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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a great pleasure for me to be here in Dundalk and to participate in the Annual 
conference of the Association of European Border Regions hosted by East Border 
Region.  

The Irish are very well known for their hospitality and this conference is just another 
proof of this fact. 

So, I want to thank East Border Region and indeed, Councillor John V Farrelly, for 
hosting this important conference. 

The theme of today's conference "territorial cohesion in a post crisis scenario" is 
both opportune and challenging. 

Europe has been under pressure for the past two years because of the economic 
and financial crisis.  

However, we have managed to come up with solutions.  

We have been able to tackle the problems at root: by strengthening economic 
governance and coordinating economic policies, and through financial regulation. 
Together we have achieved a lot.  

We are now on more solid ground.  

The European Union's economic outlook is better than expected. Recovery is under 
way.  

And although unemployment is still too high, it has stopped rising.  

We must now speed up our efforts.  

We must achieve results with the Europe 2020 strategy and its flagship initiatives.  

Our goal is to put our social market economy back on track to ensure smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth.  

Europe's regions and cities will be key players in the Europe 2020 strategy.  

They will have a crucial role to play in creating new, sustainable jobs; investing in 
new technologies; combating climate change; providing good quality education; 
promoting social inclusion; developing infrastructure, and paving the way for smart 
territorial and urban development.  

Of course, each region has a different job to do and the territorial characteristics will 
play an important role in this.  

This is not least reflected in the new Territorial Cohesion objective which implies a 
reinforced territorial dimension in the design an implementation of public policies at 
all levels.  

European Territorial Co-operation is a key element in Regional Policy's contribution 
to the Europe 2020 strategy.  

It allows for the establishment of integrated and cross-sectoral development 
strategies even beyond national borders.  

It can help to make the internal market function better and thus improve conditions 
for growth.  

With its transnational strand it can optimise transport planning, promoting "cleaner" 
and ecologically sustainable transport modes across borders.  

It can help maximise local potential for example where a number of communes 
produce renewable energy.  
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Interregional co-operation can bring together these actors and foster the mutual 
learning process necessary to achieve the aims of Europe 2020. 

It will also help territorially less favoured regions like mountainous regions or islands 
benefit from these opportunities. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

Just three weeks ago in Tournai we celebrated 20 years of territorial cooperation.  

Today it is clear: The whole is more than the sum of its parts.   

The upgrading of Territorial Cooperation to a third objective of European Cohesion 
Policy has been an important and necessary step.  

European Integration does not just happen.  

It needs active engagement at all administrative levels and from all stakeholders. 

In that sense Territorial Cooperation provides the appropriate framework not only to 
promote European integration but to make European added value visible to the 
citizen.  

In fact, we can find a notable example of this right here, through the work of East 
Border Region and the other cross-border partnerships.    

However, there is still room for improvement.  

We know that different language, culture, political and administrative realities are 
major factors hindering cooperation, especially cross-border.  

However, the need to work together has never been greater.  

So, there are two main elements that we have to address: we need a more strategic 
approach to co-operation and we need to optimise implementation.  

A more strategic approach  

European Territorial Co-operation needs to be more firmly embedded in strategic 
frameworks at all levels, be they European, national or regional.  

We need to pay more attention to the role European Territorial Cooperation can play 
and integrate this dimension into all strategic planning.  

This is the only way to ensure coherence and complementarity between ETC and 
other policies and programmes, and to avoid an inefficient fragmentation of funding.  

Such a strategic approach also needs to be adopted when it comes to programme 
preparation: ETC programmes do not exist in isolation but have strong links to the 
Convergence and Competitiveness programmes.  

The same goes for other sectoral policies and programmes that may exist in the 
programme area, such as e.g. innovation, environment or transport.  

All these elements need to be born in mind when establishing a programme 
strategy, in order to maximise the impact. 

We should be more strategic in setting the objectives of our programmes.   

To be effective, co operation programmes should focus on a limited number of 
priorities based on real needs of the co-operation area, as far as possible aligned 
with Europe 2020.  

Macro-regional strategies are another form of reinforced strategic cooperation 
striving towards greater alignment of policies and funding, to achieve a better 
impact.  
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We are carefully monitoring the progress of the Baltic Strategy already underway, 
and will keep a close eye on the results of the Danube strategy when it is launched.  

There is clearly great potential in this approach, but the perspective for other macro 
regions will depend on the results these two pioneer regions are able to 
demonstrate.  

Optimising implementation  

To improve implementation I think we should explore more fully the possibilities 
offered by the European Grouping for Territorial Cooperation (EGTC).   

16 EGTCs have so far been set up and 16 more are in the pipeline.  

Their range of activity is very varied: Some are established for the implementation of 
a very concrete project (such as the running of a cross-border hospital).  

One has now been set up to implement a Territorial Co-operation programme 
(cross-border programme "Grande Région"). 

And a number of EGTCs provide an "umbrella" or an overall frame for a broad range 
of co-operation activities.  

EGTCs are particularly useful between regions where the legal systems are quite 
different.  

The Commission is working on a report evaluating the first experiences under the 
EGTC regulation. We will publish this by next summer and make proposals for 
amendments of the regulation where necessary with a view to further strengthen 
and facilitate the use of EGTCs. 

I do not want to pre-empt the report, but personally I see great potential in the EGTC 
approach and am determined that we should seize all the opportunities it offers.     

I hope those of you who have been in the vanguard of this new approach will give us 
your views and experience to help us refine and improve what is already there.   

We know that the multi-country and multi-regional nature of co operation 
programmes presents a specific challenge for those who implement them. 

We have to ensure that the managing bodies and the beneficiaries are in a position 
to concentrate more on delivering results than on administrative tasks.  

We have already undertaken a significant simplification exercise for the period 
2007-2013. Member States also have their part to play. 

However, I would like to reassure you that we are examining how the 
implementation of your programmes could be further simplified while still ensuring 
accountability.  

Let me say to you too, that we are well aware of the difficulties some of you have 
faced when attempting cross border co operation with some of the EU's neighbours. 
We are reflecting on how this situation can be improved, and I am determined to do 
all I can to tackle the problems.    

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

As you know the discussions about the future Cohesion Policy are well underway 
and I will set out my broad ideas for the future of this important policy in three 
weeks. 

The Association of European Border Regions is a major contributor of ideas for the 
improvement of Cohesion Policy and in particular of Territorial Cooperation.  
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Thanks to your longstanding experience in cross-border cooperation and your 
proactive engagement, you are an indispensable partner for us.   

So, I can assure you that your views will be reflected to great extent in the reform. 

However, I would like to draw your attention to one important issue.  

The reform proposals come on the eve of the debate about the future EU-budget.  

Have no illusions, the budget negotiations are going to be tough.   

We need to ensure that all governments well understand the added value of 
Cooperation programmes, if we are to protect the budget needed to continue 
making it a success.  

I hope you will all play your part in this.  

On the other hand, each managing authority has its own role to play. 

To maintain or increase the budget, we have to be able to demonstrate that the 
instruments in the current period have been used to their maximum. 

I count on your support. Thank you! 


