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I. Introduction

The cohesion policy aims to ensure that all EU citizens have the same opportunities. 

European territorial cooperation (ETC), one of the components of cohesion policy, plays its 
part in the ‘ever closer union among the peoples of Europe’ by reducing the barriers between 
the territories and regions so that they are able to act together in the face of common 
challenges. 

Citizens must be placed at the centre of territorial cooperation’s priorities.

This working document seeks to draw together the thoughts of all the members of the REGI 
Committee on the future of Objective 3, looking first at how it operates at present.

II. ETC added value

The European Union currently comprises 27 Member States and 271 regions.

II. A) Background

The institutional boundaries between the Member States still exist. However, thanks to the 
European Union, they have become weaker over the years and are now almost invisible, 
thereby facilitating various forms of cooperation. 

If borders have gradually ceased to have such an impact, this is due, first of all, to the efforts 
of local and regional authorities, which, after the Second World War, decided to work 
together through informal cross-border cooperation arrangements designed to meet the 
specific needs of the populations and territories concerned.

However, although the foundations for territorial cooperation were laid, plenty of challenges 
still remain. The nature of these challenges depends on the history and degree of maturity of 
cooperation arrangements. Having ‘abolished’ borders in the Treaties, what matters now is 
lessening their impact on our citizens’ daily lives.

Cross-border cooperation is still, even now, an important factor in completing the single 
market. Border areas still suffer at times from an obvious lack of competitiveness. 

This lack of competitiveness illustrates the interdependence between territorial cooperation 
and EU policies other than cohesion policy (in the fields of transport, employment, 
competition, neighbourhood policy, health, environment, etc.)

Informal cooperation arrangements, Euroregions, the successive treaties, and the EU’s 
secondary legislation have all contributed to the creation of one of the three pillars of EU 
cohesion policy: the ‘territorial cooperation’ objective. These different stages have paved the 
way to establishing stronger and more sustainable links between the territories.
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II. B) Successes

Greek and Bulgarian citizens who wish to access different services can travel on roads built 
through cross-border cooperation. French and Spanish inhabitants of the Mediterranean 
Pyrenees region will soon be able to use the same hospital, built and managed by a European 
Grouping for Territorial Cooperation (EGTC).

Local authorities from different Member States searching for logistics solutions can find them 
through a transnational initiative coordinated by an Italian region.

Local representatives from a large number of countries are sharing their experience and their 
good practice through interregional cooperation and exchange programmes. 

These are just a few simple examples from within the EU of what the ‘territorial cooperation’ 
objective has achieved, but they demonstrate conclusively the added value of this objective 
for the construction of Europe.

 1 030 infrastructure projects, and more than 18 000 km of roads and pathways newly
built or supported.

 115 200 job opportunities, 5 800  start-ups and businesses directly or indirectly 
established or rescued 

 nearly 12 000 cooperation networks and structures set up and over 544 000 people
(including students) have attended courses, training courses, seminars, workshops, 
meetings or other educational activities1.

III. Challenges under discussion

III. A) General structure

Over the past five years, the Regulation laying down general provisions on the Structural 
Funds and the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty have considerably increased the 
importance attributed to territorial cooperation. 

The 2007-2013 financial framework turned the 'territorial cooperation' objective into one of 
the three pillars of the EU’s cohesion policy, taking over from the INTERREG Community 
initiative.

Since then, under Article 174 of the Treaty, ‘territorial cohesion’ has become one of the 
cohesion policy’s three components, alongside its economic and social counterparts, firmly 
establishing this objective as one of the EU’s principal priorities. 

Territorial cooperation aims to do away with existing physical, administrative and regulatory 
barriers between the territories and the regions, enabling them to work together in tackling
their common challenges, whether these be territorial (services, infrastructure, urbanism and 

                                               
1 INTERREG III Community Initiative (2000-2006) Ex-Post Evaluation (No 2008.CE.16.0.AT.016)



PE450.843v03-00 4/7 DT\836544EN.doc

EN

regional development), global (globalisation, climate change), economic or societal. 

