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Summary and conclusions

Mr. Harry Ekestam from the Finnish Ministry of the Interior began his concluding remarks by thanking the organisers for the opportunity to take part in the Partner Search Forum. Being a veteran of INTERREG IIC and INTERREG IIIB implementation, but mostly on the programme level, he found this type of event most useful for getting a feel for what was going on on the ground. 

The main target group of the PSF:s are of course the project developers, and the important activities are taking place at workshops, during coffee pauses and meals, in fact everywhere where two or more participants meet to discuss joint interests and ideas. It is very difficult, almost impossible, for one person to make any meaningful summary of all this, and there may not even be a need for one. Still, it is possible to make some reflections on some central features and themes, partly general and partly particular to this event.

In addition to the over-riding theme of ”sustainable development”, this PSF also highlighted two central geographical aspects of the programme: the east-west dimension and the north-south dimension. 
The strong emphasis on east-west co-operation (and integration) is a main characteristic of the BSR programme and differentiates it from most other INTERREG IIIB programmes (except CADSES). It was already a major concern of the preceeding IIC-programme, but in the new programming period considerable progress has been made in this respect. This was seen in the programming phase and is now evident in the implementation phase. Co-ordination of INTERREG, PHARE and Tacis has become more concrete and operational, as  was shown in the excellent presentations of Marta Plichta, Catharine Bodson and Valentina Chaplinskaya. I goes without saying that  much remains still to be done, but the participation in this event, with almost half of the participants from the PHARE- and Tacis-countries and twenty from Russia alone, is living proof of the great interest for east-west co-operation. 

Maybe less evident from the programme document, but also very central to the BSR programme is the north-south dimension. The Tromsö PSF has put special attention on this aspect (see presentations by Geir Knutson and Brunon Synak). This dimension puts the focus on the special needs of the vast and sparsely populated Barents region and also connects the BSR programme to the implementation of the European Union’s Northern Dimension. The challenges are twofold: to increase cohesion within the vast Barents region, particularly in the east-west direction, and to bind this area closer to the southern parts of the Baltic Sea region. The first challenge also involves coordination with relevant INTERREG IIIA programmes. The latter challenge will need a lot of attention in the coming years. Some promising ideas where alreday presented at this PSF.

The BSR INTERREG III B programme’s seed money facility, with one of its specific criteria to assist promising and high quality projects aiming at finding solutions to bridge the various financial instruments objectives at interest of the BSR, is a great resource in this respect. 

Mr. Ekestam also raised another type of issue, summing up signals sent by many speakers representing the programme administration. It could be summarised in a few words: increased competition. The statistics speak for themselves: in the first application round 6 projects were approved out of 39, in the second 21 out of 60. The ”approval percentage” has thus been considerably lower than in the preceeding IIC-programme. This is partly due to tougher requirements and selection crietria, partly to the high demand for funding and a simultaneous need  to spread programme spending fairly evenly over time. Funding is thus not assured just by fulfilling basic requirements and eligibility criteria, but projects that can demonstrate better transnationality and higher value added will be prioritised. By now, already a sizeable part of the programme budget has been committed and for some measures the scope for new projects has narrowed considerably. This is the case for e.g. tourism projects, but possible reallocations later in the period may increase the scope again. The message at this point is primarily: be aware of the increased competition for funds and take it into account in designing your project. It could be better to invest a little more time and effort in building up a truly transnational project with high value added than to try to rush to the next application round. Careful preparation can also be valuable in itself, even if it does not result in immediate success, as it can give rise to new co-operation constellations and new co-operation ideas.

Mr. Ekestam wrapped up his part of the closing ceremonies by concluding that the Tromsö PSF had been a most useful and successful event and by thanking for his part the sponsors, organisers, speakers, facilitators and all others concerned for making it happen. He then handed over the word to the Chairman of the BSR INTERREG III B Steering Committee, Ms. Helle Fischer from the Danish Ministry of Environment, who closed the conference.

