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SUMMARY 
Launched in 2014, the EU strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian region (EUSAIR) is the third macro-
regional strategy (MRS) to have been set after those for the Baltic Sea region and the Danube region. 
With the recent inclusion of North Macedonia and San Marino, the strategy now covers four EU 
Member States and six third countries, mostly from the Western Balkans, one of its goals being to 
facilitate the EU enlargement process of countries from this region. The EUSAIR is unique in that it is 
the only EU macro-regional strategy in which EU candidate and potential candidate countries 
outnumber the participating EU Member States. 

The Adriatic and Ionian region faces a number of challenges, including environmental degradation, 
inefficient transport connections and insufficiently close cross-border cooperation. To help address 
these challenges jointly, the strategy has been shaped around four pillars: blue growth; connecting 
the region; environmental quality; and sustainable tourism. As with other macro-regional strategies, 
the EUSAIR does not have its own budget. Its implementation therefore depends on the 
mobilisation of funds from other relevant sources (EU, national, regional and private) and on the 
well-coordinated use of available funding instruments at different levels, in particular the European 
structural and investment funds for EU countries and the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance 
for non-EU ones. To fully harness this potential, the process of embedding the MRS priorities in the 
2021-2027 national/regional EU funding programmes is key to its successful implementation. 

Recent years have seen a number of developments that could strengthen the EUSAIR. In particular, 
the post-2020 cohesion policy framework has introduced measures such as new thematic 
concentration requirements, Interreg-specific objectives and rules on the participation of MRS 
players, which can deliver more targeted funding, boost administrative capacity and increase 
political ownership and awareness. Yet, while MRS initiatives remain relatively unknown, their 
importance should not be under-estimated. The events of recent months in Ukraine have only 
served to highlight the benefits of cooperation between neighbouring countries.   

This Briefing updates one of October 2015 by Vasileios Margaras.  
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Background 
The Lisbon Treaty added territorial cohesion as a third dimension of EU cohesion policy, alongside 
the economic and social ones. In this framework, the EU macro-regional strategies (MRS) aim at 
ensuring that contiguous countries (including non-EU countries) and territories adopt a coordinated 
approach to tackling common challenges. So far, the EU has implemented strategies in four macro-
regions (Baltic Sea in 2009, then Danube, Adriatic and Ionian, and Alpine), and there have been calls 
for others, e.g. in the Carpathians, the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. 

The EU strategy for the Adriatic 
and Ionian region builds on 
the Adriatic-Ionian Initiative 
(AII) that six countries in the 
region established in 20001 
following an Italian proposal. 
The AII initiated a joint action 
supporting the establishment 
of a macro-region for the 
Adriatic-Ionian basin and 
culminating in a new Ancona 
Declaration in May 2010. In 
November 2012, the European 
Commission adopted a 
maritime strategy for the 
Adriatic and Ionian seas. The 
strategy2 built on the 
Commission's September 2012 
Blue Growth strategy and on 
the October 2012 Limassol 
Declaration on a marine and 
maritime agenda for growth 
and jobs. It was based on four 
pillars: a stronger blue 
economy, a healthier marine 
environment, a safer maritime 
space, and responsible fishing 
activities. 

In December 2012, the European Council asked the Commission to present a new strategy for the 
Adriatic and Ionian region (EUSAIR); following a consultation with the stakeholders, in June 2014 the 
Commission submitted a proposal on the strategy, together with an action plan. Before the 
endorsement of the strategy by the Council in September and the European Council in October 
2014, the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and the European Committee of the 
Regions (CoR)3 expressed their positions on the proposal in January and June of the same year 
respectively. The European Parliament adopted a resolution on the subject in October 2015. 

The region, which extends from the Alps to the Aegean Sea, is a functional area primarily defined by 
the Adriatic and Ionian Seas basin. It enjoys a strategic position thanks to its proximity to the Suez 
Canal, which offers the shortest maritime route between Asia and the central European markets, 
ensuring improved land-sea connectivity and inter-modular transport. The region is also a major 
tourist destination, hosting seven of the 30 most visited regions in the EU. It has a rich cultural 
heritage, boasting 70 UNESCO World Heritage sites that make up around 15 % of all EU sites. The 
countries and regions covered by the Adriatic and Ionian region have had frequent economic and 
social interactions with each other throughout history; this trend that has been further amplified by 
the EU accession process of the Western Balkan countries. 

Figure 1 – Territorial coverage of the EU strategy for the 
Adriatic and Ionian region (EUSAIR) 

 

Source: EPRS. 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/what/territorial-cohesion/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/637953/EPRS_BRI(2019)637953_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/608717/EPRS_BRI(2017)608717_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/583805/EPRS_BRI(2016)583805_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2022/729277/EPRS_BRI(2022)729277_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/586640/EPRS_BRI(2016)586640_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/642257/EPRS_BRI(2019)642257_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/698064/EPRS_BRI(2021)698064_EN.pdf
https://cor.europa.eu/en/news/Pages/Macrorregi%C3%B3n-Atl%C3%A1ntica-europea-.aspx
https://www.aii-ps.org/
https://www.esteri.it/mae/resource/doc/2019/03/12_declaration_of_the_aic_on_the_support_to_the_eu_strategy_final.pdf
https://www.esteri.it/mae/resource/doc/2019/03/12_declaration_of_the_aic_on_the_support_to_the_eu_strategy_final.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/adriatic/com_2012_713_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/adriatic/com_2012_713_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2020/646152/EPRS_IDA(2020)646152_EN.pdf#page=5
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/maritimeforum/en/node/3060
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/maritimeforum/en/node/3060
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/134353.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/adriat_ionian/pdf/com_357_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/consultations/eusair/
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/adriat_ionian/pdf/actionplan_190_en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/genaff/144951.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/adriat_ionian/pdf/council_24102014_en.pdf#page=16
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/adriat_ionian/pdf/eesc_exploratory_opinion.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52014IR0023&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52014IR0023&from=EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2015-0383_EN.html
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/factsheet_eusair_en.pdf#page=2
https://epthinktank.eu/2021/07/12/eu-integration-of-the-western-balkans-topical-digest/
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The macro-regional concept 
The third report on the implementation of EU macro-
regional strategies defines them as 'policy frameworks 
initiated by EU and non-EU countries located in a defined 
geographical area to jointly address challenges and 
opportunities they have in common through setting shared, 
long-term objectives'. These frameworks are endorsed by 
the European Council and may be supported by the 
European structural and investment (ESI) funds among 
others. While being drafted by the European Commission, 
MRS involve intergovernmental cooperation, with their 
implementation relying largely on the commitment and 
goodwill of the participating countries. The issues involved 
differ from one geographical area to another; in any case, 
priority is given to matters of strategic importance covering challenges, where closer cooperation is 
vital, and opportunities, where cooperation is of mutual benefit (for instance, in research and 
innovation). All four MRS have three main, broad, interconnected priorities in common: 
environment and climate change; research and innovation and economic development; and 
connectivity. They are also accompanied by a rolling action plan to be regularly updated in light of 
new needs and changing contexts.  

