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Let me first thank the organisers of this Partner Search Forum for inviting me, a Euroregion Baltic representative, to the event and providng the possibility of  sharing our experience in initiatives taken, mostly within the framework of the BSR Interreg III B Programme, in order to improve institutional capacities and administrative functionality of the organisation, thus relating to Priority 3: Institution and capacity building.

In my speech I would like to present how the Euroregion Baltic in the collaborative effort of its politicians, regional and local administration personnel of its member regions, and secretariats, has addressed the aspects of the Interreg III B Programme that are both crucial for ERB and desired by the Programme itself. In particular, I will pay special attention to the missing themes within Priority 3, i.e. developing democracy and good governance, promoting social development, solving common challenges related to border issues, and building capacity to run efficient sector policies. 

I would like to begin by offerring some background to Euroregion Baltic’s most recent developments. In 2002 all the Parties within ERB agreed to launch a project with the aim of constructing a long-term development strategy. Joint transnational spatial planning and development efforts seemed to be a serious challenge for a cooperative platform including nine regions from then EU countries, accession countries and a non-EU member. Nonetheless, ERB embarked on the Seagull project, which since 2002 has been co-financed by the BSR Interreg III B Programme. Today, it is in its final stage and producing its main output, that is the Joint Transnational Development Programme. This document is intended to constitute a plan of key actions to be implemented in the region, and focusing around the five focus areas: first, increasing business competitiveness (promotion of innovation and attractive investment climate with emphasis on sustainable growth, and social and regulatory transparency), second, implementing EU energy and environment policies, third, ehnacing labour market cooperation, fourth, assisting integration efforts of the Kaliningrad Oblast (enhancement of preconditions for the Region’s ability to participate in EU policies), and finally initiating systematic networking and

benchmarking activities within the four areas. Before its final approval this autumn, the second draft of the Joint Transnational Development Programme is now being assessed in the member regions in a transparent evaluation process involving the participation of local and regional administration, universities and non-governmental organisations. It is being considered in terms of its correspondence with national and regional development strategies and spatial plans, EU policies and directives and the road maps relating to the four common spaces agreed on by the EU and the Russian Federation.

At the same time the decision-makers in Euroregion Baltic were concerned that the organisation as such does not present sufficient financial and human resources to implement on its own a development strategy of any kind. In the effort to provide proper assistance to the implementation process the Council of Euroregion Baltic made a decision to establish a joint secretariat, the first common administrative structure supported with fees from each member region. This financial contribution, however, could only cover the expenses of renting an office and employing one person. It became evident that extra funding was necessary if assistance to the implementation of the Joint Transnational Development Programme was to be substantial. And that’s where the Interreg III B’s Priority 3 came in handy, offerring a perfect instrument for Euroregion Baltic to continue supporting the implementation of the Joint Transnational Development Programme.
A folow-up project was submitted to the BSR Interreg III B, first within the Seed Money facility, and then as a main project application. It has two primary objectives: to improve organisational capacities within ERB in assistance to the implementation process of JTDP (establishing permanent cooperative networks of professionals and creating project development teams), secondly, to improve technical capacities within ERB in assistance to the networking activities (developing internet-based communication facility and establishing a common database enabling benchmarking activities), and thirdly, to improve HR capacities within ERB in assistance to the networking activities supporting the implementation of JTDP (increasing politicians and civil servants' knowledge of EU policies relating to JTDP and improving good governance capacities).

In detail, the objectives of the project are to:

- Establish permanent cooperative networks of professionals within the five areas of infrastructure, rural development, innovation and SME development, labour market cooperation, and environment and energy. In this way Euroregion Baltic will be addressing the missing theme of capacity building to run efficient sector policies, including carrying out transnational environmental impact analyses, promoting and extending know-how and raising awareness around pollution and scarce environmental resources, as well as energy savings, promoting mobile energy networks and environmentally friendly modes of transport, etc. These reference networks will include regional and local politicians, decison-makers, civil servants and non-governmental organisations in order to pursue transparency and participatory approach within the activities. In order to provide sustainability to the networks, they will be turned into permenent working groups, which, by the end of the project, will also delegate 5 project development teams to produce and submit 5 transnational project applications within the five focus areas. These development teams will be temporary project-based structures, delegated ad hoc by the permanent reference networks to deal with specific demands related to the implementation of the Joint Transnational Development Programme.

