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BSSSC Chairman 

Subregional Co-operation in the Baltic Sea Region

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Thank you for inviting the BSSSC to this very important event aimed at still better integration of the Baltic Sea Region as such and of the co-operation links within it.

The organisation I have the honour to chair has two basic goals: 

· to be operational in the development of the Baltic Sea Region as a highly competitive macroregion on the global map, and 

· to be a multifunctional channel between the Baltic Sea Region subnational level and European institutions and organisations. 

Having the first goal in mind we have established very good working contacts with other Baltic Sea Region organisations such as Council of the Baltic Sea States, of which we are a partner organisation, the Union of the Baltic Cities, Baltic Sea Chambers of Commerce Association, to name only a few. Our respective working groups, secretariats and politicians meet as well as exchange information and ideas. We promote each other’s activities and prepare joint initiatives on issues of common interest. 

Pursuing the second goal we lobby for the Baltic Sea Region among the European Union bodies as well as bring EU issues to our members which is especially important in the case of regions from Russia, candidate countries and Byelorussia. In this respect we have recently established closer contacts especially with the Committee of the Regions. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Thinking about the Baltic Sea Region we still see many dividing lines, be it geographical, political, economic, cultural or otherwise. Even the two speeches of today suggest some of them.

As I understand, one of the aims of this Partner Search Forum is to attempt bridge the existing gaps and bring the various partners of this important area of Europe even closer together for the sake of bigger cohesion and sustainability, which in turn means prosperity and then competitiveness. The very tool for that, which is going to be discussed today, is the Community Initiative Interreg III B.

Looking at the historical development of Interreg, we are pleased to notice that it has accommodated many of the developments in this part of Europe. And thus, we highly welcome that enlargement has been taken into consideration. With as many as four candidate countries in this area it is of utmost importance to give them a better chance to be in the mainstream of processes, to get to know the “big projects” functions and mechanisms, and finally to be more and more equal, and thus involved, partners. What is very strongly related is that Russian regions, and especially Kaliningrad Oblast, are even more drawn into limelight. And last but not least it is of great value that Byelorussian regions are also covered by the Initiative.

Of course, as we all know, the situation as always, looks better on paper - in policy recommendations - than in  real life, where it is much more complex. 

Interreg, Phare andTacis, in spite of all the praiseworthy improvements, still do not function as smoothly together as we might expect. Imbalance in both financial and operational treatment of the various groups of countries (and thus programmes) continues being a hindrance to truly cohesive actions. On the other hand, one cannot overestimate in this connection the new regulations as to who can be lead partners, on the use of seed money as well as the visible more pro-active and more concrete approach. 

Allowing candidate countries to take the lead partner roles opens new possibilities to those who are already better prepared and willing to be more active. The seed money is of extreme importance, especially when we want to ensure proper involvement of candidate countries, Russia or Byelorussia. As they are still new in the process they need some additional assistance. Encouraging projects that are more “investment” oriented make more regional authorities convinced that Interreg projects can help solve some of the serious development problems and are not just oriented towards a narrow group of spatial planning specialists. 

It is also good to see that spatial planning, understood more and more as spatial development, is seen as a tool for promoting European integration and regional development. Its role of a communication process for encouraging co-ordination across sectors and administrative borders is also very promising both in relation to short term goals and in the long term perspective.

One of the highly valued developments in the Interreg III B is also the involvement of Barents Sea area. Even though it is absolutely natural that regions with more physical proximity will tend to co-operate more than those situated at some distance from each other, like it is the case with various euroregions or partnerships both in Baltic Sea and Barents Sea Region, aiming at cohesion and competitive advantage, we have to look at this bigger area as one entity, too. In the global world the interconnections are more and more obvious and necessary. 

I have been asked to look at our co-operation from the South North perspective. Till now we have been mainly concentrating on East West contacts and working for the sake of bigger East -West cohesion, understood as relations between the so called “Western countries” and Central and Eastern European Countries. This is the scope of our co-operation that will be of importance for still some time to come as there are still many things to be done in sectors like environment protection, transportation links, establishing cultural and scientific links, institution building or encouraging touristic exchanges. But the time is ripe now to look more behind this horizon and try to identify common interests between the outer areas, so to say, of that part of Europe. 