The MRS concept incorporates the principles of integration (objectives should be embedded in 
existing policy frameworks, programmes and financial instruments), coordination (policies, 
strategies and funding resources should avoid compartmentalisation between sectorial policies, 
players or different tiers of government), cooperation (between countries and sectors), multi-level 
governance (different levels of policy-makers should work better together) and partnership (between 
EU and non-EU countries, on the basis of mutual interest and respect). The four MRS cover 19 EU 
Member States and, following the inclusion of North Macedonia (April 2020) and San Marino 
(February 2022) in the Adriatic and Ionian strategy, now 10 non-EU countries. An area or a country 
can be part of multiple macro-regional strategies at a time: for instance, Slovenia is covered by three 
MRS. 

The EU strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian region 
Territorial coverage 
The territory covered by the strategy constitutes a fifth of the EU's area and is home to a population 
of 70 million. The 10 participating countries are: 

 four EU countries: Croatia, Greece, Italy and Slovenia; 
 five current or potential candidates for EU membership: Albania, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia and North Macedonia; 
 a further third country: San Marino. 

Nine of these 10 countries are wholly covered by the strategy, the only exception being Italy, where 
only 13 of the country's 20 regions are covered: Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Veneto, the two autonomous 
provinces of Bolzano/Bozen and Trento, Lombardia, Emilia-Romagna, Marche, Umbria, Abruzzo, 
Molise, Puglia, Basilicata, Calabria, Sicilia. In June 2021, the four EUSAIR EU Member States asked the 
Council to launch a procedure for the inclusion of San Marino in the strategy. The Council acted in 
favour in November 2021, and San Marino was officially recognised as a EUSAIR participating country 
in February 2022. Cyprus too has applied to join the EUSAIR. 

 

The macro-regional strategies' 
guiding principles 

The golden rule of the macro-
regional approach is to do more with 
what is available. The strategies 
operate based on the 'three Nos' rule 
(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. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1600880135115&uri=CELEX:52020DC0578
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/637953/EPRS_BRI(2019)637953_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/macro_region_strategy/pdf/mrs_factsheet_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/communic/baltic/com_added_value_macro_region_strategy_en.pdf#page=3
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2020/04/04-03-2020-north-macedonia-joins-the-eu-strategy-for-the-adriatic-and-ionian-region
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/2022/02/14/san-marino-has-officially-been-included-into-eusair/
https://keep.eu/faq/eusair-what-is-it-what-countries-and-regions-does-it-cover/
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-13195-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14164-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/2022/02/14/san-marino-has-officially-been-included-into-eusair/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/EUSAIR-Final-Report.pdf#page=7
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/genaff/121511.pdf
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Pillars, priorities and actions 
The common challenges and opportunities linking the countries within the macro-region are 
structured around four pillars: blue growth; connecting the region; environmental quality; 
sustainable tourism. Each pillar is coordinated by one EU and one or two non-EU member countries) 
and focusses on two or three specific topics (see Table 1). 

Table 1 – Pillars and topics, and the respective leading countries 

Pillars 1. Blue growth 2. Connecting the 
region 

3. Environmental 
quality 

4. Sustainable 
tourism 

 
Coordinating 

countries 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Topics 

Greece, Montenegro 
Italy, 

North Macedonia, 
Serbia 

Slovenia, 
Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

Croatia, 
Albania 

1 – Blue 
technologies 

1 – Maritime 
transport 

1 – Marine 
environment 

1 – Diversified 
tourism offer 
(products and 

services) 

2 – Fisheries and 
aquaculture 

2 – Intermodal 
connections to the 

hinterland 

2 – Transnational 
terrestrial habitats 
and biodiversity 

2 – Sustainable and 
responsible tourism 

management 
(innovation and 

quality) 

3 – Maritime and 
marine governance 

and services 
3 – Energy networks   

'Strengthening R&D (research and development), innovation and SMEs (small and medium-sized 
enterprises)', and 'capacity building, including communication' are two cross-cutting aspects 
relevant to the four pillars. In addition to these cross-cutting aspects, 'mitigating and adapting to 
climate change effects' and 'managing disaster risks' were also recognised as horizontal principles 
for all pillars.4 

Pillars' objectives and examples of projects 
1. Blue growth. This pillar aims to promote research, innovation and business opportunities in blue 
economy sectors, by facilitating knowledge circulation between research and business 
communities and increasing their networking and clustering capacity. It will also help participating 
countries to adapt to sustainable seafood production and consumption, by developing common 
standards and approaches for strengthening these two sectors and providing a level playing field in 
the macro-region. Lastly, the pillar aims to improve sea basin governance, by enhancing 
administrative and institutional capacities in the area of maritime governance and services. 