- Develop internet-based communication facility; The e-facility, serving for the ERB staff to communicate internally and externally will not only allow significant savings in the meeting and travel budgets in the regions, but will also be used by cooperative initiatives aiming at offering training and transfer of best practices within JTDP activities. These may result in impacts affecting wider populations, e.g. increased number of businesses, improved employment in the regions, increased traffic of goods, and bigger sector of environmetally friendly energy production.

- Establish a common database enabling benchmarking activities; Such a benchmarking database will support measures providing more cohesion to the region and increased sustainability in spatial planning activities.

- Facilitate exchange of best practices among civil servants and youths in ERB and improving good governance capacities. In this way Euroregion Baltic will be addressing the missing themes of local democracy and social development, respectively. Since the active promoting of good governance, equal opportunities, gender equality and the youth perspective are considered as being of vital importance for the building of sustainable societies in the ERB regions, they will be further improved in the ERB region through the project. Strategies, values and principles that relate to good governance, equal opportunities, gender equality and youth will be horizontally implemented in the reference networks as essential considerations in the focus areas.

- Initiate a political initiative with the view of bringing some positive changes to the border crossing problems. In this way Euroregion Baltic will be addressing the missing theme of solving common challenges of custom procedures related to border issues in a transnational context. Two e-conferences will be held on the issue in order to identify and discuss the current border regime between the EU and Russia, and its consequences for ERB. Participating EU experts in the Schengen regime, national border+control agencies, ERB politicians and staff will be asked to identify possible room for an ERB initiative to contribute to the lessening of the border-crossing problem. This is of serious political implication to ERB, as the Kaliningrad Region remains its only member outside the EU. A study will be commissioned to evaluate EU Enlargement's short-term and long-term consequences on the flow of cargo and people between the Kaliningrad Region and the other ERB regions. Based on the study recommendations for the future adjustment of the visa regime will be defined, which will be presented to the ERB Board in order to initiate a political initiative seeking support from other euregional structures sharing the same problem. 

The project has been divided into three work packages with the adoption of the following methodology: WP1 is responsible for organising five reference networks around 5 JTDP areas; WP2 takes up the role of delivering technical instruments and exchange models supporting the networks in their work; WP3 provides HR support to the reference networks. In order to achieve the goal of facilitation of the JTDP implementation WP1 must secure a suitable composition of the networks, which should consist of ERB politicians and staff, local and regional authorities’ personnel, representatives of the private sector and NGO’s, research institutions and external experts representing national development strategies, and other projects of concern implemented in the BSR. In order to provide WP1 with technical assistance useful in the JTDP implementation WP2 will establish e-learning facility enabling significant savings in the meeting and travel budgets in the regions and also used by WP3 while offering training and transfer of best practices within JTDP activities. WP2 will also set up Common Benchmarking Database providing more cohesion to local and regional spatial planning activities. In order to support WP1 with respect to developing quality projects supporting the JTDP implementation WP3 will provide training to the networks in the areas of EU policies and programmes, and project development and management.

One of the major concern in the project is also the durability of its activities and outputs, especially those which affect the implementation of the development programme. The newly established e-facility will constitute the key communication tool in ERB, which will continue to be maintained and supported by ERB International Secretariat after the project completion. It will enable the cost-effective and efficient way of disseminating information internally and externally and provide a learning tool to be incorporated in a wide range of  future initiatives that will contiue to support the JTDP implementation. ERB Common Benchmarking Database will too be maintained and supported by ERB International Secretariat in order to provide updated information to regional and local institutions in ERB with reference to projects referring to JTDP activities. The reference networks will by the decision of ERB Board (and the Project Steering Committee at the same time) continue as permanent working groups which will recommend ad hoc project development teams preparing applications to the EU Structural Funds in order to deal with specifically identified problems that relate to the implementation of JTDP. In general, improved organisational and communication capacities within ERB, as well as competences relating to the interest areas within the project will remain with the key politicians and staff working and co-operating with Euroregion Baltic, contributing to cohesion activities in the BSR.

In conclusion, I would like to say that Euroregion Baltic has found an extremely useful instrument to develop its own organisational efficiency and to improve competences of the people involved in the member regions in initiatives promoting sustainable growth, integration and local democracy in the BSR Interreg III B Progrmame, and in particular in its Priority 3 supporting institution and capacity building. Not only has the Programme made some of ERB’s ideas possible, but it has also, through references to strategies and policies articulated within the Region, inspired a numebr of solutions adopted.

