, appointed by each country, coordinate and support the implementation
of the Strategy in their country and cooperate with other EUSBSR national coordinators,
ensuring consistency in terms of delivery. The Strategy's governance system is based on
three tiers, comprising a policy level, coordination level and an operational level.

Figure 2 – Governance system of the EUSBSR

Source: EUSBSR website.

Policy level
Three major partners are involved at policy level: the European Commission, which
ensures the strategy is reflected in related policy initiatives, promotes stakeholder
involvement, monitors and evaluates progress and consults with Member States; the
High-Level Group, which brings together senior civil servants, the Committee of the
Regions, the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the Nordic Investment Bank, advises
the Commission on the EUSBSR, reviews the Strategy and suggests measures for
improving implementation; and the European Council, which outlines broad policy
orientations and endorses revisions.

Coordination level
As the main contact point for their policy area in the Baltic region, Policy Area
Coordinators (PACs) are tasked with ensuring delivery of the targets set for the given
policy area, reviewing the relevance of the policy area facilitating related policy
discussions and reporting on results to the Policy Level. Horizontal Action Coordinators
(HACs) play a similar role with respect to their relevant horizontal action, helping to
ensure cross-cutting links across the Strategy. Both coordinators are responsible for
facilitating the involvement and cooperation of stakeholders from across the Baltic
region. Their work is supported by Policy Area/Horizontal Action Steering Groups,
which group together stakeholders from each country active in the thematic area, who
help Coordinators to identify strategic issues relevant to a given area. Lastly, Policy Area

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/action_10092015_en.pdf
http://www.balticsea-region-strategy.eu/governance
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Focal Points and Horizontal Area Focal Points act as national level contact points for all
issues relating to a policy or horizontal area and liaise with PACs and HACs.

Operational level
The organisations and programmes active at Operational Level deliver the EUSBSR on
the ground through specific actions and measures. They are funded by Programmes
and Financial Instruments, whose implementation is coordinated by bodies such as
Managing Authorities, who are key partners in the funding process. These bodies help
to align the objectives of programmes or financial instruments with those of the
EUSBSR, and promote, support and fund the delivery of joint projects. Programmes
include those available under Cohesion Policy and the European Neighbourhood and
Partnership Instrument, while Financial Instruments are provided by the European
Investment Bank, among others. Flagship Leaders are responsible for implementing
flagships, regular liaison work with PACs/HACs, reporting on the progress of flagships
and promoting their results and cooperating with other flagships to ensure consistency.

Funding
In line with the 2009 Action Plan, the EUSBSR is budget neutral, aiming to encourage
innovative approaches and the use of existing sources of funding, primarily the
European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF). However, as the 2007-2013 financial
perspective was already well under way when the EUSBSR was set up in 2009, it proved
difficult to draw on structural funds during the previous programming period. New rules
were therefore introduced for the 2014-2020 period to help facilitate the uptake of
structural funds for macro-regional strategies, among others through a requirement for
operational programmes to take specific account of such strategies, yet this has brought
rather mixed results to date (see next section).

From the outset, the Interreg Baltic Sea Programme has played a key role in financing
the implementation of the EUSBSR. For the 2014-2020 period, the programme's
priorities have been aligned with the three objectives of the Baltic Sea Strategy,
contributing some €278 million to help mobilise projects in the region, with a total
programme budget of €344 million thanks to co-financing. It provides funding for
coordination actions under the EUSBSR, covering support for PACs/HACs, organising
annual EUSBSR forums as well as seed money funding to facilitate the preparation of
EUSBSR project proposals for a policy area or horizontal action under the EUSBSR. As of
May 2016, a total of €46.3 million from the Interreg Baltic Sea Programme's funding
under the ERDF had been allocated to 17 EUSBSR flagships.

As provided for in the Action Plan, EUSBSR actions are also eligible for EU funding such
as Horizon 2020, the BONUS Joint Baltic Sea Research and Development Programme or
the LIFE programme, and national, regional or private sector funding. In addition, while
transport, energy or ICT projects may apply for funding under the Connecting Europe
Facility, certain larger scale projects can also be eligible for support from the EIB or the
Nordic Investment Bank. A 2014 EIB report indicates that the bank invested €51.5 billion
in the region during 2009-2013. EIB co-financing of Member States' contributions under
EU structural funds, amounted on average to 13% of total project costs, and it continues
to provide funding in the 2014-2020 period.