PoWER – Ports as driving Wheels of Entrepreneurial Realm – supports the development of ports into 
innovation hubs to exploit their untapped business potential and to boost collaboration among key 
players in the innovation supply chain at local and transnational level. 

2. Connecting the region. This pillar aims to strengthen maritime safety and security and develop 
a competitive regional intermodal port system. It also aims to develop reliable transport networks 
and intermodal connections with the hinterland, both for freight and passengers. Another major 
goal is the achievement of a well-interconnected and well-functioning internal energy market 
supporting the three energy policy objectives of the EU – competitiveness, security of supply and 
sustainability. 

https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/pillars/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/wp-content/themes/enfold-child/php/includes/downloadFile.php?file=https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/EUSAIRpillars.jpg
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/pillars/blue-pillar/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/pillars/yellow-pillar/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/pillars/yellow-pillar/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/pillars/green-pillar/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/pillars/green-pillar/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/pillars/red-pillar/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/pillars/red-pillar/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_IDA(2020)646152
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_IDA(2020)646152
http://www.powerports.eu/
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Being a continuation of the MULTIAPPRO ('Multidisciplinary approach and solutions to development of 
intermodal transport in the region'), MultiAPPRO Plus seeks to promote freight transport logistics, to 
make intermodal transport more competitive and to put maritime freight transport on an equal footing 
with other transport modes, as well as continuing the creation of frameworks that incentivise investment 
for the modernisation of ports in the Adriatic and Ionian region. 

3. Environmental quality. The pillar aimed to ensure good environmental and ecological status of 
the marine and coastal environment by 2020, in line with the relevant EU acquis and the ecosystem 
approach of the Barcelona Convention. It will also contribute to the goal of the EU biodiversity 
strategy of halting the loss of biodiversity and the degradation of ecosystem services in the EU by 
2020, and restoring them to the extent possible, by addressing threats to marine and terrestrial 
biodiversity. Lastly, the pillar will aim to improve waste management by reducing waste flows to the 
sea and to reduce nutrient flows and other pollutants to the rivers and the sea. 

DINALPCONNECT stands for 'Transboundary ecological connectivity of Alps and Dinaric Mountains'.  
Connecting the Dinaric Mountains with the Alps, the project aims at enhancing the participating 
organisations' capacity to operate transnationally in providing services and management on issues 
involving environmental vulnerability and fragmentation. Another aim of the project is to safeguard 
ecosystems services, including through the establishment of a network of Natura2000 sites. 

4. Sustainable tourism: diversification of the macro-region's tourism products and services while 
also tackling the seasonality of inland, coastal and maritime tourism demand; improving the quality 
and innovation of tourism offer and enhancing the sustainable and responsible tourism capacities 
of the tourism stakeholders across the macro-region. 

ADRIONCYCLETOUR's aim is to create a transnational cycle route that is connected with other means of 
transport. It promotes the historical, artistic, cultural, and natural heritage of the region and focuses on 
eco-tourism. 

Governance 
In a joint statement of November 2014, the then nine EUSAIR countries agreed the main guidelines 
on EUSAIR multi-level governance. 

Political level 
Decisions related to the strategy are taken by the ministers for EU funds and (or) the ministers of 
foreign affairs of the nine participating countries. They hold ministerial meetings at the EUSAIR 
annual forums, at which a wide range of stakeholders from the participating countries meet to 
discuss progress made in implementing the strategy and define the way ahead. At the most recent – 
seventh – annual forum, held in May 2022 in Tirana (Albania), the countries' representatives adopted 
the Tirana Declaration 'EU-Youth-AIR cultural exchange'. According to how they rank alphabetically 
based on their official names in English, the participating countries rotate in holding the EUSAIR 
Presidency for a year. In June 2022, Bosnia and Herzegovina assumed the presidency. The TRIO 
Presidency, composed of the past, incumbent and future presidencies, secures coherency of the 
work between presidency cycles. 

Coordinating level 
The Governing Board (GB) coordinates the work of the Thematic Steering Groups (TSG) (there is 
one such group per pillar), by offering them strategic guidance on the management and 
implementation of the EUSAIR and its action plan. The GB acts as an interface between the 
operational/managerial level (TSG) and the political/ministerial level. It prepares meetings at 
ministerial level. It may also propose possible revisions of the EUSAIR and/or its action plan. 

Within the GB, each participating country is represented by two delegates, one from the ministries 
of foreign affairs, the other from the national authorities responsible for the coordination of EU funds 
(in non-EU countries, the national IPA (Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance) coordinators). The 

https://multiappro.adrioninterreg.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/international-cooperation/regional-sea-conventions/barcelona-convention/index_en.htm
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-european-green-deal/file-new-eu-biodiversity-strategy
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-european-green-deal/file-new-eu-biodiversity-strategy
https://dinalpconnect.adrioninterreg.eu/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690653/EPRS_BRI(2021)690653_EN.pdf#page=4
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/2021/05/26/eusair-stakeholder-platform-newsletter/
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/adriat_ionian/pdf/joint_statement_governance_en.pdf
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/governance/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/annual-forum/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/annual-forum/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/event/7th-annual-eusair-forum/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/TIRANA-declaration-Final-13_05_22.pdf
https://ba.n1info.com/english/news/bosnia-takes-over-presidency-of-eu-strategy-for-adriatic-ionian-region/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/event/eusair-trio-presidency-meeting/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-new-boost-for-jobs-growth-and-investment/file-mff-ipa-iii
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/enlargement-policy/overview-instrument-pre-accession-assistance/national-ipa-coordinators_en
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GB structure also includes pillar coordinators and officials from the Commission (DG REGIO, 
DG MARE and DG NEAR). Representatives of other Commission directorates-general may also be 
invited, especially those relating to the pillars covered by the strategy. Further representatives come 
from the permanent Secretariat of the Adriatic-Ionian Initiative, the CoR's Adriatic-Ionian 
Interregional Group, the EESC, the Managing Authority of the ADRION programme and the authority 
responsible for the EUSAIR Facility Point. A European Parliament representative has also been 
invited to join the GB. 

