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Comments from Norway to the proposed amendments to the General Block Exemption 

Regulation (GBER) 

 
Introduction  
First of all, Norway would like to thank the European Commission for the opportunity to 

comment on the second draft Regulation amending Commission Regulation (EU) No 651/2014 of 

17 June 2014 declaring certain categories of aid compatible with the internal market in application 

of Articles 107 and 108 of the Treaty (the General Block Exemption Regulation, GBER). The 

Norwegian Government welcomes the proposed amendments to the GBER in order to simplify 

and clarify the State aid rules.  

 

Regional aid – simplified procedure for long established horizontal operating aid 

schemes in very sparsely populated areas 

The Norwegian Government would like to thank the European Commission for having taken 

into account our comments to the 1
st
 draft amendments to the GBER regarding horizontal 

operating aid schemes in very sparsely populated areas, and welcomes the proposed 

amendments in the 2
nd

 draft.  

The proposed amendment to article 15 paragraph 3 establishes the legal basis for a less 

burdensome administrative procedure for horizontal regional operating aid schemes to prevent 

or reduce depopulation in very sparsely populated areas.  

The Norwegian scheme of Regionally differentiated social security contributions in very 

sparsely populated areas has been in operation since 1975. The Norwegian scheme has, to the 

best of our knowledge, coexisted with different regional aid schemes in demographically 

challenged regions in our neighbouring Nordic countries, without causing undue distortions of 

competition.  

Further, the Norwegian scheme has been subject to renewed notifications and approvals by 

the EFTA surveillance authority repeatedly after the EEA Agreement entered into force. 
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Thus, the current proposal to declare such aid schemes compatible with the internal market, 

and to exempt them from the notification requirements, seems appropriate, and we strongly 

support it. 

As stated in our comments to the 1
st
 draft, the Norwegian Government also welcomes the 

proposal to remove the exclusions of energy and transport undertakings when granting aid 

through horizontal, operating aid schemes in the disadvantaged regions. The Norwegian 

authorities agree that energy and transport undertakings should be treated in the same way as 

other types of undertakings under such general schemes. We are of the opinion that the 

proposed amendments will counteract the current distortions of competition between excluded 

and non-excluded sectors. Likewise, they will reduce the incentives for “guideline shopping” 

and increase the efficiency of the schemes by decreasing compliance costs and administrative 

burdens following from sector exclusions, both for affected companies and for national 

authorities controlling the schemes. Hence, this proposal will make it possible to grant such 

aid in the least distortive manner. 

However, we would like to address one remaining issue concerning the definition of very 

sparsely populated areas in the proposed article 2 paragraph 48a.  

 

Under the current notified Norwegian scheme aid is granted to undertakings with economic 

activity in very sparsely populated areas. The eligible areas are designated in accordance with 

the EFTA Surveillance Authority Regional Aid Guidelines 2014-2020 paragraph 149 (ESA 

RAG). The corresponding provision in the European Commission’s Regional Aid Guidelines 

(EC RAG) is paragraph 161. Designation according to these provisions makes it possible to 

exclude from the aid scheme stronger areas in a qualifying NUTS 2 region and replace them 

with other weaker adjacent areas, with less than 8 inhabitants per km
2
. This mechanism 

enables the national authorities to better target those areas which suffer the most under the 

threat of depopulation. Such «swapping» will only be possible under the condition that the 

total coverage ceiling for operating aid does not exceed the specific allocation of “c” coverage 

referred to in the EC RAG paragraph 158 (b), or the fixed ceilings set out in ESA RAG 

paragraph 142.  

 

In order to continue the reduced social security scheme in the demographically weakest areas 

when making use of the simplified procedure under the proposed amendments to the GBER, 

the Norwegian authorities would suggest that the RAG’s interchangeability provisions to 

target the weakest areas should be applicable also under the GBER.  

 

Such a solution may be achieved by the following wording of Article 2, paragraphs 48 and 

48a, respectively (proposed new wording compared to the 2
nd

 draft in italics):  

   

“(48) ‘sparsely populated areas’ means NUTS 2 regions with less than 8 inhabitants per km
2
 

or NUTS 3 regions with less than 12.5 inhabitants per km
2
,”  

   

“(48a) 'very sparsely populated areas' means NUTS 2 regions with less than 8 inhabitants per 

km
2
 (based on Eurostat data on population density for 2010) designated by the Member State 

concerned in accordance with the principles set out in paragraph 161 in RAG 2014-2020 

(2013/C 209/01),”  

 

 

 



Page 3 

 

Ports  
"Norway welcomes the Commission`s proposal to include aid for port infrastructure in the scope 

of Regulation No 651/2014, to strengthen the efficiency of port operations. However, we have 

some comments and proposals for changes. 

  

In order to promote the development of efficient and environmental friendly ports, it is important 

to take into account the changing needs of the industry in terms of technological development and 

innovation. In our view it is important that investment in technological infrastructure and 

facilities, such as smart port systems and information technology systems, are included in the 

scope of eligible costs and in the definition of port infrastructure. This is infrastructure that is 

essential to promote the future quality and efficiency of the ports as an important link in the 

supply chain and will benefit all users and operators. 

  

We would be grateful for further clarifications of the definitions of port infrastructure and port 

superstructure related to the phrase "transport facilities within the port area" in (157) as opposed 

to the phrase "fixed equipment within the port area that directly relate to the transport function of 

the port" in (158). They seem to be overlapping and we find it difficult to distinguish between the 

two when determining what should be eligible costs." 

 

Relocation – the proposed changes to article 2 point 61a of the GBER to include regional 

investment aid for the relocation of undertakings 
In article 2 point 61a, the Commission proposes that only the use of aid for relocation of above 

100 jobs or a job reduction of at least 50 pct. of the workforce should be notified. Norway is not in 

favour of this proposal. State aid should not be used to move existing jobs around Europe, but to 
create more innovation, economic growth and new jobs.  

We therefore propose that the provision should be rephrased to only include the first sentence; 

“Closure of the same or similar activity’ means full closures and also partial closures.” and 

exclude any type of threshold. If a threshold is inevitable, which the Norwegian government 

regrets, the number of 100 jobs should be set significantly lower because of the distortive effects, 

that will surely come from unfair competition of state budgets, especially in countries where the 

work force is mostly engaged in SMEs. 

 

 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

Monica Wroldsen  

Deputy Director General 

 Elisabeth Torkildsen 

 Senior Adviser 
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