EUR 7.5 billion has been allocated to this objective (i.e. 2.5 %  of the EU’s structural 
expenditure) in the multiannual financial framework.

What strategic ambitions should the ‘territorial cooperation’ objective have in the 
future?

 Three strands: 

Cross-border cooperation funds the implementation of common strategies for the regions 
situated along the Member States’ internal (and in some cases external) borders (with no more 
than 150 kilometres separating them). This strand takes the lion’s share of the 2007-2013 
budget for Objective 3 (EUR 5.5 billion, i.e. 73 %). The territorial basis for its governance is
NUTS3 level. This strand is also, in legal and organisational terms, the most binding of the 
three. 

Transnational cooperation works on a wider scale by promoting cooperation arrangements 
between neighbouring regions belonging to the same geographical area, focusing on strategic 
EU priorities such as research and development, the information society, the environment, 
higher education, mobility and sustainable urban development, and management of natural 
disasters (EUR 1.5 billion, i.e. 20 %) for the current financial programming period. 

Interregional cooperation covers cooperation between all the regions in the 27 Member 
States, irrespective of their geographical location, and is devoted solely to exchange of 
information, experience and good practice (EUR 0.3 billion, i.e. 4 %). 

There are, in addition to this, three separate support programmes with an overall budget of 
approximately EUR 150 billion: URBACT II (promoting sustainable urban development
through exchange of information), INTERACT (identifying, describing and disseminating 
good territorial cooperation practice) and ESPON (studies and databases on territorial 
cooperation).

Should the Objective’s current three-strand framework be retained, and if so, how 
should it be structured and how should funds be apportioned? 

III.B) Position of ‘territorial cooperation’ within cohesion policy

The 'territorial cooperation' objective cannot be properly understood without considering also 
the other two objectives, which precede it chronologically.

Objective 1, ‘Convergence’, is devoted to stimulating growth and employment in the least 
developed EU regions; it has a budget of EUR 251 billion (81.54 % of structural expenditure 
for 2007-2013).

Objective 2, ‘Regional competitiveness and employment’, helps the remaining EU regions so 
that they are ready to face future challenges; it has a budget of EUR 49 billion in 2007-2013 
(15.95 % of structural expenditure for this period).
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These two objectives cover different regions and between them they monopolise 97.5 % of 
the funding. Consequently, although all the objectives are equal in legal terms, the first two 
overshadow the territorial cooperation objective when it comes to funding.

However, Objective 3 targets all the EU’s regions, and its potential for drawing citizens, 
regions and different countries together to work for a common purpose (as well as the results 
seen already) represents a significant added value for the entire EU. 

Moreover, the 'territorial cooperation' objective can be said to be just as ‘future-oriented’ as 
Objective 2, for it has a role in the construction of the ‘ever closer union among the peoples of 
Europe’ that Europe has been calling for ever since the 1957 Rome Treaty. 

The position of the ‘territorial cooperation’ objective within cohesion policy and within the 
forthcoming financial perspectives is therefore a key issue. 

What should be the relationship (including in financial terms) between the 
‘convergence’ and ‘regional competitiveness and employment’ objectives and the 
‘territorial cooperation’ objective? 

III. C) EU 2020, macro-regions and cooperation along the external borders

The ways in which the ‘territorial cooperation’ objective may be linked to other EU initiatives 
need to be considered. 

ETC and EU 2020
Parliament has reiterated1 that the cohesion policy (and by extension its 'territorial 
cooperation' objective) is not subordinated to the EU 2020 strategy, but that it constitutes one 
of its main mechanisms. Consequently, if the priorities of the cohesion policy need to be 
aligned with the objectives of the EU 2020 strategy, the alignment must be done in such a 
way as to retain sufficient flexibility, since:

- the 'territorial cooperation' objective, in particular, is more complex and also serves 
another purpose: the integration of the EU,
- some of the weaker and poorer regions have to overcome various handicaps 
(socio-economic, natural or other ones) that need specific attention.