Implementation level 
As mentioned above, there are four Thematic Steering Group (TSG), each in charge of 
implementation related to the four pillars. The TSGs develop specific criteria for selecting actions or 
projects in each pillar (ensuring that they comply with the pillar objectives), based on broad criteria 
included in the action plan, as further developed or complemented by the GB. The TSGs report to 
the GB. The TSGs are chaired for three years by a tandem of countries, on a rotating basis. TSGs 
members are representatives of the relevant administrations within the participating countries. Sub-
national (regional) representatives should participate, where appropriate, depending on each 
country's institutional structure. Other members include representatives of relevant Commission 
DGs, of regional cooperation organisations and international financial institutions. The pillar 
coordinators may also invite other participants. Implementation of the action plan is the 
responsibility of all participating countries, at national, regional and local/municipal level. The 
Commission facilitates the development and implementation of a coherent strategy for the region, 
offering strategic support by identifying shortcomings needing addressed at political level, as well 
as suggesting solutions to unblock implementation problems. However, it is up to the participating 
states to ensure that the strategy develops further. 

The EUSAIR Facility Point Strategic Project provides operational and administrative support to the 
strategy. The Facility Point (FP) is made up of project partners from all of the participating countries – 
mostly governmental institutions – led by the Slovenian administration. 

Funding 
The projects within the scope of the strategy are to be 
funded through existing sources only; most of these 
sources are available through the five European 
structural and investment (ESI) funds under the 
cohesion policy: ERDF, CF, ESF+, EAFRD and EMFAF: in 
particular, the European Territorial Cooperation (see 
below) financed by the ERDF. In the meantime, many 
other EU instruments and programmes can be 
mobilised for the strategy. Due to the EUSAIR's 
potential to pave the way for integrating the Western 
Balkans into the EU, the Instrument for Pre-Accession 
Assistance (IPA) has been gaining prominence among 
the EU financial tools supporting the strategy. Other 
available instruments (also funds for specific pillars) 
include: Horizon Europe, Erasmus+, Creative Europe, Connecting Europe Facility, InvestEU, LIFE, the 
European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF) and the Neighbourhood, 
Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI).  

In addition to the above options, the Western Balkan Investment Framework (WBIF) provides 
financing and technical assistance for strategic investment, particularly in infrastructure, energy 
efficiency and private sector development. The WBIF is a joint initiative of the Commission, the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), the Council of Europe Development 

Embedding the strategy's flagships 
(projects) 

Flagships are priority actions within each pillar of 
the strategy, and can be in the form of clusters of 
projects or single projects. The EUSAIR members 
are responsible for ensuring that flagship 
projects are incorporated into the Member 
States' 2021-2027 programmes through the 
'embedding process'. This involves including the 
actions under the flagships in the programming 
of the cohesion funds and IPA III (for the Western 
Balkans) and then implementing them through 
cooperation actions. 

https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/contacts/pillar-coordinators/
https://keep.eu/projects/19163/FACILITY-POINT-Supporting-t-EN/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/about-eusair/facility-point/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/funding-sources/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes/overview-funding-programmes/european-structural-and-investment-funds_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/625141/EPRS_BRI(2018)625141_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2021/690637/EPRS_ATA(2021)690637_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/630324/EPRS_BRI(2018)630324_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/625190/EPRS_BRI(2018)625190_EN.pdf
https://danube-region.eu/projects-and-funding/eu-funding-instruments/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-new-boost-for-jobs-growth-and-investment/file-mff-ipa-iii
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628297/EPRS_BRI(2018)628297_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628313/EPRS_BRI(2018)628313_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628229/EPRS_BRI(2018)628229_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-new-boost-for-jobs-growth-and-investment/file-mff-cef-2021-2027
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/659364/EPRS_BRI(2020)659364_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-new-boost-for-jobs-growth-and-investment/file-mff-life-programme-2021-2027
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/625190/EPRS_BRI(2018)625190_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628251/EPRS_BRI(2018)628251_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628232/EPRS_BRI(2018)628232_EN.pdf#page=5
https://www.wbif.eu/
https://www.ebrd.com/home
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/www.adriatic-ionian.eu/2020/06/12/eusair-flagships-all-summed-up/__;!!DOxrgLBm!V7_RWSSFLsBzmKliuOIwTeto3zwCvWbwSAbTy6wjGwq9No7CoElEmtD-na6a_Yfn4xDhBC2lUE0$
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Bank (CEB) and the European Investment Bank (EIB). The latter may additionally support suitable 
projects under the topics included in the action plan. 

EUSAIR and ADRION (Interreg): Inseparable but different 
The Adriatic-Ionian Cooperation Programme (ADRION) is a financing instrument of European 
Territorial Cooperation (ETC), often referred to as Interreg. It promotes cooperation and solidarity 
across borders within the Adriatic-Ionian region. Even if they cover the same geographical area, 
EUSAIR and ADRION have different legal frameworks, and EUSAIR is not a funding instrument. 
Furthermore, being a macro-regional strategy, EUSAIR covers a much larger spectrum of topics 
compared to the ones a transnational programme could cover. Meanwhile, ADRION is considered a 
key tool for implementing the EUSAIR objectives, and its priority axis 4 supports EUSAIR governance. 
The ADRION draft framework 2021-2027 defines three policy objectives: 1) A smarter Europe by 
promoting innovative and smart economic transformation; 2) A greener, low carbon Europe; and 
3) A more connected Europe by enhancing mobility and regional ICT connectivity. For 2021-2027, 
the Interreg VI-B) IPA Adriatic-Ionian has allocated a total €136.4 million, of which €65.8 million is a 
global ERDF contribution and €70.8 million a global IPA III contribution. A rule under the 2021- 2027 
programming envisages that transnational programmes that have the same geographical coverage 
as certain macro-regional strategies should contribute at least 80 % of their budget to these 
strategies. 