Assessing the Baltic Sea Strategy
The European Commission published a report on the added value of macro-regional
strategies in June 2013. Based on a survey of over 100 stakeholders, it found that the

https://www.interreg-baltic.eu/home.html
http://www.interreg-baltic.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/about_programme/EUSBSR/EUSBSR_flagships_in_Interreg_BSR.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/action_10092015_en.pdf
http://www.bonusportal.org/programme
http://www.eib.org/attachments/country/the_eib_in_the_baltic_sea_region_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/com_added_value_macro_region_strategy_en.pdf
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two existing macro-regional strategies had demonstrated their merit both strategically
and politically, and that clear results were evident in terms of projects and more
integrated policy-making. It suggested that macro-regional strategies generate added
value by improving policy development, providing better value for money, ensuring
greater integration and coordination, tackle regional inequality and promote territorial
cohesion, among other things. Many academics have also highlighted the benefits of
the Strategy. Kristine Kern and Stefan Gänzle argue in their 2013 policy paper that the
EUSBSR has improved cooperation between actors in the macro-region, including from
the private sector, strengthened cooperation with Russia and initiated new projects to
reduce eutrophication or enhance existing transport infrastructure, citing the delivery of
over 100 flagship projects as a particular success (see box). The June 2015 edition of the
annual State of the Region report highlights that the EUSBSR functions well at
operational level, and is closely linked to a robust network of existing organisations. It
emphasises that the Strategy is firmly rooted within wider EU policies in such areas as
transport, energy, research and innovation, which helps to support cooperation
throughout the region. Despite these positive assessments, however, a number of
challenges remain.

Examples of ongoing flagships
Baltic Blue Growth, a project which aims to set up mussel farms to harvest nutrients from the Baltic,
thereby introducing smart, innovation-based sustainable aquaculture to rural areas (PA NUTRI).
Sea Traffic Management Validation, which creates a common standardised information-sharing
system for maritime companies, covering issues such as voyage management, traffic-flow
management and port-approach strategies (PA SAFE).
Baltic Sea History project is the first attempt to develop a shared view on history and culture in
a European macro-region. Project partners aim to have a framework for a future intercultural
dialogue about regional history, culture and identity (PA CULTURE).
ScanBalt Health Region, which identifies the Baltic as a single test site for developing healthcare
products and services, helping to promote a high level of public health (PA INNOVATION).
Baltic Training Programme, which supports an international approach to action in the area of
vocational education and training (PA EDUCATION).

Source: Annex to 2015 Action Plan.

Complex internal governance
While a series of structures have been set up to encourage the broadest possible
participation of actors and to deal with a wide variety of tasks, their complexity can
deter actors from taking part, as noted by the EP in a 2015 study. Indeed, there is ample
evidence that macro-regional strategies are proving to be something of a challenge for
public administrations, with the Commission's 2013 report on added value highlighting
problem areas such as poor understanding of the subject area, a lack of human
resources, frequent changes of staff and shrinking budgets. In her policy paper on the
Assessment of Macro-regional Governance Systems, Silke Haarich argues that the
EUSBSR's governance system actually entails a number of limitations for certain actors
including National Coordinators and Policy Area Coordinators, who are unable to
sufficiently carry out their multiple roles because they are not connected to all relevant
actors in the system. Some commentators have suggested that macro-regional strategies
such as the EUSBSR could actually be more complicated than they are useful. As Kai
Böhme noted in his 2013 policy paper: 'the multiplicity of actors brings the risk that a
strategy could lose (a) focus and (b) the ownership and responsibility felt by the single

http://www.sieps.se/sites/default/files/2013_17epa.pdf
http://www.bdforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/SORR_report_web.pdf
http://www.kalmarsundskommissionen.se/bbg
https://ec.europa.eu/inea/sites/inea/files/fiche_2014-eu-tm-0206-s_final.pdf
http://www.balticseahistory.info/
http://www.scanbalt.org/projects/scanbalt+health+region
http://www.baltictrainingprogramme.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/annex_action_092015_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/540349/IPOL_STU(2015)540349_EN.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/com_added_value_macro_region_strategy_en.pdf
http://www.spatialforesight.eu/tl_files/files/editors/dokumente/Brief-2016-6-160222.pdf
http://spatialforesight.lu/tl_files/files/editors/dokumente/Brief-2013-3-130710.pdf
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stakeholder.' Clearly, there is a need to simplify the governance of the Strategy but it is
difficult to see how this could be achieved without completing revising the EUSBSR.

This complexity can easily lead to confusion. A 2015 report published by Interact reveals
certain misunderstandings among managing authorities about what macro-regional
cooperation entails, pointing to a low level of knowledge, a key challenge to the success
of the EUSBSR, which should be addressed urgently through improved communication.