In this respect, the most natural and practical will be the “hard” issues like use of energy, transportation corridors, radioactivity, etc. And here the biggest role is of specialists in respective fields while organisations like the BSSSC can act as a supporter, promoter and contact point. But there is also a need for establishment of cross-sector information links, common work on implementing Agenda 21, co-operation in the field of ICT - where the Baltic Sea Region has a huge potential, educational and cultural exchange, etc. 

Having in mind sustainable development and bigger territorial cohesion as well as full integration of macroregions as ours into the European Union structure, all the above mentioned sectors are important and they require closer co-operation even between such physically distant places as Pomeranian Region in Poland and Murmansk area in Russia, for instance. It is also fascinating, I hope, not only for me being a sociologist, to help meet the various cultures present here, all the languages, traditions or ways of thinking and working. It should also contribute hugely to the success of such  broadly defined Area  to compare the achievements of specific regions and try to implement their results in others. What I would call “The Nordic Way” could be a good example here.  

Europe now undergoes serious transformations. Political, economic, structural,  you name it. The discussion has been opened on the future of European Union, its vision and instruments which are to help implement it. One of the most important instruments is regional policy and Interreg Initiative is an essential element of it. We can be sure, I believe, that cross border, transnational and interregional co-operation will continue being supported.  Now it is used to promote integration, reduce economic and social fragmentation and encourage economic, social and spatial cohesion. We should work together to see if maybe some other priorities should be added or given precedence. An important goal of the current regional support is to have both internal and external borders well integrated within the European Union, or being in Norway  I should rather say, Europe. We should think what that means for this area. For a better integrated Baltic and Barents Regions. We should think what our big assent is, what differentiates us from other macroregions and what we can bring into the still very southern-oriented European Union. And we have obtained a good political tool for that task, that is the Northern Dimension initiative. Still, I think, we should fill it with the subregional, and at the same time macroregional, practical essence. The South-North co-operation should be very helpful in that. As newly established Interreg projects, hopefully between bigger groups of those physically distant partners, should do, too. 

Summing up I would recommend the following: 

· let us, Barents Sea and Baltic Sea Region organisations get closer together, to identify common goals,  to be more instrumental in building truly integrated Region and Europe. Let us thus build on the co-operation work going on in the Baltic Sea Region which I mentioned at the beginning;

· let us work towards still smoother interrelation operation between Interreg/ Phare and Tacis;

· let us participate more actively in the discussion on the future of the Baltic Phare or what next after Baltic Phare for the period after the accession;

· let us jointly assist a still bigger involvement of non-EU partners from Barents-Baltic Area in project work for the sake of sustainable development and integration;

· let us keep on working towards still  more practical and investment oriented support programmes aimed at coherent development of this area;

· let us jointly work for an even bigger recognition of  this Region in the European Union structures.

I do hope that our discussion and the partner search forum will on one hand be an important step towards achieving those recommendations and on the other a good start for rewarding and creative co-operation projects. 

Finally, let me remind you that the first Interreg IIIB Partner Search Forum was held last year in Riga, alongside the BSSSC Annual Conference. It is also our, that is the Pomeranian Region and the BSSSC, great pleasure that the next Forum will take place later this year in Gdańsk 

I am also delighted that many of us will meet again this October in Lillehammer in Norway, during the 10th BSSSC Annual Conference. It will be a good opportunity for further discussion of the issues covered by us. I invite very warmly all of you to attend this event. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

In the very end let me tell a very personal story. Just twenty years ago, on the 7th of June 1982, I came to Tromsø with a group of students from my university. It was a very dark time in Poland, just a few months after the martial law had been declared. It was the first foreign visit in the life of this group of students. We travelled from Gdańsk for four days on an nearly antique bus. The most astonishing thing for us during this nice journey was lack of border control  between Sweden and Norway. It was so difficult for us to believe that it was a reality. 

This story shows how deep changes have taken place in our Region since that time. I believe that Interreg IIIB projects will contribute essentially to removing all the still existing economic, social and psychological barriers between our countries and regions.