The outcomes of the strategy: opinions 
Institutional views 
In its third report on the implementation of EU macro-regional strategies adopted in 
September 2020, the European Commission acknowledged that the EUSAIR was instrumental in 
increasing the integrated and sustainable governance of the maritime space and coastal areas of 
the Adriatic and Ionian Seas. The strategy also helped improve the seas' water quality through better 
water monitoring and transfer of knowledge on blue technologies in the region. The report pointed 
out the role of the EUSAIR Facility Point (FP) in supporting the strategy's governance and key 
implementers. The report also acknowledged the effect of the strategy's common communication 
plans in ensuring that communication activities and messages – such as the Mediterranean coast 
and macro-regional strategies week, organised every year in autumn – are coordinated. 

The Commission staff working document (SWD) issued the same day addresses the implementation 
of the four MRS in greater detail. With the inclusion of North Macedonia in the EUSAIR, the strategy 
now features more candidate or potential candidate countries than EU Member States. The SWD 
acknowledges that both awareness and visibility of the EUSAIR have increased. In terms of EUSAIR 
governance, the document notes the difficulties experienced in the initial phase of implementation, 
mostly due to the differences in administrative capacity between EU Member States and the third 
countries, concluding that their ability to cooperate with each other has eventually increased. It also 
points out that the participation of countries in TSG meetings has varied according to thematic 
areas: in some countries, the fact that staff is limited may at times hamper attendance. Moreover, as 
most participating countries have a centralised administrative structure, there has been less 
involvement by local and regional bodies of governance – a significant exception being the Italian 
regions, the only case of sub-national bodies contributing to policy design and implementation. The 
SWD also emphasises that, in terms of funding, the ADRION programme supports EUSAIR 
implementation, and the objectives of other Interreg programmers in the region are broadly aligned 
with EUSAIR. When it comes to cooperation within the strategy, EUSAIR actions and projects are 
coherent and mutually supportive. 

The Commission document identifies a number of challenges in areas such as governance and 
administrative capacity, policy and thematic priorities, monitoring and evaluation and funding. 
Regarding governance and administrative capacity, there is a gap between official political 

https://coebank.org/en/
http://www.eib.org/en/index.htm
https://www.adrioninterreg.eu/index.php/about-program/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628228/EPRS_BRI(2018)628228_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628228/EPRS_BRI(2018)628228_EN.pdf
https://www.adrioninterreg.eu/index.php/about-program/eusair-macroregional-strategy/
https://www.adrioninterreg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/v3_ADRION_Pubblicazione.pdf
https://www.adrioninterreg.eu/index.php/about-program/adrion-priority-axis/
https://www.adrioninterreg.eu/index.php/about-program/programme/towards-the-new-adrion-a-view-ahead-on-the-next-programming-period-2021-2027/
https://www.adrioninterreg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Stakeholders_Consultation_12112020_Agenda.pdf
https://www.adrioninterreg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Stakeholders_Consultation_04112020_Agenda.pdf
https://www.adrioninterreg.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Stakeholders_Consultation_281020%C2%AD_Agenda.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32022D0074#page=8
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1600880135115&uri=CELEX:52020DC0578
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/event/mediterranean-coast-and-macro-regional-strategies-week-2021-brings-new-dimension/
https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/event/mediterranean-coast-and-macro-regional-strategies-week-2021-brings-new-dimension/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0186&from=EN
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commitments and follow-up by national administrations, with bottlenecks and delays mainly due 
to the complex organisational structure of the FP project and to the different working methods 
applied by the EUSAIR governing structures and the FP. The MRS should enhance relations with its 
stakeholders: it seems that the Stakeholder Platform under the EUSAIR FP is far from making full use 
of its potential for raising awareness among stakeholders and supporting project development. In 
terms of policy and thematic priorities, the SWD argues that a more strategic vision for 
implementing the strategy is needed: this may require a stronger political guidance to mobilise 
relevant administrative structures in all participating countries, but also a wider participation of civil 
society through extensive consultations, allowing governing structures to get better acquainted 
with the needs at grassroots level. Moreover, the document highlights that EUSAIR key 
implementers may need additional capacity-building to improve strategic planning and to make 
the EUSAIR 'a place for regional discussion on key challenges and opportunities, and to adapt 
actions to relevant EU policies'. Monitoring and evaluation systems have been delayed and are still 
at the development stage. Last but not least, there is a difference in terms of access to EU funding 
between EU Member States and non-EU countries, due to the lower financial capacity of the latter. 

In November 2021, the Commission issued its report on Repositioning of the European Union 
Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region (EUSAIR). This is the final report of the initial study on a 
new 'brand identity' for EUSAIR seeking to make it more comprehensible to its target audience. To 
achieve progress in this regard, EUSAIR needs to clarify its positioning (the current positioning 
before its stakeholders is considered 'ambiguous'), articulate its specific vision, and formulate its 
mission in stronger terms. Additionally, the EUSAIR needs to define and assert its identity in order to 
achieve greater complementarity with other regional initiatives. It should also enhance its visibility 
as a facilitator of EU enlargement within the macro-region and help IPA countries towards accession. 
In terms of governance, the EUSAIR needs more leadership, ownership and involvement; the 
strategy could benefit if it were managed on a day-to-day basis by an executive decision-making 
body set up for the purpose. The report also recommends that the EUSAIR increase its alignment 
with EU political priorities, such as the European Green Deal and the digital transition, while putting 
civil society and youth at the core of its priorities. According to the document, despite achievements 
in terms of the region's stability and convergence between countries, there remain some untapped 
opportunities for achieving synergies with other multilateral initiatives in the macro-region. 