Lack of political engagement
As highlighted in the Commission's 2014 report on the governance of macro-regional
strategies, there is a need for stronger political leadership and decision-making from the
countries and regions involved. The EP's 2015 study considers that the lack of
involvement of some Member States at operational level represents a key challenge,
while the European Economic and Social Committee has drawn attention to the low level
of participation of civil society organisations and NGOs in its opinion on Enhancing Civil
Society Partnerships to deliver the Baltic Sea Region Strategy more effectively. Possible
measures to improve the situation include action to ensure that ministers and national
authorities coordinating work take full ownership of strategies and direct more closely
what is happening on the ground, a point raised by the Commission's 2014 report.
Low ambition of operational programmes covering EUSBSR
A further challenge concerns the extent to which operational programmes in the Baltic
countries take account of macro-regional aspects. Although new rules were introduced
for the 2014-2020 period to help facilitate the uptake of structural funds, a key source
of potential funding for EUSBSR projects, Interact's 2015 report reveals that such
operational programmes are in general characterised by a low level of ambition. One
possible reason for this is the reluctance of Member States to add an additional level of
EUSBSR monitoring to already complex ESIF monitoring procedures; however, the very
limited use of EUSBSR indicators means that it is not possible to monitor the impact of
programmes and ESI funds at the level of the whole Baltic Sea region, making it more
difficult to 'sell' the benefits of closer alignment with ESIF programmes in the future. In
addition to their low level of ambition, operational programmes from different
countries lack coordination and are incompatible with one another, calling into question
the prospects of successful cooperation.
Continuing differences between Baltic countries
The clear differences that remain between the region's countries in terms of their
development potential, economic wealth or exposure to environmental hazards is
another challenge to the success of the Strategy. Such differences should arguably form
the basis for cooperation programmes if they are to generate any meaningful change.
Problems surrounding the EUSBSR's perceived added value
Some countries have questioned the Strategy's significance for cooperation, leading
Interact's report to conclude that 'the EUSBSR was seen largely as providing additional
support to already existing initiatives'. This view may seem somewhat harsh in light of
the EUSBSR's achievements yet given that it is driven forward by powerful regional
organisations such as the Council of the Baltic Sea States, it is far from easy to evaluate
the extent to which the EUSBSR is impacting on cooperation initiatives, which may well
have continued irrespective of the EUSBSR, a point raised by the EP's 2015 study.

Outlook
In spite of the above challenges, the Baltic Sea Strategy has arguably achieved much
during its short lifetime. It has successfully established a number of structures for

http://admin.interact-eu.net/downloads/9401/Final_Report_Cooperation_methods_and_tools_to_support_the_EUSBSR.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/macro_region_strategy/pdf/gov_macro_strat_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/540349/IPOL_STU(2015)540349_EN.pdf
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.eco-opinions.28462
http://admin.interact-eu.net/downloads/9401/Final_Report_Cooperation_methods_and_tools_to_support_the_EUSBSR.pdf
http://www.cbss.org/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/540349/IPOL_STU(2015)540349_EN.pdf
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cooperation, giving overall direction to numerous cross-border projects and initiatives,
and helping the region to move closer towards its environmental objectives and close
the developmental gap between the Baltic region's prosperous north and west and its
less developed south and east. A constantly moving target, the Strategy has adapted
well to changing circumstances through changes in its governance and priorities. This
flexible approach is a hallmark of the Strategy and bodes well for its future
development. Ultimately, however, the Strategy will only ever be as strong as the
political will of its countries' leaders to move forward with it: despite the new
requirement for operational programmes to take account of macro-regional aspects,
Member States have demonstrated a low level of ambition in this area.

Continued political commitment will therefore be key to the future success of the
Strategy. Difficulties such as a lack of political engagement, the low ambition of
operational programmes and problems regarding the perceived value of the Strategy
itself can arguably best be tackled by stronger political leadership which can provide the
necessary impetus for action in other areas. The changes brought by the 2015 revision
of the Action Plan, which place more responsibility for coordination and administration
in the hands of the Member States, can support the process of encouraging greater
political involvement but will not in themselves be sufficient to provide a greater sense
of leadership and, ultimately, wider political purpose for the Baltic Sea Strategy.

Main references
European Commission Action Plan 'European Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region',
SWD(2015) 177 final, 10.9.2015.

European Commission Communication on the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region,
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European Commission Report concerning the added value of macro-regional strategies,
COM(2013) 468 final, June 2013.

European Parliament study 'New role of macro-regions in European Territorial Cooperation', EP,
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