At the same time, the temptation to create new thematic funds under the EU 2020 strategy 
must be avoided.

ETC and the macro-regional approach
The concept of macro-regions, a Council initiative, came into being as a logical response to 
coordinating common projects over a very large territory. The aim is to bring the advantages 
of an integrated and multisectoral approach into play around common strategic actions 
receiving support from already existing funds. 

                                               
1 Report on the contribution of the Cohesion policy to the achievement of Lisbon and the EU 2020 objectives 
(2009/2235(INI)), Committee on Regional Development, Rapporteur: Ricardo Cortés Lastra
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ETC and cooperation along external borders
The European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument (ENPI) and the Instrument for 
Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) both have strands providing assistance for cross-border 
cooperation along external borders. 

How can territorial cooperation, as a component of cohesion policy and within the 
the Structural Funds framework, be aligned with the EU 2020 strategy, at the same 
time retaining flexibility? What ways can be used to coordinate the macro-regional 
approach with Objective 3? Are synergies and coordination between Objective 3 
and the instruments for cooperation along external borders desirable? 

III.D) European Grouping for Territorial Cooperation (EGTC)

In 2006 a separate regulation was adopted which created a legal instrument facilitating 
territorial cooperation, the European Grouping for Territorial Cooperation (EGTC). The 
EGTC may be used in any of the three strands of territorial cooperation and is a unique 
instrument of territorial governance. It was introduced at the time of the negotiations on the 
legislative package for the current multiannual financial framework (2007-2013).

This regulation allows national, regional or local authorities to set up joint groupings with 
legal personality in order to implement cooperation programmes and projects. It thus makes a 
significant contribution to the multi-level governance model.

Experience with EGTCs already established or in the process of being established shows that 
this instrument works satisfactorily. It meets the needs of regional and local authorities for 
structured cooperation in financial terms and as regards legal statutes and multi-level 
governance, and has even exceeded the expectations of the European legislature in this 
respect.

However, it is essential that local and regional authorities in the EU are better informed about 
EGTCs. Moreover, EGTCs are faced with quite a few other challenges, principally legal, 
organisational or relating to access to financing, in particular in their start-up phase (such as 
problems related to the country of establishment and very lengthy registration procedures). 

Is the legal character of the EGTC precise enough, bearing in mind the serious 
differences in implementation between the Member States? Do the rules on access 
to funding need to take better account of the particular nature of the EGTC? 

III.E) Implementing rules

Objective 3 enables complex, multidimensional cooperation bringing together partners from 
different Member States. However, funding is allocated more on a national than on a 
programme-oriented basis (except in the case of the transnational strand). This method of 
allocation leads to a multiplying of eligibility criteria, checks and audits. 

Its financial mechanism also reflects this complexity, with funds being allocated not on the
usual annual budget cycle basis but on the basis of the two (N + 2 rule) or even three years 
(N + 3) following the start of the project.
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Clearly, the system is not perfect, but it needs to be modified rather than completely 
overhauled. 

How could the implementation of the 'territorial cooperation' objective be 
facilitated? Could the number of eligibility criteria be reduced? Should funding be 
allocated on a programme-oriented basis for the whole of the 'territorial 
cooperation' objective? 

III.F) Visibility 

Territorial cooperation suffers from a particularly acute form of the more general problem 
affecting the Structural Funds: their lack of visibility.

Neither citizens in their daily lives, nor the central, regional or local public authorities in the 
Member States, nor the European institutions in their longer-term policy planning keep in 
mind the major challenges of territorial cooperation. It is necessary to take action at all three 
levels if territorial cooperation is to become more 'visible'. The response to this challenge 
must take two forms: 

- the grand European idea of territorial cooperation must become the symbolic 
embodiment of the EU for all its citizens; 
- policymakers and public servants at all levels must become acquainted with the 
practical aspects of territorial cooperation which may affect their work.

How could territorial cooperation be made more visible for the abovementioned 
target groups? 