The European Parliament, in its October 2015 report on an EU strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian 
region, highlighted the strategy's potential in assisting candidate and potential candidate countries 
in the region. MEPs stressed the importance of strengthening the institutional capacity and 
efficiency of public administrations and securing, in each participating country, sufficient resources 
and competent administrative personnel expressly dedicated to implementing the EUSAIR. They 
also insisted on the need to include the local and regional authorities in the political management 
bodies and in the operational, technical and implementing bodies of the strategy (while 
maintaining the Commission's role in the coordination process). In a January 2018 resolution on the 
implementation of EU macro-regional strategies, the Parliament expressed concern over 'the lack of 
effective linkage between the availability of resources, governance and ownership, which [is] 
preventing EUSAIR's objectives from being fully achieved'. MEPs called on the participating 
countries to provide the competent authorities with support and tailored measures to implement 
EUSAIR, and to strengthen the capacity-building of its key implementers. The Parliament, stressing 
that the Adriatic and Ionian region has been at the forefront of the migration crisis in recent years, 
welcomed the Commission's efforts to find solutions for the mobilisation of financial resources for 
migration-related activities. 

Experts' views 
A September 2019 working paper by the OCED on 'Multi-level governance and cross-sector 
practices supporting the European Union Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region' underlines 
that among the four EU MRS, the EUSAIR is potentially the most challenging, with significant 
degrees of diversity among the four EU and four non-EU member partner countries. This is often 

https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/2021/05/11/eusair-stakeholder-platform-learning-channel/
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/studies/pdf/repositioning_eusair_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/studies/pdf/repositioning_eusair_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2015-0383_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0002_EN.html
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/5f7dc4c8-en.pdf?expires=1643282460&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=2874752669CED08321762CE0C38241E4
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revealed by their differences in administrative capacity, governance and economic development. 
The OECD identified six overarching areas where adjustments could be made to enhance the 
multilevel governance practices applied to the EUSAIR by participating countries. Firstly, the OECD 
emphasises the need to build and maintain a sense of ownership for EUSAIR through stronger cross-
sector coordination, in order to reverse top-down national governance cultures and to incentivise 
work in a cross-sector manner. Secondly, it highlights the importance of overcoming the funding 
obstacle to EUSAIR implementation, giving clearer support for and guidance on access to existing 
funding. Thirdly, it notes the need to capitalise on the strong strategic synergies offered by EUSAIR 
through support at the EU and national levels, as the lack of direct ex-ante links between EUSAIR 
and EU programming is a serious challenge. Next, the OECD underlines the need to enhance 
national EUSAIR multi-level governance structures and existing coordination mechanisms as a way 
to boost implementation capacity. It then stresses the importance of ensuring human resource 
needs are met and of recruiting experienced staff dedicated to the EUSAIR. Finally, it recommends 
integrating and engaging with subnational and non-government stakeholders, as – with the 
exception of Greece and Italy – formal subnational-level involvement in the EUSAIR has been limited. 

Outlook 
Following a relatively slow start in 2014, the EUSAIR has delivered concrete results in a number of areas, 
as highlighted by the Commission. For instance, the strategy has helped establish stable and efficient 
governing structures, and contributed to the stability of the region, nurturing a peaceful political 
and administrative dialogue on issues of common interest to the participating countries. Moreover, 
the EUSAIR has helped to increase regional cooperation and networking in its priority sectors; in this 
regard, the Commission has highlighted the strategy's potential to strengthen Western Balkan 
cooperation following the inclusion of North Macedonia in the list of participants in 2020. The EUSAIR 
has also played a key role in supporting the enlargement process of Western Balkan countries. Not 
only has it enabled these countries to steadily access relevant EU policies and political platforms but, 
as highlighted in the Commission's 2021 report on the repositioning of the EUSAIR strategy, it has also 
provided real political added value for Western Balkan countries, treating them as equal partners. This, 
in turn, has led to significant capacity-building efforts in these countries, helping to create a sense 
of belonging in the macro-region as a whole. On the topic of funding, the Commission has recognised 

EUSAIR: A tool to further the enlargement process of the Western Balkans 

One of the key goals of the EUSAIR has been to assist the enlargement process for the Western Balkans. 
Written by OBC Transeuropa and CeSPI and published in March 2021 by the Commission, the report on EU 
Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region (EUSAIR) facilitating the enlargement process of Western Balkans 
examines the complementarities between the strategy and the Western Balkans' progress towards EU 
membership. According to the report, EUSAIR can contribute to the enlargement process by: easing the 
adoption of the acquis by the Western Balkans countries; fostering administrative capacity with grounded, 
evidence-based policies, generating cohesion competencies in these countries; helping the implementation 
of EU policies and strategies beyond EU borders; offering a framework where different levels, processes, 
strategies, and funds may converge; promoting a strong involvement of stakeholders and participatory 
policy-making that increase the accountability of governments and consolidate democracy. 

As highlighted by the report, EUSAIR could be a key tool in the enlargement process, taking into account 
the new momentum in EU-Western Balkans relations. In February 2020, the Commission presented a 
revised methodology aimed at driving the enlargement process forward with a stronger political steer and 
in a more credible, predictable, dynamic way. In October 2020, the Commission adopted a comprehensive 
economic and investment plan for the Western Balkans aimed at spurring the long-term economic 
recovery of the region, support its green and digital transition, as well as fostering regional integration 
and convergence with the EU. The EU will mobilise up to €9 billion in funding for investment flagships in 
the areas of transport, energy, green and digital transition, to create sustainable growth and jobs. The plan 
also offers a path for a successful regional economic integration to help accelerate convergence with the 
EU and close the development gap between regions, ultimately speeding up the process of EU integration. 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/studies/pdf/repositioning_eusair_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0186&from=EN
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/studies/pdf/repositioning_eusair_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0186&from=EN
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/adriat_ionian/pdf/eusair_enlarg_west_balkans.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/system/files/2021-10/18102021_eu_wb_relations.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-foreign-affairs-afet/file-the-commission%E2%80%99s-contribution-to-the-eu-western-balkans-summit
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-stronger-europe-in-the-world/file-western-balkans-economic-and-investment-plan/12-2021
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the intensive efforts by all EUSAIR countries to ensure that EUSAIR priorities are taken into account by 
national authorities in their post-2020 programming documents, suggesting that the embedding 
process is well under way among EUSAIR countries. 

A number of key challenges remain, however. There is a great disparity between the EU and non-
EU EUSAIR countries, which, as highlighted by the OECD, is reflected in differences in administrative 
capacity, governance and economic development. In similar vein, the Commission's third 
implementation report notes that divergent structures, regulations, methodologies and funding 
can make it difficult to devise joint, parallel or coordinated actions and projects implementing 
its action plan. The report has also identified a persistent gap between political commitments and 
national administrations' capacity to follow them through, arguing that a well-functioning 
multi-level governing structure is vital for achieving the strategy's objectives. 

The Commission has also highlighted the need for a more strategic vision for implementing the 
strategy and a more systematic approach to improving EUSAIR ownership and awareness by 
all countries concerned. Similarly, the OECD's 2019 EUSAIR synthesis report has identified the issue 
of building and maintaining a sense of ownership for EUSAIR as one of the main challenges facing 
the strategy. The 2021 Commission study on repositioning the EUSAIR outlines a number of specific 
challenges in this regard. Overall, it points to a low level of awareness among the stakeholders 
regarding what the EUSAIR is and what it does, noting that many stakeholders feel the strategy has 
yielded only a limited number of concrete results. Moreover, the study considers that the strategy 
embraces too many dimensions, covers a highly complex and heterogeneous geography, and 
pursues too many goals. Lastly, on funding, the third implementation report stresses that 
ensuring the balanced implementation of EUSAIR actions and projects across the whole EUSAIR 
region is challenging due to the lower financial capacity of IPA countries, with the OECD's 2019 
EUSAIR synthesis report also emphasising the importance of overcoming the funding obstacle to 
EUSAIR implementation. 

Recent years have seen a number of developments that have the potential to make a positive 
contribution to the work of the EUSAIR and to improve its overall operation and implementation 
going forward. One of the most important developments in this respect has been the adoption of a 
new cohesion policy architecture for 2021-2027. Within this framework, macro-regional strategies 
are covered primarily by the Regulation on European Territorial Cooperation (Interreg) 
(the ETC Regulation), which has introduced a number of changes that will affect the implementation 
of the EUSAIR and macro-regional cooperation in general. In particular, the ETC Regulation has 
established two new Interreg-specific objectives, one of which, better cooperation governance, 
includes an action on enhancing the institutional capacity of public authorities and stakeholders to 
implement macro-regional strategies. More specifically, Article 15 of the ETC Regulation provides 
that up to 20 % of the EU funding available under A, B and D Interreg programmes (B Interreg 
programmes being those that support macro-regional strategies) may be allocated to the Interreg-
specific objective of better cooperation governance. The above provision is a significant innovation, 
allowing Member States for the first time to allocate such a large proportion of funding under an 
Interreg programme for strengthening the institutional capacity of governments and stakeholders 
to deliver macro-regional strategies. Considering the large developmental differences that exist 
among EUSAIR countries, this new measure could arguably make a real difference in providing 
support to those countries that need it the most. For the countries of the Western Balkans, the 
importance of this new measure arguably goes beyond simply strengthening their ability to 
implement the EUSAIR. As highlighted by the Commission report on facilitating the enlargement 
process of Western Balkan countries, support to help participating countries from the Western 
Balkans develop their administrative capacity and financial management can facilitate these 
countries' alignment with a number of acquis chapters, specifically chapter 5 on public procurement, 
chapter 18 on statistics and chapter 32 on financial control. Against this background, the report 
argues that the EUSAIR can therefore help Western Balkan countries to improve their planning, 
managing and monitoring capacities through their work on implementing the strategy's four pillars. 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/urban-rural-and-regional-development/multi-level-governance-and-cross-sector-practices-supporting-the-european-union-strategy-for-the-adriatic-and-ionian-region_5f7dc4c8-en;jsessionid=gq7H32Bxvrxf16hE_Wzn8etx.ip-10-240-5-96
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1600880135115&uri=CELEX:52020DC0578
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/urban-rural-and-regional-development/multi-level-governance-and-cross-sector-practices-supporting-the-european-union-strategy-for-the-adriatic-and-ionian-region_5f7dc4c8-en;jsessionid=gq7H32Bxvrxf16hE_Wzn8etx.ip-10-240-5-96
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/studies/pdf/repositioning_eusair_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1600880135115&uri=CELEX:52020DC0578
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/urban-rural-and-regional-development/multi-level-governance-and-cross-sector-practices-supporting-the-european-union-strategy-for-the-adriatic-and-ionian-region_5f7dc4c8-en;jsessionid=gq7H32Bxvrxf16hE_Wzn8etx.ip-10-240-5-96
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R1059
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/cooperate/adriat_ionian/pdf/eusair_enlarg_west_balkans.pdf
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The introduction of thematic concentration requirements for Interreg programmes that support a 
macro-regional strategy is a second important development that has the potential to positively affect 
the EUSAIR. In accordance with Article 15 of the ETC Regulation, such programmes are now required 
to allocate a minimum of 80 % of their ERDF resources to the related strategy, reflecting the 
Parliament's position as set out in its negotiating mandate. While over the 2014-2020 period the 
regulation provided that at least 80 % of the EU funding under each transnational programme should 
be allocated to a maximum of four thematic objectives, post-2020, the same minimum percentage 
must now be allocated to the specific objectives of the appropriate macro-regional strategy. This 
means that the ADRION programme, which supports the EUSAIR, will have real potential to improve 
the delivery of the strategy by focusing funding on achieving the EUSAIR objectives while at the same 
time avoiding the unnecessary dilution of funds across different policy objectives. 

The ETC Regulation has also introduced a number of measures that seek to increase the 
participation of MRS players in the programming process. While the final text of the ETC 
Regulation stopped short of endorsing the European Parliament's proposal to involve these players 
in actually deciding on the priorities for each programme, the Council agreed to Parliament's 
amendment to consult relevant macro-regional players and to bring them together at the start of 
the programming period as part of the preparation of Interreg programmes covering macro-
regional strategies, as reflected in Article 16 of the ETC Regulation. Article 16 also provides that when 
preparing Interreg programmes covering macro-regional strategies, the Member States and the 
programme partners shall take into account the thematic priorities of the relevant macro-regional 
strategy, helping to establish a close link with this strategy already at the planning stage. 

A number of changes have also been made in terms of funding. While the Parliament had repeatedly 
called for a significant increase in the ETC budget in the post-2020 programming period, raising the 
issue in its April 2018 resolution on the seventh cohesion report and June 2017 resolution on 
building blocks for a post-2020 EU cohesion policy, the final text of the ETC Regulation established 
a total budget of €8.05 billion for 2021-2027, a significant drop from the €10.1 billion available in 
2014-2020. Transnational cooperation, the strand that supports macro-regional strategies, has been 
allocated a budget of €1.466 billion, almost 20 % down from the 2014-2020 budget. In addition, the 
co-financing rate for all 2021-2027 Interreg programmes, except for Interreg D, has been reduced to 
80 %, in place of the 85 % rate applicable during the previous programming period. While this goes 
significantly beyond the Commission's original proposal of 70 %, reflecting Parliament's position, 
this decrease in the rate means that there will effectively be even less financial support available to 
macro-regional participants, who will therefore be required to make a larger own contribution to 
project funding. However, it is worth highlighting that although this decrease in the budget 
available for transnational cooperation has translated into a corresponding cut in ERDF funding for 
the ADRION Interreg programme supporting the EUSAIR, with the ERDF's contribution reduced to 
€€65.8 million from the €83.5 million available in 2014-2020, this substantial cut has been offset by 
a corresponding increase in IPA funding. As a result, ADRION is the only Interreg programme 
supporting a macro-regional strategy that has actually seen an increase in its total budget (due in 
particular to the increase of the IPA contribution): from €118 million to €136.7 million for 2021-2027. 

Looking to the future, the Commission and EUSAIR reports have put forward a number of 
recommendations to improve EUSAIR implementation in the future. While a wide-ranging set of ideas 
have been put on the table, such as ensuring sufficient human resources, supporting data collection 
in the Western Balkans and strengthening the relationship with national parliaments, there would 
seem to be a certain consensus around two main issues. Firstly, there is a general feeling that there is 
a need for more political leadership and more ownership. In this light, while the study on the 
repositioning of the EUSAIR acknowledges that the strategy's inclusive governance, which treats all 
countries as equal partners, is very democratic, it considers that governance remains complex and not 
particularly efficient as a result. In this context, the study calls for considering the option of creating an 
executive decision-making body to run the strategy on a day-to-day basis, and strengthening the 
EUSAIR's project management role. The OECD's 2019 report, meanwhile, has pointed to the need to 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52018IP0105&rid=6
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2017-0254_EN.html
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/studies/pdf/repositioning_eusair_en.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/urban-rural-and-regional-development/multi-level-governance-and-cross-sector-practices-supporting-the-european-union-strategy-for-the-adriatic-and-ionian-region_5f7dc4c8-en;jsessionid=gq7H32Bxvrxf16hE_Wzn8etx.ip-10-240-5-96
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build and maintain a sense of ownership for EUSAIR through stronger cross-sector coordination and 
to enhance national EUSAIR multi-level governance structures and existing coordination mechanisms. 

A second idea voiced in both of the above reports is that the EUSAIR should focus more on 
supporting EU enlargement in the macro-region. The Commission's 2021 report on facilitating 
the enlargement process makes a number of interesting recommendations in this respect. Stressing 
the importance of communicating the added value of the EUSAIR for EU enlargement, it also 
recommends that the strategy should focus on initiatives that ease the adoption of the acquis in the 
Western Balkan countries participating in the EUSAIR and act as a platform for coordinating funds 
and strategies contributing to the Western Balkans accession process. The Commission's study on 
repositioning the EUSAIR, meanwhile, goes even further, arguing that the EUSAIR's central purpose 
should be to act as a visible supporter of European enlargement in the macro-region and to help 
IPA countries in this process. Questions remain, however, whether the innovations introduced under 
the post-2020 cohesion policy and IPA framework will in themselves be sufficient to ensure that 
these recommendations would actually be acted on. For while developments such as the new 
thematic concentration requirements, Interreg-specific objectives and rules on the participation of 
MRS players have the potential to promote more political leadership and ownership and to support 
EU enlargement in the region by focusing funding on the EUSAIR's key objectives and strengthening 
institutional capacity, the rapidly evolving situation in Ukraine is arguably becoming a much more 
important political priority for the countries in the region. However, the significance of macro-
regional cooperation should not be under-estimated. If anything, the events of recent months have 
only served to highlight the importance of ensuring effective regional cooperation and building 
bridges between countries. 

ENDNOTES
 

1  The Forum of the Adriatic and Ionian Cities (FAIC) was created in 1999. The Association of Universities of the Adriatic-
Ionian Region (Uniadrion) was set up in 2000, and the Forum of the Adriatic and Ionian Chambers of Commerce (AIC 
Forum) in 2001. The Adriatic-Ionian Euroregion (AIE) was established in 2006. The association promotes trans-national  
and inter-regional cooperation between regions and local authorities from the Adriatic and Ionian basin. It has 33 
members: all are regional and local authorities, mostly at NUTS 2 level. 

2  The strategy has finally been incorporated in pillar 1 of the EUSAIR. 
3  The rapporteur Gian Mario Spacca was then president of the Marche Region, whose capital Ancona hosts the AII 

permanent secretariat. 
4  As the 2020 Commission staff working document remarks, 'Many projects identified by TSGs [Thematic Steering 

Groups], particularly on environmental protection, cannot be restricted to one pillar as they are by nature cross-
cutting'. 
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